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Teaching Vocabulary to High Beginners: Beyond Individual Words
(Handout 1: Background on lexical learning)

Lexical chunk: Two or more words which frequently occur together

1. Collocation: 1)Verb + noun (e.g. take a trip); 2) phrasal verb (e.g. take off)

2. Fixed expressions: 1) Social greetings (e.g. What’s up?) ; 2) idioms

3. Semi-fixed expressions: Sentences with a slot (e.g. Can you pass the … ?)  

The effectiveness of learning lexical chunks: 

1. Fluent language production: Chunk-by-chunk processing is faster than word –by-word 

processing. (DeCarrco, 2001; Nation, 2001; Pawley and Syder, 1983)

2. Natural and accurate utterances: By learning lexical chunks, learners know natural word 

combinations so that they can make their utterances sound natural and accurate. (Boers et 

al, 2008) 

The Lexical Approach (Lewis, 1997)

- Language consists of chunks which, when combined, produce continuous utterances. 

- It is essential for teachers to raise learners’ awareness of lexical chunks. 

- Learners are encouraged to notice lexical chunks in L2 language. 
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Teaching Vocabulary to High Beginners: Beyond Individual Words 
(Handout 2: Activities for lexical learning and student feedback)

Introducing collocations to high beginners: 
Procedure: 

1) Use accessible words instead of “collocation” (e.g. Word Friends)

2) Introduce several Word Friends high beginners should already know (e.g. catch a cold) 

3) Have a party (Word Friends) vs make a party (Not Word Friends)

Classroom activities for high beginners: 
 Matching activities: 

1. Collocation card matching (Pair or group) 
2.                            Materials:1) Printed cards 2) Blank cards

                           Procedure: Students match cards collaboratively. 

Suggestions: 1) Use ten to fifteen already learned

 collocations such as a verb + noun, or phrasal

verbs 

2) Encourage the use of dictionaries.

                                 3) Use different colors (verbs in red, nouns in blue)

                             2. Collocation card games (Group)
Materials: The same as above

Procedure:1) Students work in groups. 

2)Students need to find a correct collocate by

asking one of the group members, “Do 

you have ~?” The first person who matches 

and discards all the cards is the winner. 

3. Find the Word Friend (Mingle), (adapted from Lewis, 1997)
                                   Materials: Printed cards 

                                    Procedure: 1) Each student is given one 

card with one word on it.

2) They walk around and find its collocate

another student has.  

                                   3) They write a sentence on the board, using 

the collocation they found. 
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Do you have ~ ?

What do you 
have?
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 Guess this collocation (Group or whole class) (adapted from Boers, 2008)  

Procedure: 1) One student explains a collocation by 

using a gesture, drawing, or telling its meaning. 

2) Others guess and take turns.

* This could be a competition between groups.  

 Survey: Students do a survey in a class, using collocations. (e.g. What are you proud of ~?)

 Writing: Students write a sentence, using collocations. (e.g. I was angry at him.)

 Correct collocation errors (Individual or pair work): The teacher introduces incorrect 

collocations from students’ writing and gets students to correct them.

 Project overview: 
Participants: Ten students in a high beginning level ESL class at City College of San Francisco

(Non-credit class)

Method: 1) Creating or adapting activities; 2) Piloting; 3) Questionnaires; 4) Follow-up interviews 

 Questionnaire: 
Question 1: Was the activity helpful for you to learn Word Friends?

Result:  

Very helpful Helpful A little 
helpful 

OK Not helpful 

Collocation 
card matching 

4 4 1

Find the word 
friend 

2 5 2

Guess this 
collocation 

1 3 2

Survey 2 2 3

Writing a 
sentence 

3 2 1 3

          *Some of the participants did not give feedback on the above activities.
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Question 2: Do you think that your way of learning vocabulary changed after you started 

learning word friends?  

Result: Yes __5__  No ___2___  (3 students did not answer.) 

 Key findings: 

1. Some students started to pay attention to collocations. 

2. Some students realized the usefulness of collocations for making sentences.

3. There are different learning styles among the students: Not every student preferred group work.  

 Pedagogical implications:

1. Facilitate high beginners’ language production and vocabulary development by teaching 

collocations

2. Teach how to use dictionaries to find collocations before conducting activities

3. Choose collocations to teach carefully based on the students’ level and the existing materials. 

(e.g. collocations students already learned or common verb + noun collocations)

4. Provide support (e.g. dictionary use and different colors for collocation cards) and flexibility (e.g. 

blank cards) during activities

5. Consider student learning styles (e.g. individual or group work, visual or kinesthetic learners) 

         

 Conclusion: 

- It is beneficial for high beginners to raise awareness of collocations and practice using them for 

language production and vocabulary development. 

- It is necessary to consider how to teach high beginners other lexical chunks, such as fixed 

expressions and semi-fixed expressions.   

- Quantitative analysis is also necessary. 
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Useful Websites (Games and work sheets for learning collocations):

- http://www.eslflow.com/collocationsandphrasalvebs.html  
- http://www.ugr.es/~inped/exploringnewpaths/collocations/m3_0.htm  
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