Words, Words, and More Words

By Sarah

    Learning a new language is hard, there’s no doubt about that.  All of the students that I have tutored this quarter are ESL students so I have seen them struggle, trying to understand their teacher, their assignments, and even me.  While I’ve found that if I speak slowly and use more common vocabulary my tutees are better able to understand me, the same can’t be done with their reading material.  Sure, one could spend hours translating a book into easier to understand language but that is impractical not to mention that the meaning of the text could be changed, especially if it is a literary piece.  So, what can we do as tutors to help ESL students comprehend their reading material better?  This is a question I have been asking myself a lot this quarter and with this paper, I am hope to answer it.

    Vocabulary and grammar are the base of any language.  ESL students are submersed in grammar but unfortunately, vocabulary can be overlooked in the traditional classroom setting.  It has been proven that vocabulary is extremely important: “First language reading researchers have estimated recognition vocabularies of fluent readers to range from 10,000 words to 100,000 words (Nagy & Herman, 1987).  Recognition vocabularies of second language readers are far lower, ranging from 5,000 to 7,000 words (Singer, 1981)” (Steele 234).  So looking at these numbers, it looks as if ESL students are lacking about 3,000 to 5,000 words needed to be fluent readers of English.  In a study by Milton and Meara, second language students who study where that second language is spoken can pick up about 2,500 words per year if they are motivated to do so (Nation &Waring).  There are a couple different strategies that can be used when it comes to unknown vocabulary.

    While dictionaries come in handy from time to time, many words can be guessed from context.  Looking up words in the dictionary, called “stopper words,” break the readers concentration (qtd. in Steel 237).  There are a couple of different things that can be done to help guess the meaning of these stopper words.  First, as I previously mentioned, is context.  By using surrounding words and sentences, many words can be correctly defined or come close enough that the meaning of the text is still understood.  Another strategy is to look at the structure of the word.  By learning roots, prefixes, and suffixes more tools are added to the student’s arsenal in trying to guess what the word means.  Students can also learn "high frequency" vocabulary. There are many word lists that researchers have put together as the most essentials words or most frequently used words that are necessary for understanding college texts.  The University Word List (UWL), which can be found here: http://jbauman.com/UWL.html, by Xue and Nation (1984) consists of 836 words for general academic use (qtd. in Nation).

    Another aspect of vocabulary is idioms.  Idioms present a special challenge and are unique to each language.  They cannot be looked up in a standard dictionary, as they don’t translate properly or literally and usually have some sort of cultural or historical origin.  One of the most important things to keep in mind when trying to explain idioms is context (English Club).  Idioms are best learned and reinforced by hearing them used in sentences.  For example, "even though her surgery went well, the doctor said that she wasn't out of the woods yet."  If you explain the meaning of the idiom, the danger hasn't passed, and then reinforce it by using it in context, the tutee is much more likely to remember it.  Another helpful tool is drawings or pictures of these idioms.  For this idiom, you could have a picture of someone almost out of the dark woods. 

    One of my tutees asked me the other day what “get over it” meant.  While this phrase could be considered slang, or an expression, it also ties in with the use of prepositions in English.  Actually, this would be considered a phrasal verb.  Phrasal verbs are multi-word verbs that consist of a basic verb + another word/words that can be prepositions and/or adverbs (English Club).  So, how important are phrasal verbs?  Well, "Nattinger and DeCarrico (1992) have observed that a significant amount of the English language is made up of lexical phrases, which range from phrasal verbs (two or three words) to longer institutionalized expressions (Lewis, 1993, 1997). Because lexical phrases can often be learned as single units, the authors believe that the following principles apply to them as well as to individual words" (Hunt).  Because English is so rife with prepositions and many of these prepositions seem to pop up with verbs, thus making them phrasal verbs, it only makes sense that they should be learned together, especially since on their own, they won't have the same meaning (Thanasoulas).  For example, if you ask someone "What's up?"  If you were to take these words individually, a person not familiar with the English language might answer by saying "the sky" because, well, that is what is up, directly above us (assuming you're outside of course).  Used together though, we know that the words "what's up" mean "how's it going".   There is really no other way to learn these phrasal verbs since they many times they don't follow any sort of logical order, at least not anymore.  A long time ago these phrases probably made more sense but over time, the original meaning is lost. 

    Another thing we can do to help our tutees with reading is to go over some new vocabulary words each session.  Five to seven words is the ideal number of words to learn at one time, particularly using the flashcard format (Hunt).  The tutor and tutee should go through the 2,000 words in West's General Service List, the updated 2000 edition which can be found here: http://jbauman.com/gsl.html, and pick out five to seven words that he or she does not know.  These 2,000 high frequency words cover about 87% of non-academic texts and about 80% of academic texts.  I think one or two words from the Xue and Nation's (1984) University Word List should also be added to the collection of flash cards each session because the 800 general academic words in the University Word List make up about 8% of academic texts (Hunt).  The flash cards should have the word used in context as well as the definition since context helps us to grasp the meaning of the word more fully.  I would also suggest drawing a picture if possible.  While everyone has a different learning style, most people have a mix that includes visual learning and it can be a lot easier to understand a word through pictures than through other words.

    By employing all of these strategies, I think we can really help our tutees with reading comprehension.  I have included a bunch of links to websites ranging from idiom dictionaries to lists of roots, prefixes, and suffixes.  There is even one link that includes a little video to help make learning more fun.  Keeping it fun and interesting always helps.

Resources for ESL Students:

http://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/

http://humanities.byu.edu/elc/student/idioms/idiomsmain.html (includes some proverbs as well as pictures)

http://www.idiomconnection.com/ (can look up idioms by subject)

http://www.idioms.myjewelz.com/ (also includes some slang)

http://www.eslpartyland.com/linkspages/idiiomslinks.htm

http://www.speak-read-write.com/idiom.html (includes mp3 audio of idioms; warning: spelling is Canadian)

http://www.usingenglish.com/links/Cool/ (many more links)

http://faculty.deanza.edu/ifftmaryanne/stories/storyReader$255 (vocabulary and idioms)

http://www.rong-chang.com/reading.htm (links to many cultural references)

http://www.englishpage.com/readingroom/readingroomintro.html (practice reading)

http://www.englishclub.com/vocabulary/phrasal-verbs-list.htm (list of phrasal verbs)

http://faculty.deanza.edu/madiganjulie/

http://www.kent.k12.wa.us/KSD/MA/resources/greek_and_latin_roots/transition.html (roots, prefixes, and suffixes)

http://www.eslpartyland.com/linkspages/vocablinks.htm (vocab quizzes, games, & puzzles)

http://www.englishpage.com/prepositions/prepositions.html (prepositions & phrasal verbs)

http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/radio/specials/1517_videoenglish/ (idiom

videos)

http://jbauman.com/gsl.html (General Service List - in order of frequency)

http://language.massey.ac.nz/staff/awl/headwords.shtml (Academic Word List - an update to the

University Word List)

http://jbauman.com/UWL.html (University Word List)
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