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A. INFORMATION: FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS AND 
ANSWERS - THE VOCABULARY COMPONENT IN THE CURRICULUM, AND THE WAYS IT 

WILL AFFECT YOUR TEACHING. 

WHY IS THERE A SECTION ON VOCABULARY TEACHING IN THE CURRICULUM?  
 

Four main reasons: 

• Teachers and textbook writers have been saying for years that we need 
vocabulary and grammar lists to help achieve the benchmarks; 
• Vocabulary is the most important component of language knowledge; it is one of 
the best predictors of language performance;  
• Many students get to twelfth grade with a relatively small vocabulary, which 
prevents them from achieving their potential (based on research done in Israel and 
abroad, Schmitt, 2008; Laufer).  
• Students don’t just ‘pick up’ vocabulary from reading and listening.  It needs to 
be actively taught (see practical suggestions later in this booklet).  

 

WHAT DOES THE VOCABULARY SECTION OF THE CURRICULUM INCLUDE?  
 

Two main requirements: 

• Core vocabulary lists of essential items for Foundation and Intermediate levels, 
of about 700 items each; a core vocabulary list of essential items for Proficiency 
level of about 1400 items1.  

• The number of vocabulary items students are expected to learn at each level, 
(items from the Core lists, plus other items chosen by textbook writers and 
teachers).  These numbers are: about 1200 for Foundation, an additional 2000 at 
Intermediate, and another 2200 at Proficiency: about 5400 in all.  

 

                                                                 
1 This looks like a lot:but it includes many items which will have been taught in earlier years as part of the 
‘expansion’ vocabulary. 
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HOW DOES THIS AFFECT MY TEACHING OF VOCABULARY?  
 

You’ll need to spend quite a lot of lesson time on teaching new vocabulary and 
reviewing it throughout the year. This means probably about one-third of lesson 
time, on average, will be devoted to vocabulary work (there are lots of practical 
ideas in this booklet to help you do this).  

Also, you’ll need to take more care in selecting which items to teach:  
• select the items you feel will be most useful to your students; 
• include multi-word items (lexical chunks) like in any case.  

HOW MANY NEW VOCABULARY ITEMS SHOULD I TEACH IN A LESSON?   
 

In principle, about 12 new items a week in elementary school, about 20 in junior 
high, about 30 in high school.  This will vary of course, according to the individual 
class: lower hakbatzot will learn fewer, classes of native speakers can be expected 
to learn more. Remember you’ll need to set aside time also for review! 

 

HOW MUCH REVIEW DO I NEED TO DO? 
 

In order to make sure that students have mastered the items, they need to review 
them at least ten times, probably more!  Obviously, you can’t review every item ten 
times, but you should make sure you do so several times. So this means that you’ll 
need to review new items you’ve taught not only at the end of the same lesson or 
unit, but will need to come back to them regularly over the whole year (see Myth 5 
below)  
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B. IMPLEMENTING THE VOCABULARY COMPONENT IN THE 
CLASSROOM - (HOW CAN WE FIND THE TIME?)  GENERAL GUIDELINES 

AND STRATEGIES TO IMPROVE VOCABULARY TEACHING AND LEARNING, WITH LOTS OF 
PRACTICAL IDEAS. 

 

REORGANIZATION 
 

It’s not a question of adding, it’s a question of reorganization. 

Two things you might cut down to make room for vocabulary work: 

• Grammar.   

There is a tendency to devote too much time to grammar teaching, much of 
which should be transferred to vocabulary.  

• Checking homework.   

Often half the lesson is wasted on going through exercises students have done 
for homework. Try … 

 just giving the answers, or writing them up on the board; students self-
check and then respond only if there is a problem;  

 giving them five minutes to check through the answers in pairs, asking 
you only if there is a problem;   

 taking in their homework to check at home (obviously you can’t do this 
every time, too time-consuming, but occasionally you can, and it saves 
time in class).  
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Synonyms: More advanced 
medication / medicine 
select / choose / elect 
excellent / superb / outstanding 
subway / underground 
offspring / children / issue 
disabled / crippled / physically 
challenged 
slip / slide / skid 

forge / falsify / counterfeit 
enemy / antagonist / foe 
famous / notorious / well-
known 
slim / thin / skinny 
attorney / lawyer / solicitor 
toil / work / labour 

 

TRANSLATION BLOOPERS (JH, HS) 
 

1. Choose a short English text at a level of difficulty appropriate for the class together 
with its computer translation (try using Google Translate 
http://translate.google.com/#), displayed on the board or copied for students. 

2. Divide the class into pairs. 
3. Distribute the two texts, and invite students to underline any translations they feel 

are inaccurate or inappropriate. They can use dictionaries as needed. 
4. Discuss these mistranslations in full class: why did they occur?  
5. Draw students’ attention to the relevant aspects of meaning of the L1 or English 

vocabulary items that caused the computer to translate the way it did. 

 
Variation 
 

1. Do it the other way round: start from an L1 text and look at the English translation.  
2. Tell students for homework to feed in a similar text to their computers and elicit a 

translation; then analyze it the same way on their own, and bring their findings to 
the following lesson for discussion.  

3. For more advanced students, perhaps discuss: how could computer translations 
become more accurate?  Or will computer translations never be as good as human 
ones?  
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COMPARE COLLOCATIONS (JH, HS) 
 

1. Prepare a few mistakes in English that you have come across based on L1 
interference within collocations or multi-word ‘chunks’ (e.g. make a shower instead 
of have/take a shower, make one's homework instead of do/prepare one's 
homework).        

