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Proposal 

Abstract  

I propose to attend the Center of Applied Linguistics (CAL) Institute on Research-Based 
Vocabulary Instruction for English Learners (May 11-12, 2017) to better ground my pedagogical 
approach to teaching vocabulary in my ESL courses to enhance student learning. “The institute 
will focus on the vocabulary acquisition of English learners and on techniques to foster the 
vocabulary acquisition needed to meet content and language acquisition standards” (CAL) to 
succeed in their academic courses. I also expect to learn about “strategic instruction of high-
utility [academic] vocabulary”, “approaches to promote students' independent word-learning 
skills,” and “assessment techniques that inform strategic vocabulary instruction” (CAL).  

Rationale 

My zeal for teaching students how to build a strong vocabulary began when I taught my first 
course, ESL 32: Reading I, at NOVA over 18 years ago. This pursuit has endured as central 
course objective of every ESL course I have taught since. My students, who are English 
language learners (ELLs), actively strive to strengthen their vocabularies to improve fluency. 
Though they acquire new words (derived from context), and subsequently recognize the target 
words when they re-encounter them in future texts, they find it challenging to use them in their 
own speaking and writing, especially when required to paraphrase and summarize. While ELLs 
produce awkward sentences for several reasons, one clear one is that they lack collocation 
knowledge.    

I realized I needed to learn more about collocations, so at TESOL 2016 in Baltimore, I attended 
several presentations on vocabulary instruction. One session—Corpus-Based Word 
Combinations, a guide to key academic collocations—was especially useful. Afterward, I began 
consulting the scholarly research on vocabulary learning and teaching, such as Nation’s seminal 
text, Learning Vocabulary in Another Language, and Barcroft’s Input-Based Incremental 
Vocabulary Instruction.  

The term “collocation is used to refer to a group of words that belong together, either because 
they commonly occur together […] or because the meaning of the group is not obvious from 
meaning of the parts” (Nation 317). Referring to his own and others’ (Ellis and Pawley and 
Syder) research, Nation maintains that “language knowledge is collocation knowledge;” and “all 
fluent and appropriate language use requires” this knowledge. As many words co-occur with a 
limited set of other words, language users must know these ‘chunks’ to achieve fluency (318).   

Learning this, I immediately shifted the focus of my direct instruction of vocabulary words to 
collocations. Consulting collocation dictionaries, students actively discovered, shared, and 
learned to reproduce the target collocations, which enabled them to produce not only 
grammatical, but natural sentences. This was a small, but important breakthrough for my 
students (and me)!  
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To further improve student learning, I need to learn more, and CAL’s intensive, face-to-face, 
hands-on institute presents the opportunity to not only strengthen my theoretical underpinning of 
ELL vocabulary acquisition but also update my teaching techniques. More specifically, I will 
learn about researched based differentiated methods of instruction, gain deeper knowledge of 
“methods for explicit vocabulary instruction, including contextual and analytic instruction,” and 
learn how to adapt my instruction and vary language modalities to reinforce learned content. In 
addition, the “promoting students’ independent word learning skills” session promises to 
positively influence student learning outcomes. Finally, the focus on “utilizing assessment to 
inform instruction” will help me learn to assess different types of vocabulary knowledge and to 
better use formative assessment techniques to guide my vocabulary instruction.  

At this moment, I cannot predict exactly how I will modify my teaching or know specifically 
how student learning will be enhanced, but I am committed to implementing the new strategies 
and methods and developing measures to gauge their impact on students’ mastery of the course 
objectives.   

Schedule  

As the institute on Research-Based Vocabulary Instruction for English Learners runs May 11-12, 
2017), I will be able to begin implementing the new approaches, strategies, and assessments in 
my fall 2017 courses. I will also share what I learn with my colleagues in a discipline specific 
workshop.   
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