
ELTNGL.COM
A part of Cengage

Practical Strategies for Building 
Vocabulary through Reading





karaoke ketchup

rodeo

omelette

parka

vodka



karaoke ketchup

rodeo

parka

Japanese

French

Spanish Russian

omelette

Chinese

vodka



Practical Strategies for Building Vocabulary 
through Reading

1. What are some problems that students face with 
English vocabulary?

- What are some of the challenges with learning English vocabulary?
- How many words does a learner need to know?

- What does it mean to “know” a word? 

2. How can we help?

- Encouraging reading and providing texts at the right level
- Select appropriate target vocabulary and provide practice and recycling

- Help students develop practical vocabulary strategies



What are some problems that 
students face with English 

vocabulary?



The weather was fine yesterday, so I set out for the new al 
fresco market at the city park. The car park there was 
packed and it was tough to find a parking space, but 
eventually I found the last one.
I spent some time shopping for groceries, as I had run out of 
items like soap and shampoo. Then I picked up a few 
snacks for the kids – some sweets, a bag of chips and a 
packet of crisps. 
When I returned to the car park, though, I had a shock. I 
realized I had unintentionally parked my car in a disabled 
parking space. A parking inspector was noting my vehicle 
registration and was about to give me a fine! 
I apologized and convinced her it was a mistake, and luckily 
she let me off with a warning. So fortunately I got away with 
it and I wasn’t fined. I was thoroughly embarrassed, though.
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“False Friends”
English is similar to… which means…

al fresco Italian: al fresco in the cool
in jail

soap Spanish: sopa soup

apology French: apologie justification
excuse

embarrassed Spanish: 
embarazada

pregnant



How many words does an English 
language learner need to know?

• In 2010, researchers at Harvard estimated there are a total of around 
one million words in English.

• According to Oxford English Dictionary, there are 200,000 words 
in current use. Starting from zero, if you learnt 10 words a day, it would 
take 54 years to learn all these words.

• Most adult native speakers have a vocabulary of 20,000-35,000 
words.

• In daily conversation, most native speakers use only 2,000 words. 
At a rate of 10 words a day, this would only take 200 days to learn.

• Most researchers now recommend aiming for a basic vocabulary of 
3,000 word families – up to 5,000 for academic study.



form: spelling, 

What does it mean to “know” a word?

form: spelling, sound /kənˈkluːd/

meaning(s): (v) to bring to an end
(v) to arrive at a judgment

collocations: e.g., I ultimately concluded that, …

register: relatively formal; more common in 
written than spoken English

synonyms/antonyms: end, deduce (ant: begin)

frequency: quite common, appears on AWL

etymology: Latin origin. 
“con” = completely, “; “clude” = closed

Basic

Advanced

grammatical forms: conclude -> concluded

word family: conclusion, conclusive, conclusively



How can we help?
1.Encourage reading and provide texts at the 

right level

2.Select appropriate target vocabulary and 
provide practice and recycling

3.Help students develop their own practical 
vocabulary strategies



Study Amount of Reading 
Content Vocabulary gains

Pitts, White, and Krashen (1989) 

Experiment 1
6700 words 6.4%

Pitts, White, and Krashen (1989) 

Experiment 2
6700 words 8.1%

Day, Omura, and Hiramatsu

(1991)
1032 words 5.8%

Dupuy and Krashen (1993) 15 pages 25%

Hulstijn (1992) 907 words 17.6%

Horst, Cobb, and Meara (1998) 21,232 words 18%

Zahar, Cobb, and Spada (1999) 2383 words 7.8%

Vocabulary Acquisition through Reading

Adapted from Waring and Nation (2004)



Reading as “Comprehensible Input”

“The best methods [for language 
acquisition] are … those that supply 

'comprehensible input' in low anxiety 
situations, containing messages that 

students really want to hear.” 

– Stephen Krashen

1. Provide texts at the right level



How?