2. Show these mistakes to the class.  
3. Ask them if they can add more that they have made themselves in the past or heard 

others say.  
4. Tell them to look through their vocabulary notebooks or lists of words in their 

coursebook. They should look for more multi-word chunks where different 
component words would be used in their L1 to convey the same idea.  Any they find 
they should underline, or highlight.  

5. Students get together in small groups to make summaries (small posters) based on 
their findings, showing the correct English expression clearly written out, and the 
mistaken (L1-interference-based) expression next to it, crossed out. 

 

 

TIP 

WHEN REQUIRING FORMAL PRESENTATIONS FROM STUDENTS, I HAVE FOUND IT A GOOD IDEA 
TO START THE BALL ROLLING WITH A SIMILAR PRESENTATION OF MY OWN. THIS ENABLES ME 
TO MODEL THE KIND OF INFORMATION, LENGTH OF PRESENTATION AND FORMAT THAT I AM 
EXPECTING.  IT ALSO ACCORDS WITH THE PRINCIPLE THAT YOU DON’T ASK STUDENTS TO DO 
THINGS YOU’RE NOT WILLING TO DO YOURSELF! 
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G. VOCABULARY ASSESSMENT - SOME USEFUL WAYS OF TESTING 

VOCABULARY. 
 

SAMPLES OF TEST ITEM FORMATS FOR ASSESSING VOCABULARY 
 

Most test items assess only receptive knowledge of the items (i.e. if the students 
can recognize them and know what they mean2).  It’s important also to test 
productive knowledge (i.e. if the students can retrieve the items from memory and 
say or write them in response to a question or hint3). 

1. MULTIPLE CHOICE  
 

Aim: assessment of receptive knowledge  

1.1 Circle the choice that best gives the meaning of the underlined word deliberately    
a. both  
b. noticeably  
c. intentionally  
d. absolutely  
 
1.2 Circle the choice that best gives the meaning of the underlined word, given in 
context 
      He was guilty because he did those things deliberately. 
            a. both                                                b. noticeably 
            c. intentionally                                   d. absolutely                              
 

  

                                                                 
2 Receptive or passive knowledge is commonly used in listening comprehension and reading, and involves 
recognition of the form–meaning relationships (Nation, 2001). 
3 Productive or active knowledge of vocabulary is usually associated with speaking and writing and implies retrieval 
of the appropriate word (Laufer & Goldstein, 2004). 
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2. MATCHING  
Aim: assessment of receptive vocabulary knowledge  

Match words to definitions 

1. medicine a. a person you go to see if you feel ill 
2. doctor  b. when you feel sick, you may have this  
3. hospital c. where you lie down and rest when you are ill. 
4. bandage d. something you take to make you feel better 
5. illness  e. something you put on a cut to stop the bleeding 
6. bed  f. a place where people go to get medical treatment 
 

Variations 

a. Instead of words and their definitions, there are a number of other types of 
‘matches’ you might use: 

1. pairs of synonyms (e.g. large + big); 
2. pairs of antonyms (e.g. large + small) 
3. words that collocate with one another (e.g. work + hard) 
4. beginnings and endings of idioms, proverbs, clichés, etc (e.g. No news is + good 

news) 
5. items and their L1 translations 
6. word-components (prefixes, suffixes, other morphemes (e.g. micro + phone) 
 
b. In order to make the task slightly more difficult, and to lower the likelihood that 
students choose the right matches by chance, insert a few items in one of the 
columns that have no ‘matches’ and function as ‘distractors’. For example: 

1. bench  
2. charity                      a. _______long seat 
3. mate                         b._______ help to the poor 
4. jar                             c._______part of a county  
5. mirror 
6. province   
 
TIP 
MATCHING ACTIVITIES ALLOW MORE ITEMS TO BE TESTED WITHIN THE SAME TIME. ALSO, THE 
MATCHING FORMAT REDUCES THE AMOUNT OF WORK INVOLVED IN PREPARING MULTIPLE 
CHOICE ITEMS.   
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3.  SENTENCE COMPLETION  
 

Aim:  assessment of receptive knowledge 

1. Write the beginnings of sentences, leaving the endings open. Each beginning 
should include one of the target items, underlined, but should not give substantial 
hints as to its meaning.   

The storm was…. 

Variation 
Use sentence endings instead of, or as well as, sentence beginnings.  
…………………………………………….  because of the storm.  

 

TIP 

IT’S ALWAYS A GOOD IDEA TO PROVIDE AT THE BEGINNING OF EACH SECTION OF A WRITTEN 
TEST NOT ONLY THE INSTRUCTIONS BUT ALSO ONE ANSWER FILLED IN AS AN EXAMPLE.  THIS, 
OF COURSE, WILL NOT COUNT TOWARDS THE TEST SCORE, BUT GIVES THE STUDENTS A CLEAR 
IDEA OF WHAT IS EXPECTED. 

 

 

4.1 FILL THE GAP (RECEPTIVE VOCABULARY KNOWLEDGE)  
 
Aim: assessment of receptive knowledge 
 A ______ is used to eat with. 
            a. plow              b. fork             c. hammer           d. needle   
 
Variation 
Use a series of sentences with missing words, accompanied by a ‘word bank’. 
 
a picture, tea, a book, bread 

 1. We can drink ___________. 
 2. We can eat___________. 
 3. You can read ___________. 
 4 You can look at ___________. 
 


