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The Loser-Savkar Fellowship allowed me to participate in the Center for Applied 

Linguistics (CAL) Institute on Research-Based Vocabulary Instruction for English Learners on May 

11-12, 2017. The institute focused on the four instructional principles English teachers must 

follow so their learners acquire the vocabulary needed to meet content standards:  

1) “Provide a rich and motivating language environment that fosters word consciousness”: 

Teachers provide learner accessible explanations, incorporate varied texts and modalities 

in interactive (reading, writing, discussion) exercises, and create multiple and varied 

opportunities for students to engage with the vocabulary in semantically rich contexts.   

2) “Strategically instruct high-utility vocabulary”: Instructors select high frequency, 

generative semantically mappable target words, plan varied instructional intensities and 

encounters, and support learning with nonlinguistic aids, e.g., images, animations.   

3) “Teach strategies to help students become adept, independent word learners”: Instructors 

must demonstrate vocabulary building strategies and provide students opportunities to 

practice them; foster L1 cognate, context clue, and morphological (roots and affixes) 

awareness; and teach dictionary/grammar/corpus/reference use skills.   

4) “Utilize assessment to inform vocabulary instruction”: Teachers should employ 

instructional goal-aligned formative and summative assessments that are multi-modal 

and learner differentiated.  

At the institute, the research supporting each of the principles was reviewed, and several 

concrete learning exercises from each of the four domains were modeled. The participants took 

on the role of learners and the institute facilitators took on the role of instructors. We debriefed 

each “lesson” to determine how we might make modifications for our specific learners. For the 
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capstone exercise, we created and facilitated a lesson that integrated the four principles. This 

exercise caused me to examine areas I over-privilege—In the past, most of my vocabulary 

instruction has been explicit, unidirectional, and focused on teaching definitions. Recently, I have 

shifted to guiding students toward discovering meanings and correct usage in context, and using 

multiple-modal texts to active aural, oral, and visual channels.      

One of the reasons I wanted to attend CAL was my growing interest in Corpus Linguistics 

and collocations. Citing Ellis and drawing on his own research, Nation maintains that “language 

knowledge is collocation knowledge” (318), and aligning with Pawley and Syder, asserts “all 

fluent and appropriate language use requires” (318) this knowledge. As he explains, many words 

co-occur with a limited set of other words; language users must know these ‘chunks’ to achieve 

fluency (Nation 318). I made a commitment to learn more about teaching collocations after 

attending the CAL institute.  

In this quest, I have encountered the works of Michael Lewis who maintains that 

“Language is many things—a habit, a skill, a system, a means of communication, but above all it 

is a dynamic integrated whole. If teaching chops the language up into small pieces, what is being 

taught is no longer really language” (Lewis 15, The English Verb). Since I want my students to 

learn and be able to use English fluently, I aim to implement a lexical approach (Lewis) to 

teaching vocabulary.     

As they are the largest and most fundamental category of lexical items (Lewis 91, The 

Lexical Approach), I have not wholly abandoned teaching words; instead, I am stressing 

multiword items which include collocations, institutionalized expressions, and polywords. This is 

not a conventional way of teaching vocabulary, and so there is a steep learning curve for both 
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the students and me. I started making the shift in the summer and fall and am attempting to be 

more systematic in my approach this spring. Below, I describe my experience implementing a 

few of the instructional and learning tools introduced at the institute that I have put to this end.    

My students and I have been investigating print and online collocation dictionaries. They 

are helpful tools, but present some challenges, too. After conducting a bit of research, we 

learned that even the best ones do not contain all the words we need to find, including more 

advanced words, nor do they contain all the words on Coxhead’s Academic Word List (AWL). 

Given their specialized function, collocation dictionaries are quite different from the ones 

students are accustomed to using—most do not include definitions(!), and the information they 

do contain is arranged differently, which can be quite disorienting to students who need to move 

with speed and precision. Students are reluctant to invest in another dictionary given their steep 

cost and the learning curve they present. While some publishers do offer electronic versions, and we use 

these in class and for studying, those are also cost prohibitive for many students, and they are not 

permitted to use their e-versions when testing.    

Using a lexical approach, as I mentioned, is not a conventional method of teaching or learning 

vocabulary. The concept of collocations, or chunks or strings as I call them, is novel and at first, rather 

confusing. In fact, most learners must first ask “what is a chunk?” or “what is a string?”. Weeks into the 

semester, they still fall back on their ingrained habits, and call up and produce the definition of a word 

when its collocations have been elicited.   
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As we examine the entry for the noun 

pattern in the Oxford Online 

Collocation Dictionary (Figure 1), the 

complexity of its collocations can 

easily be observed, which begs the 

question—which collocations for 

pattern should be taught? I have 

learned (the hard way) that 

collocations must be introduced 

gradually and systematically so as not 

to overwhelm students with too much information too soon. When introducing students to a new word, a 

small set of highest frequency collocations (ex. establish a un/predictable pattern | follow a ir/regular 

pattern) should be taught, not an entire dictionary entry (see Figure 1 above). Corpora searches, which I 

discuss below, can assist in selecting the highest frequency collocations.     