Adapt the…
• Sentence length
• Passage length
• Grammar complexity
• Vocabulary
• Topic complexity

… but try not to over simplify

1. Provide texts at the right level





National 
Geographic 
Magazine

Nov 2016



Original magazine paragraph

The second element of disguise is skin texture. By 
contracting special muscles, octopuses can change their 
skin from smooth to spiky. The effect can be extreme. The 
algae octopus, Abdopus aculeatus, generates temporary 
wispy structures that give the impression that the animal is 
just a piece of seaweed. The hairy octopus, a creature yet 
to be scientifically described, has evolved a permanently 
wispy look and is hard to tell apart from a scrap of red 
algae. The third part of disguise is posture. The way an 
octopus holds itself can make it more or less conspicuous. 
Some octopuses, for example, will ball themselves up like a 
lump of coral and, using just two of their arms, creep slowly 
across the seafloor.
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http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists/text-inspector

http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists/text-inspector




Reading 
Explorer 
Book 1

National 
Geographic 
Learning





Adapted paragraph

An octopus can also change its skin texture. When 
the octopus moves its muscles, its skin can go 
from smooth to spiky. It might then look like a 
plant, or coral. Another way an octopus disguises 
itself is by changing its shape. Some, for example, 
roll their bodies into balls so they look like rocks. 
One type of octopus can change its form to look 
like other sea creatures—especially dangerous 
ones, such as sea snakes.



http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists/text-inspector

http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists/text-inspector


How can we help students deal with subject-specific and 
lower frequency words?







2. Select appropriate target 
vocabulary and provide practice 

and recycling

How can we help?



Use a corpus or text analyzer to select 
target vocabulary

1. Vocabulary Profilers
http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists/text-inspector

2. Academic Word Lists
https://www.lextutor.ca/

3. English Corpora
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/

ü

http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists/text-inspector
https://www.lextutor.ca/
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/


Selecting Target Vocab (B1 level)



Fnds Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5

REx 3e Target Vocabulary

A1 A2 B1 B2 C1 C2



Use a corpus or text analyzer to select 
target vocabulary

1. Vocabulary Profilers
http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists/text-inspector

2. Academic Word Lists
https://www.lextutor.ca/

3. English Corpora
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/

ü

ü

http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists/text-inspector
https://www.lextutor.ca/
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/


https://www.lextutor.ca/vp/eng/

https://www.lextutor.ca/vp/eng/


Provide practice of target vocabulary

- Completion Tasks

- Definition Tasks

- Words in Context 
Tasks

- Extension Tasks 



Suggested steps:

(Students don’t check target vocab in 
a dictionary while reading.)

1. Students look back at the main 
reading passage, look at the word 
in context, identify its part of 
speech, and try to guess the 
meaning.

2. Students complete the activities.

3. Dictionaries only used when 
checking answers.

Provide practice of target vocabulary



Completion tasks



Definition tasks



Words in context tasks



form: spelling, 

What does it mean to “know” a word?

form: spelling, sound /kənˈkluːd/

meaning(s): (v) to bring to an end
(v) to arrive at a judgment

collocations: e.g., I ultimately concluded that, …

register: relatively formal; more common in 
written than spoken English

synonyms/antonyms: end, deduce (ant: begin)

frequency: quite common, appears on AWL

etymology: Latin origin. 
“con” = completely, “; “clude” = closed

Basic

Advanced

grammatical forms: conclude -> concluded

word family: conclusion, conclusive, conclusively



Extension Tasks

1. Collocations

collocation (n): a word or phrase that is often used with another word or 
phrase, in a way that sounds correct to people who have spoken the 
language all their lives (Cambridge Online Dictionary)



Use a corpus or text analyzer to select 
target vocabulary

1. Vocabulary Profilers
http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists/text-inspector

2. Academic Word Lists
https://www.lextutor.ca/

3. English Corpora
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/

ü

ü

ü

http://www.englishprofile.org/wordlists/text-inspector
https://www.lextutor.ca/
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/


severe + _________
(noun)

Collocations

What are the most common nouns that collocate with the 
adjective severe?

severe (adj): very bad or very serious



How to identify common collocations?

