
Vocabulary in language teaching

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-66938-2 - Vocabulary in Language Teaching
Norbert Schmitt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521669383
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


CAMBRIDGE LANGUAGE EDUCATION
Series Editor: Jack C. Richards

This series draws on the best available research, theory, and educational practice
to help clarify issues and resolve problems in language teaching, language teacher
education, and related areas. Books in the series focus on a wide range of issues
and are written in a style that is accessible to classroom teachers, teachers-in-
training, and teacher educators.

In this series:
Agendas for Second Language Literacy by Sandra Lee McKay

Reflective Teaching in Second Language Classrooms by Jack C.
Richards and Charles Lockhart

Educating Second Language Children: The whole child, the whole
curriculum, the whole community edited by Fred Genesee

Understanding Communication in Second Language Classrooms by
Karen E. Johnson

The Self-directed Teacher: Managing the learning process by David
Nunan and Clarice Lamb

Functional English Grammar: An introduction for second language
teachers by Graham Lock

Teachers as Course Developers edited by Kathleen Graves

Classroom-based Evaluation in Second Language Education by Fred
Genesee and John A. Upshur

From Reader to Reading Teacher: Issues and strategies for second
language classrooms by Jo Ann Aebersold and Mary Lee Field

Extensive Reading in the Second Language Classroom by Richard R.
Day and Julian Bamford

Language Teaching Awareness: A guide to exploring beliefs and
practices by Jerry G. Gebhard and Robert Oprandy

Vocabulary in Language Teaching by Norbert Schmitt

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-66938-2 - Vocabulary in Language Teaching
Norbert Schmitt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521669383
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Vocabulary in
Language Teaching

Norbert Schmitt
University of Nottingham

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-66938-2 - Vocabulary in Language Teaching
Norbert Schmitt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521669383
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


PUBLISHED BY THE PRESS SYNDICATE OF THE UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE

The Pitt Building, Trumpington Street, Cambridge, United Kingom

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS

The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 2RU, United Kingdom www.cup.ac.uk
40 West 20th Street, New York, NY 10011-4211, USA www.cup.org
10 Stamford Road, Oakleigh, Melbourne 3166, Australia
Ruiz de Alarcón 13, 28014 Madrid, Spain

© Cambridge University Press, 2000

This book is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2000

Printed in the United States of America.

Typeface Times Roman 10½/12 pt. [AG]

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication data

Schmitt, Norbert.
Vocabulary in language teaching / Norbert Schmitt.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-521-66048-3 (hb) – ISBN 0-521-66938-3 (pb)
1. Language and languages – Study and teaching. 2. Vocabulary. I. Title.
P53.9 .S37 2000
418 .007–dc21 99-057110

A catalogue record for this book is available from
the British Library

ISBN 0 521 660483 hardback
ISBN 0 521 669383 paperback

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-66938-2 - Vocabulary in Language Teaching
Norbert Schmitt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521669383
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


To Ron Carter, Mike McCarthy, Paul Meara, and Paul Nation for taking
me under their wings when I was just starting out.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-66938-2 - Vocabulary in Language Teaching
Norbert Schmitt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521669383
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

vii

Series editor’s preface xi
Preface xiii
Acknowledgments xv

1 Introduction 1

Size of the English vocabulary 2
How many words do native speakers know? 3
The complex nature of vocabulary 4
Summary 6
Exercises for expansion 7
Further reading 9

2 History of vocabulary in language learning 10

Language teaching methodologies through the ages 10
The Vocabulary Control Movement 15
Research into vocabulary acquisition and organization 17
Historical overview of vocabulary testing 19
Summary 20
Exercises for expansion 21
Further reading 21

3 Aspects of knowing a word: Meaning and organization 22

Word meaning 22
Register 31
Word associations 37
Summary 43
Exercises for expansion 43
Further reading 44

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-66938-2 - Vocabulary in Language Teaching
Norbert Schmitt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521669383
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


4 Aspects of knowing a word: Word form and grammatical
knowledge 45

The written form of a word 45
The spoken form of a word 53
Grammatical knowledge 58
Summary 65
Exercises for expansion 66
Further reading 67

5 The use of corpora in vocabulary studies 68

Corpora and their development 68
Applications of corpora 71
Corpus input into dictionaries 81
Summary 88
Exercises for expansion 89
Further reading 95

6 Vocabulary in discourse 96

Multiword units in English 96
Lexical patterning in discourse 102
Cohesive and stylistic effects of vocabulary in discourse 105
Summary 113
Exercises for expansion 113
Further reading 114

7 Vocabulary acquisition 116

The incremental nature of vocabulary acquisition 117
Incidental and explicit learning of vocabulary 120
Acquisition of word meaning and grammatical knowledge 123
MWUs in vocabulary acquisition 127
Role of memory in vocabulary acquisition 129
Vocabulary learning strategies 132
Summary 138
Exercises for expansion 138
Further reading 140

viii Contents

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-66938-2 - Vocabulary in Language Teaching
Norbert Schmitt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521669383
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


8 Teaching and learning vocabulary 142

How many and which words to teach 142
Teaching vocabulary 145
Vocabulary and reading 150
Vocabulary and writing, listening, and speaking 155
Summary 157
Exercises for expansion 158
Further reading 162

9 Assessing vocabulary knowledge 163

What do you want to test? 164
What words do you want to test? 164
What aspects of these words do you want to test? 167
How will you elicit students’ knowledge of these words? 172
Examples of current vocabulary test development 174
Summary 178
Exercises for expansion 179
Further reading 180

