Helping Non-Native Speakers Develop Their Vocabulary

Learning a second language is a challenge. ESL students naturally struggle with English because it is not their first language. The areas in which they have problems include speaking, listening, reading, and writing. All these areas require good communication, and vocabulary is the key factor in getting across one’s ideas. A large vocabulary is necessary in learning English. Vocabulary is the key to improving English. The purpose of language is to communicate ideas, and in order to do that, understanding is crucial. And, to understand an idea, people have to be able to understand the wording that contains and describes the idea. A person cannot express himself or listen to others if he doesn’t know the words. Therefore, the basic foundation in improving English is to widen one’s range of vocabulary.

Because vocabulary is such an important part of the writing process, writing tutors should pay attention to it and do their best to help develop their tutees’ vocabulary. In the mean time, the tutors should remember that as important vocabulary is, it is deserves less attention than overall organization and content. As long as the tutee misuses a word that it conveys an absolutely wrong idea from what he intended, the tutor should first focus on the content of the essay. After making sure that the thesis of the essay is clear and the structure of the essay is fine, then the tutor should proceed to clarify sentences by helping the tutee use more suitable words. Word choice problems should be given less importance and time than some of the other major issues like the absence of a thesis. 

The tutor should also keep in mind that the right usage of a word is more important than memorizing its definition. The process of improving vocabulary does not involve only remembering what a word means. It does not focus solely on knowing a word’s form and meaning. Rather, the process also includes being able to learn how to use a newly-learned word in writing. It is not enough to be able to know the word. According to Bruce and Rafth in ESL Writers, Knowing the definition of a word will be useless if a tutee lacks the judgment to use it in appropriate ways. The tutee should be taught the context and the tone of the word along with its dictionary meaning. He should also be able to use the word so that it can blend into his writing style, and the tutor should help in enabling the tutee to use a new vocabulary word in real writing.  

The tutor should also keep in mind that developing vocabulary is a slow and hard process. Learning new words is not easy. It takes time for a tutee to memorize a word’s definition, and it takes even more time for him to learn its right usage. Because developing vocabulary is such a slow and long challenge, the tutee may feel like quitting. He may fall into depressions and be tempted to give up the whole process. Here is where the tutor should step in and help him in overcoming his struggle. The tutor should constantly encourage the tutee by reminding him that learning new words is hard and slow for everyone and that the tutee is showing much progress. The tutor should help the tutee by mentioning about his achievements and complimenting him when he does well. He should edify his tutee by encouraging and praising him.  

The fact that developing vocabulary is such a long and difficult challenge means that the tutors themselves might feel frustrated too. Even though the tutors know that learning new words is hard, they might sometimes get so frustrated at the repetition of mistakes that they explode. However, the tutors always try to understand the tutees’ situation and feelings and be patient. The tutors should be understanding and never show their impatience, disappointment, or anger in front of the tutees. As exemplary tutors, the tutors should be caring and consistent.

Keeping all these important principles in mind, a tutor should then devote a certain amount of time regularly to help improve a tutee’s vocabulary. Meyer and Smith suggest in their book, The Practical Tutor, that the tutors devote a few minutes of each tutoring session to vocabulary. They also recommend the tutors to assign specific activities that writers can engage in independently. Since improving vocabulary is such a difficult process, steady practice on vocabulary is necessary. Practice is the ultimate solution, and constant practice will help the tutees reach their goals faster. The tutees should regularly engage in activities to learn new vocabulary words.

In ESL Writers, Bruce and Rafth say that there are three kinds of learning involved in the development of one’s vocabulary. The first one is learning about words, and this is to learn about the spelling of the word and the form of the word. The second one is learning words, and this means to memorize the word and make it become part of the tutee’s vocabulary. The third one is learning sensitivity to words, and it involves learning to recognize appropriate situations for using the newly-learned vocabulary word.