Use a corpus. For example, the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA)
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca







Collocations



Collocations



Extension Tasks

1. Collocations

collocation (n): a word or phrase that is often used with another word or 
phrase, in a way that sounds correct to people who have spoken the 
language all their lives (Cambridge Online Dictionary)

2. Word Families

adjective verb noun adverb
severe - severity severely





Extension Tasks
1. Collocations

collocation (n): a word or phrase that is often used with another word or 
phrase, in a way that sounds correct to people who have spoken the 
language all their lives (Cambridge Online Dictionary)

2. Word Families

adjective verb noun adverb
severe - severity severely

3. Word Parts

e.g., ensure  -> en - sure





Extension Tasks
1. Collocations

collocation (n): a word or phrase that is often used with another word or 
phrase, in a way that sounds correct to people who have spoken the 
language all their lives (Cambridge Online Dictionary)

2. Word Families

adjective verb noun adverb
severe - severity severely

3. Word Parts

e.g., ensure  -> en - sure

4. Synonyms

Other words with similar meanings





Recycling and Repetition

• Repetition / recycling: Studies suggest a learner needs 
to encounter a word at least seven times 

• Distributed practice is important: e.g., testing / 
recycling vocab over a sequence of lessons at spaced 
intervals





















Provide multiple exposure to key words



Recycling 
VocabularyAdditional Vocabulary Practice



Classroom 
Presentation Tool: 
Vocabulary Quiz



Classroom Presentation Tool: Vocabulary Quiz



in debt



Online 
Practice



Online Practice



ExamView



Companion 
Website:

Vocabulary 
Crosswords



Companion 
Website:

Communicative 
Activities



Encounter 1: In class. Student’s Book reading passage

Encounter 2: In class. Student’s Book vocabulary activity

Encounter 3: Homework. OLP vocabulary activity

Encounter 4: In class. CPT end of unit quiz

Encounter 5: Homework. Vocabulary crossword.

Encounter 6: Self study.

Encounter 7: Class Test. ExamView.

Repetition at spaced intervals

30 mins

1 week

3 days

3 hours

2 weeks

1 month

Natural recycling. 
Numerous encounters 
in subsequent reading 
and daily 
conversation.



Helping Students Develop 
Vocabulary Strategies



A Framework for Vocabulary Study While Reading Independently

1. Read something interesting and at the right level.
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A Framework for Vocabulary Study While Reading Independently

1. Read something interesting and at the right level.

2. If possible, don’t stop reading when you find an unknown word. 
Guess the meaning and move on. Use the context and/or your 
knowledge of word parts. 

3. Annotate the text as you read. Underline unknown vocab and put a 
question mark in the margin. 

4. Return at the end of the passage/chapter to check any unknown 
words using a dictionary.

5. If necessary, use a corpus to check how common each word is. 

6. Record the most common/useful words in a vocab diary.

7. Review the diary and test yourself at regular intervals. Use 
memorization techniques.



Vocabulary study using eBooks
- Highlight new vocabulary and make notes
- Create flashcards and use them for practice



(n) someone you work with









Practical Strategies for Building Vocabulary 
through Reading

1. What are some problems that students face with 
English vocabulary?

- What are some of the challenges with learning English vocabulary?
- How many words does a learner need to know?

- What does it mean to “know” a word? 

2. How can we help?

- Encouraging reading and providing texts at the right level
- Select appropriate target vocabulary and provide practice and recycling

- Help students develop practical vocabulary strategies



THANK YOU!

christopher.street@cengage.com

If you have any questions, 
please type in the chat box!

http://cengage.com


Learn more go to
ELTNGL.com/ReadingExplorer3e





Join National Geographic Learning!

ELTNGL.com/webinars

ELTNGL.com/infocus
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