Appendixes 181

Appendix A Word associations for illuminate 181
Appendix B The Academic Word List (AWL) 182
Appendix C Frequency of selected words in CIC/BNC corpora 187
Appendix D Concordance for made it plain 188
Appendix E Missing words from the Chapter 8 reading passages 191
Appendix F Vocabulary Levels Test: Version 1 192

References 201

Index 222

Contents ix

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-66938-2 - Vocabulary in Language Teaching
Norbert Schmitt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521669383
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Series editor’s preface

xi

There is a curious absence in the curriculum of many MA TESOL degrees
and similar courses for second and foreign language teachers. Although
such courses typically include required courses on grammar, phonology,
and discourse analysis, vocabulary is often dealt with only incidentally in
the preparation of language teachers. Yet as Schmitt demonstrates in this lu-
cid and fascinating account of the role of vocabulary in second language
learning and teaching, lexical knowledge is central to communicative com-
petence and to the acquisition of a second language. Vocabulary and lexical
units are at the core of learning and communication. No amount of gram-
matical or other type of linguistic knowledge can be employed in commu-
nication or discourse without the mediation of vocabulary. Indeed, vocabu-
lary and lexical expressions can sustain a great deal of rudimentary
communication without much support from other aspects of the language
system. Understanding of the nature and significance of vocabulary knowl-
edge in a second language therefore needs to occupy a much more central
role in the knowledge base of language teachers. This book convincingly
reasserts the significance of vocabulary within applied linguistics.

As Schmitt illustrates, approaches to the study of the nature of vocabulary
and lexical knowledge in a second language have had a long history, though
the status of vocabulary in teaching has tended to reflect preoccupations else-
where, at times almost disappearing from view as scholars and applied lin-
guists turned their attention to other dimensions of language knowledge. Re-
cently, however, vocabulary has assumed a more prominent status prompted
by corpus studies and awareness of the role of lexical units in learning and
communication. Schmitt is one of an active group of scholars that includes
Nation, Carter, Meara, and McCarthy, whose research has put vocabulary at
the forefront of contemporary applied linguistics research. In this book he re-
ports on the current status and findings of this extensive body of research. His
presentation, however, is for an audience of teachers and others interested in
the applications of such research to language teaching.

The book provides a comprehensive overview of the role of vocabulary
in language use, language teaching, and language testing, and it offers an
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original and insightful analysis and survey of the subject. Vocabulary is
shown to include much more than knowledge of single words. The nature
of vocabulary knowledge and learning is revealed from the research of
Schmitt and many other scholars, as are the ways in which corpus studies
are changing our understanding of how vocabulary is used in discourse and
its relation to other dimensions of linguistic knowledge including phonol-
ogy and grammar. Schmitt treats a complex subject with masterful clarity,
highlighting the applications of research to classroom teaching, testing, and
materials design. Teachers, researchers, graduate students, and others in-
terested in issues related to vocabulary and language teaching will therefore
find much to interest them in this book. The detailed examples and activi-
ties found in the discussion tasks and appendixes provide practical exem-
plification of the issues discussed. Readers will hence find that Vocabulary
in Language Teaching not only offers a rich picture of the nature of vocab-
ulary and its role in second language programs, criteria by which to make
judgments about issues in the teaching and testing of vocabulary, it also pre-
pares them to be better able to respond to issues related to the teaching and
learning of vocabulary by second language learners.

Jack C. Richards

xii Series editor’s preface
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Preface

xiii

This book is for language teachers and other people who would like to know
more about the way vocabulary works. It attempts to provide the back-
ground knowledge necessary for practitioners to make informed choices
about vocabulary teaching and testing. In most chapters, key ideas are first
discussed, and then the pedagogical implications of those ideas are explic-
itly stated in an Applications to Teaching section. Thus, the overall theme
of the book is making research and theory accessible enough to be of use in
informing best classroom practice. As such, I have written this book to be
much more than a “how-to-do-it” manual. By the time you finish it, you
should be aware of the major issues in the field and should be equipped to
read more advanced writings on them if you so wish. To encourage this, I
have included a Further Reading section in each chapter that suggests ap-
propriate follow-up readings. I have also included a relatively large bibli-
ography to provide leads for further exploration of issues.

The structure of the book can be divided into three sections. Chapters 1
and 2 provide some linguistic and historical background. Chapters 3 to 7
are the “heart” of the book, describing the various kinds of knowledge a per-
son can have about a word, how vocabulary behaves in context, and how it
is acquired. Chapters 8 and 9 focus on pedagogy, enlarging on issues in
teaching and testing vocabulary. At the end of each chapter are Exercises
for Expansion, which are designed to help you consider some of the key is-
sues in more depth. As their purpose is to help you formulate your own
views stemming from an interaction of the information in this book and your
own experience, there are generally no “right” or “wrong” answers, and thus
only a few exercises have an answer key. The value of the exercises comes
from developing answers that make sense for you.

I have tried not to assume any prior knowledge about lexical issues in
this book, but do assume that you will have some general linguistic back-
ground. For example, I assume that you know what nouns and affixes are.
Without this assumption, the book would become too cluttered with basic
definitions to be coherent. Important terms concerning vocabulary are

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-66938-2 - Vocabulary in Language Teaching
Norbert Schmitt
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521669383
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


printed in italics and are defined or described in the surrounding text. At all
times, I have tried to make the text as direct and accessible as possible.

Vocabulary is a big topic area, and a number of perspectives are possi-
ble. A point worth remembering when reading this book is that the material
contained within is not totally unbiased, and that it reflects my personal ex-
perience and research. I have tried to present an account of the field that is
as broad and balanced as is possible under length constraints, but accept re-
sponsibility if my perspective highlights issues other than those you would
have chosen.

Norbert Schmitt

xiv Preface
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