To learn about words, a tutee can apply various tactics. Of course, the easiest and most direct way is through specific encounters with words. One technique a tutor can apply to help the tutee learn about words is to break down the words into smaller units like prefixes and suffixes. Informing the tutee about prefixes and suffixes can help him become more familiar with new words. Many prefixes have meaning to them that can help the tutee deduce the meaning of an unfamiliar word. Knowing roots and prefixes are helpful in enabling the tutee to draw a close relationship between the meanings of the prefixes to the definitions of the words. Some of the affixes that indicate number include uni-, bi-, tri-, quadric-, tetra-, pent-, multi-, mono-, poly-, duo-, and omni-. Some of the other widely-used affixes that indicate order and arrangement include anti-, pre-, intro-, pro-, post-, re-, sub-, supra-, inter-, intra-, in-, ex-, circum-, and com-. There are also other prefixes that suggest negation like non-, in-, un-, anti-, counter-, contra-, dis-, mis-, mal-, and pseudo-. Not only can suffixes aid tutees in memorizing and recognizing the definitions of words, but they can also help in identifying the words’ parts of speech. Some suffixes indicate that a word is a noun, like –acity, -hood, -ness, -ty, -tude, –ship, -ance, -ence, -ation, -ism, -dom, -ery, -mony, -ment, -eer, -ess, -grapher, -ier, -ster, -ist, -stress-, -trix, -ana, -archy, -ard, -aster, -bility, -chrome, -cide, -ee, -fer, -fication, -gram, -graph, -graphy, -ics, -itis, -latry, -meter, -metry, -ology, -phone, -phobia, -ric, -scope, and -scopy. There are also suffixes that indicate that certain words are adjectives, and they include –est, -ferous, -fic, -fold, -ful, -form, -genous, -scopic, -wards, -wise, -less, -able, -most, -like, -ous, -ose, and -acious. Therefore, the tutor should strongly recommend that the tutee learn useful prefixes and suffixes. 

According to Bruce and Rafth, “words, for the most part, must be learned in contexts, and not before contexts.” It is easier and better for a tutee to learn new words as he encounters them right away. To widen his vocabulary in the most effective way, a tutee can use films, tapes, picture, books, and even puzzles. By using these resources, not only can the tutee learn the definition of the vocabulary word, but also the context and atmosphere surrounding the usage of the new word. The employment of those resources can also provide the tutee with an interesting and unique learning atmosphere. 

The tutor cannot help the tutee by memorizing the words for him, but the tutor can be of aid by teaching him helpful techniques for memorizing new words. One of those techniques is to underline all unfamiliar words a tutee encounters when reading a book. While reading, a tutee should be encouraged to underline all the words he doesn’t know. Then he should use the dictionary to look up the definitions and then write in the definitions. Even though it is bothersome to look up the meaning in the dictionary every time an unknown word appears, the tutee should be encouraged and prompted to do so by his tutor. 

Another way to improve vocabulary is to try to deduce the meaning of an unfamiliar vocabulary from the reading context. Instead of going straight to the dictionary, taking time to figure out the meaning can help the tutee get a better feel for the word and also leave a thought in his brain. 

The tutor can also help the tutee by suggesting him to record new words in a vocabulary notebook. This kind of further exercise can encourage the tutee to use the newly-acquired vocabulary word in his daily conversations and academic writings. Therefore, the tutor should encourage the tutee to write a dictionary definition, a context definition, and a practice sentence that includes the word. 

The tutor can also teach the tutee about memorization tactics. Memorizing words using word cards is helpful. Writing vocabulary words on little sticky pads and placing them on walls are helpful too because the tutee can be forced into reading them regularly. Memorizing words by drawing some kind of connection with a similar-sounding word is also an effective technique.

When a tutee has a problem with word choice in his essay, the tutor can be of help by employing the substitution exercise. When a tutee misuses a word in his essay, the tutor should fight the urge to offer more appropriate words. 

 Rather than providing the apt word right away, the tutor should lead the tutee to come up with the right word choice. The substitution starts with the tutee preparing a list of synonyms. He can either brainstorm for similar words or refer to the thesaurus. After the tutee has come up with a list of synonyms, it is very important for the tutor to explore the connotative meanings of each word. The tutor should help the tutee in differentiating the synonyms according to their context uses. The tutor should inform the tutee of the specific situations that each synonym is most suited for. After evaluating each and every word, the tutee should be able to choose the most appropriate word that can convey his meaning clearly.

By patiently and regularly encouraging the tutee, teaching him memorization techniques, and doing the substitution exercise, a tutor can help him develop his vocabulary. Improving one’s vocabulary is a slow and hard process, but if the tutor follows the advices given above, he will be able to assist his tutee reach his goals.