Collocations cannot be taught apart from their grammar, as collocations bind words with their 

structure (or grammar). This presents a challenge as a limited number of instructional minutes can be 

dedicated to teaching grammar. What is more, students’ level of grammar knowledge varies considerably, 

so much so that while the level of grammar in the entry shown for pattern (see Figure 1 above) would 

make complete sense to some learners, it would deeply confuse many others who may not know the 

difference between an adjective and adverb. Differentiating and simplifying course materials has proved 

to be quite challenging. The students and I create mini-collocation “dictionaries,” and I create Quizlets 

and Kahoots in which students practice matching a word to its collocations to help them strengthen their 

collocation competencies.   

Figure 1: Entry for pattern in Oxford Online Collocations Dictionary 
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Compared to teaching and assessing students’ definition recall and production, teaching and 

assessing their production of collocations requires a greater number of low-stakes formative assessments 

before summative ones can be undertaken. Typically, students are not able to produce collocations on 

their first summative assessment, but they are able to recall and recognize them. From my experience so 

far, it takes four to five weeks for a learner to build her collocation competency. While the learning curve 

is steep, once a student can produce a collocation, she can write a clear and idiomatic sentence. 

Furthermore, according to Liu and Lei “many studies have shown that learners generally find corpus-

based learning more engaging and beneficial than learning without the use of corpora and they feel that 

corpus-based learning gives them more autonomy by allowing them to learn by themselves” (6).   

In addition to collocation dictionaries, another online and free tool I learned about at the CAL 

Institute and put to immediate use in the classroom is WordSift.org. As described by its creators, WordSift 

is “a toy in a linguistic playground that is available to instantly capture and display the vocabulary 

structure of texts.” It produces statistics such as lexical density and readability, so rather than speculate, I 

can quickly gauge a text’s vocabulary level to see if is the appropriate for the students. The tool’s primary 

function is to create an interactive word cloud in which a word’s frequency in the text itself is displayed. 

The program can also sort and mark words from the Academic Word List (AWL), the General Service List 

(GSL), and others, so that high frequency academic words can be identified for the focus of instruction.  

As mentioned, the word cloud is interactive. 

In Figure 2, for example, Martin Luther King’s “I have 

a Dream” speech has been submitted. Students can 

see that the most frequently occurring word is 

freedom, which occurs twenty times. Hovering over 

and then clicking on freedom (or other words) 

retrieves the context for each token, so learners can Figure 2: WordSift: “I Have A Dream” Speech Word Cloud 
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see context-dependent meaning and refine their understanding. A semantic map is also displayed so 

students can see word associations and make important linguistic connections to other words they 

already know. Finally, there are direct links to Google images and videos to engage the students’ audio 

and visual channels, which helps all learners as there is a direct correlation to the ease of which a word 

can be learned and its imageability (CAL)—the ability to form a mental image of it. WordSift is a powerful 

tool and its applications for and beyond the English language classroom are endless!  

The most useful learning and teaching tools (on which WordSift draws) that I am actively using 

and encouraging my students to use to learn collocations are BYU’s corpora: the Corpus of Contemporary 

American English (COCA) (Mark Davies) and the Academic Word List Corpus, Word and Phrase Info.com 

(Mark Davies and Dee Gardener). Both programs allow me to systematically determine high frequency 

academic vocabulary on which to build extended instruction.   

Once students have grasped the concept of collocations, multiple opportunities will arise to 

demonstrate how knowing collocations makes their writing less awkward. For example, just recently 

students working on an outline for an argument composition produced the following sentence, which is 

not ungrammatical, but is awkward due to an improper collocation:  

One example which demonstrates Christopher’s genius is that he is well observant.  

I asked the students to identify the collocations of the adjective observant which they said was well 

observant. I informed them that there is a higher frequency collocate for the adjective observant and 

asked if they could guess it. After a few seconds, the word very was offered. And then almost 

immediately, via the COCA, we confirmed that indeed very (Figure 3 below) is the highest frequency 

collocate for observant. I was also able to point out other high frequency collocates for observant, such as 

less/keenly/sharply.     

https://corpus.byu.edu/coca/
https://corpus.byu.edu/coca/
https://www.wordandphrase.info/
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Figure 3: COCA Collocations for Observant 

In Using Corpora for Language Teaching and Learning, Liu and Lei drawing on Ferris reiterate that 

“incorrect use of words, including ‘idiosyncratic’ word choices and usages that violate ‘idiomatic forms,’ 

has been found to be arguably the most serious and most difficult-to-address language issue in ESL/EFL 

students’ writing” (61). However, once collocation awareness has been established in the classroom, an 

ongoing dialogue can ensue and students can produce the more natural sentence: One example which 

demonstrates Christopher’s genius is that he is very observant.  

I am committed to further implementing the lexical approach and sharpening my skills to build 

towards the overarching aim of helping students bridge the gap between their ability to recognize and 

understand high frequency academic words in context, to using them naturally, less awkwardly, so that 

they improve their overall English language skills. Informally, I have already shared these tools and 

resources with my colleagues and look forward to presenting on them more formally at the next ESL 

professional development workshop or a PupLite/Pup session.   

I would like to thank Professors Reva Savkar and Bob Loser for creating the Loser-Savkar Faculty 

Professional Development Fellowship, for it has allowed me to explore more deeply the scholarship on 

vocabulary learning; to be exposed to best practices for vocabulary teaching; to discover, experiment, 
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and innovate with new teaching methodologies; and to build networks with faculty in and outside my 

own discipline. For all this and more, I am truly grateful.  
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