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Paul Nation’s workshop proved to be exactly the useful and thought-provoking event anticipated by those workshop participants who had had the pleasure of attending his presentations previously. Like all good workshops, it was a judicious mixture of useful theory, good teaching ideas and starting points for interesting future research. 

The individual sessions covered:

· Vocabulary frequency and teaching approaches

· Diagnosing learners’ vocabulary level

· Analyzing vocabulary activities

· Learning vocabulary through communicative tasks

· Specialized vocabulary

· Reading and vocabulary development

· Direct vocabulary learning strategies

· Guessing from context

· Collocation

· Vocabulary testing
Vocabulary was an area which was arguably neglected in foreign language teaching for a number of years, but it now seems very much back on the agenda, and Paul gave all the participants a great deal to think about.  What he said would, perhaps, be particularly thought-provoking for anyone who included among his or her basic tenets use of the maximum amount of authentic language (even for those at the early stages of language learning), or an entirely inductive approach to vocabulary learning.

What follows covers only a few of the many interesting points which were made. (Anyone wanting a fuller coverage of his views will need to go to the two books Paul has recently produced, published respectively by CUP and RELC.) 

· Word frequency

The large Webster’s dictionary contains about 128,000 ‘word families’ (a word family being defined as a collection of words whose stem has the same meaning - e.g. all the inflected forms of the word would be included). Of these, a typical 5-year-old English native speaker knows about 5,000, and an average adult native speaker 18,000 to 20,000.

Of the total 128,000, in terms of usefulness:

(a) The highest frequency 1,000 word families constitute over 80% of corpuses of conversational English and fiction; over 75% of newspaper texts, and over 70% of academic texts. Thorough knowledge of those words is therefore an extremely high priority for any learner of English. 

(b) The next 1,000 in terms of frequency add extra coverage of between 6% (conversation) and 4.6% (academic text). 

(c) For tertiary level students, a list of 570 ‘academic’ word families (used frequently across a wide range of disciplines) are the next most useful group of words – more useful than the third 1,000 chosen by overall frequency in modern English. These academic items have been shown to form 8.5% of a corpus of academic texts, and to be well spread across disciplines; and indeed form over  4.5% of newspaper text. (A few examples: area, definition, option, specify, indicate.) Some of the words are special uses of words with other high-frequency meanings; smaller dictionaries may not show these more specialized meanings at all.

It would be interesting to establish how many of these word families are known by polytechnic entrants (O-Level school leavers) and university entrants (A-Level leavers) in Singapore. 

It’s also interesting to note that, according to Paul, there has been no good research on the language of tertiary education lectures.  Another good research topic for the readers of this journal?

(d) Technical vocabulary for each discipline or professional area is difficult to quantify, depending not least on how the discipline or area is defined. However, according to Paul, technical dictionaries typically include about 1,000 headwords. Research suggests that knowledge of the specialized word families common in a particular area of study gives about 5% additional coverage of the academic texts in that area. Detailed explanation is probably best left to the subject teachers, but language teachers can help with work on such things as prefixes and suffixes; illustration of the semantic relationship between the ‘common’ and technical meanings of a particular word family (e.g. ‘wall’ and ‘cell wall’); and suggestion of such strategies as guessing from context and use of word cards (see below). 

(e) All the remaining 120,000+ word families between them only constitute between 7.8% (conversation) and 15.7% (newspapers) of text. It is obviously desirable for fluent speakers to acquire a knowledge of a substantial number of these, but they would have low priority for explicit vocabulary teaching (unless they were much more frequently met by those working in a particular specialist area, in which case of course they would be technical vocabulary in that area). 

However, here again it can be helpful to develop learners’ awareness of strategies such as knowledge of common prefixes and suffixes, and intelligent guessing from context. Understanding of a word acquired from meeting it in context in extensive reading is ‘fragile knowledge’, and may not be internalized longterm if there are no further encounters with it; but it is still useful. 

It should be noted that knowledge of the 2,570 word families included in (a) to (c) above gives well over 80% coverage of typical academic text, and about 85% coverage of newspapers. (It even gives over 90% coverage of novels!) Addition of technical words adds about an extra 5% coverage for the texts met by tertiary students. Explicit attention to these words thus seems extremely worthwhile.

· Comprehension of text
Research suggests that readers need to understand 98% of the running words in a text in order to comprehend the text fully.  (At 80% there is no adequate comprehension of overall meaning; at 90% only a very few readers grasp it; at 95% those who do are still a minority. Paul speculated that for academic text, 99% might be required.) This seems to suggest that we need to think very carefully about the task we are imposing when we give authentic material to people in the earlier stages of language learning.

· Deliberate vocabulary learning

Contrary to some recent opinion, deliberate learning of vocabulary appears actually to be more effective than learning the word in context. For high frequency items (including technical vocabulary), Paul advocates the use of vocabulary cards.  Some aspects of effective use:

· The cards are most effective with the target word on one side, and the first language equivalent (rather than a definition or a picture) on the other.

· Saying the word to yourself as you look at it helps memorization.

· The cards should be regularly shuffled to avoid ‘serial learning’.

· Initially, packs of 15-20 cards are best.  Later, groups of up to 50 may be practicable.

· It is desirable to avoid grouping words with similar meanings (e.g. ‘elbow’ and ‘shoulder’ could easily be transposed in the memory if learnt together). 

There is evidence that around 30 words an hour can be learnt in this way – a worthwhile use of time for high frequency words, and easily done outside a formal learning context. Repeated exposure to the new words is needed, however; initial memory of a word seems to fade after two to three weeks.

· Four suggested strands of an academic vocabulary learning course
Paul suggested the academic vocabulary should be explicitly learned, receptively and productively, in a course with the following four strands:

· Meaning-focused input – ideally about 98% of the vocabulary items should be known. Examples might be carefully chosen (and perhaps slightly doctored) texts from academic sources, and also from newspapers.

· Language-focused learning – highlighting new words in a more difficult text (perhaps 20% of running words unknown), and then using the card technique to learn these new items. Things like learning word parts (prefixes, suffixes etc.) also fall within this strand.

· Meaning-focused output – focus on the message, working with material where (ideally) 98% of the vocabulary is known. Examples might be writing summaries, problem-solving discussions. 

· Fluency development – working with easy material (i.e. text where 100% of the vocabulary is known). This could be achieved either by simplifying existing academic text (preserving as much as possible of the original style), or revisiting texts previously encountered (perhaps in the ‘language-focused learning’ strand. 

· Graded reading

Paul advocates the use of graded reading material, and suggests that it should be pitched at two levels for any given learner:

· 98% known vocabulary – for strategy practice.

· 100% known vocabulary – for fluency practice.

· Collocation

Some people argue that all language is collocation – that we do not really share and use grammatical patterns at all. What seems clear is that there is quite a lot of constraint in actual use of vocabulary items; we do not always have free use of patterns. 

According to Paul, high collocational skills characterize a native speaker. Teaching collocational awareness is not easy, but he suggested it would be helpful to:

· make use of fluency practice, enabling learners to become used to holding longer word strings in their short-term memory.

· divide material into meaningful chunks.

· encourage extensive reading.
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