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F o r m a n y  y e a rs  sp e c ia lis ts  in  te a c h in g  E n g lish  v o c a b u la ry  h av e  
e n d e a v o u re d  to  an a ly se  k ey  issu es  c o n c e rn in g  L 2 v o c a b u la ry  te ac h in g  
a n d  se e k  a p p ro p ria te  in s tru c tio n a l te c h n iq u e s  in  o rd er to  so lv e  a 
v a r ie ty  o f p ro b lem s em erg in g  in  th e  c la ssro o m  e n v iro n m e n t. In  rec en t 
y e a rs  a  p le n itu d e  o f  su c h  te c h n iq u e s  fo r  b o th  p re se n tin g  an d  p rac tis in g  
le x ica l item s h av e  ev o lv e d , a lth o u g h  o n ly  so m e  h av e  b ee n  g iv e n  a 
p ro m in e n t s ta tu s . O n e  o f  th e m  -  c o n te x tu a liz a tio n  -  h a s  b ee n  g iv e n  a 
ca re fu l c o n s id e ra tio n  a m o n g  o th e rs  b y  Y in g  (2001), C h o d k iew ic z  
(2000), S tah l (1999), K ru se  (1987) an d  N a tio n  (2001). It is  f re q u en tly  
fo rg o tten  th a t w o rd s  do n o t fu n c tio n  in  iso la tio n  b u t w ith  o th e r  w ords, 
an d  o v e rb u rd en in g  s tu d e n ts  w ith  le n g th y  d e c o n te x tu a liz e d  w o rd  lis ts  
to  b e  m e m o rize d  m a y  b e  in e ffec tiv e  in  re ta in in g  L 2  le x ica l item s. 
L e a rn in g  v o c a b u la ry  is an  a rd u o u s  p ro cess , th u s  se v e ra l ex p o su re s  to  
th e  w o rd  u se d  in  v a r io u s  s itu a tio n s  a re  n eed ed . C o n tex tu a liz in g  n e w  
v o c a b u la ry  ite m s m a y  p ro v e  to  b e  a  p o w erfu l to o l fo r th e  te a c h e r to  
en h a n ce  s tu d e n ts ’ w o rk  on  v o c a b u la ry  an d  to  h e lp  en ric h  th e ir  w o rd  
kn o w led g e .

T h e  a c tio n  re se a rc h  s tu d y  re p o rte d  in  th is  a r tic le  in v e s tig a ted  the  
issu e  o f  c o n te x tu a liz a tio n  o f  L 2  le x ica l item s as  a  w a y  o f  co n trib u tin g
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to their effective learning. Additionally, the degree to which the use of 
context in the vocabulary instruction provided fostered the learners’ 
motivation was considered. The present article first discusses the 
purpose of the study as well as the materials used by the author. Then, 
the design and the procedure according to which the lessons were 
conducted are presented in depth. Finally, the article centres on the 
interpretation of the results of the study by analysing the vocabulary 
tests and the questionnaire the subjects completed.

1. The goals of the study
The goals of the study whose subjects were 30 secondary school 
students, representing the intermediate language of language 
proficiency, were:

1. to make the students aware of the importance of making fine 
distinctions between word meanings;

2. to give the students an opportunity to practise selected 
vocabulary in context;

3. to check if teaching the target words in context would help the 
students use them in a meaningful way in the teacher-prepared 
tasks;

4. to verify the effectiveness of the conducted lessons for the 
subjects’ vocabulary enrichment;

5. to determine whether and to what degree the use of 
contextualization in teaching L2 vocabulary would increase 
the students’ positive attitudes to learning.

2. Materials
Presentation worksheets were prepared by the author of this article, at 
the same time the teacher of the students participating in the course. 
For research purposes they incorporated definitions and sentences 
clarifying the meaning of the L2 target vocabulary. The additional 
information the handouts included concerned the words’ grammatical 
form, countability, plurality and their synonyms. When necessary, 
Oxford and Longman dictionaries and British National Corpus were 
consulted.
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A set o f pictures ac co m p a n y in g  th e  le sso n s  an d  a c tin g  as  an  
im p e tu s  fo r th e  s tu d e n ts  to  e lab o ra te  on  a  g iv e n  to p ic  u s in g  the  
im p lem e n te d  w o rd s  w ere  a d a p te d  fro m  th e  c o u rse b o o k  New 
Opportunities Pre-Intermediate (2004).

The texts se lec ted  fo r the  s tu d y  a lo n g  w ith  the  ta rg e t le x ica l item s 
w e re  a lso  ad a p te d  fro m  the  co u rse b o o k  an d  th e y  d ea lt w ith  to p ic s  o f  
g e n e ra l in te rest.

Reading tasks in c lu d ed  rea d in g  fo r  g e n e ra l a n d  d e ta iled  
in fo rm a tio n  an d  req u ired  the  fo llo w in g :

·  m a tc h in g  th e  p a ra g ra p h s  w ith  th e ir  titles;
·  d ec id in g  w h e th e r  th e  g iv e n  s ta te m e n ts  a re  tru e  o r false ;
·  a n sw e rin g  th e  q u es tio n s  on  th e  b as is  o f  the  tex t;
·  c o m p le tin g  g ap p e d  se n ten c es  in  tex ts;
·  m u ltip le -c h o ic e  ques tio n s;
·  c h o o s in g  th e  b es t en d in g s  fo r th e  se n ten c es  p ro v id ed .

A s  far as  activities for practising and revising L2 target words are  
c o n c e rn e d , th e y  w e re  e ith e r  te a c h e r-p re p a re d  o r a d a p te d  m a te ria ls . 
T h e  te a c h e r ’s ta sk s  a im ed  to  g e n e ra te  the  ta rg e t v o ca b u la ry .

Vocabulary test, ad m in is te re d  b e fo re  an d  a fte r  the  s tu d y  in  fo rm  o f  
a  p re- a n d  p o s t- te s t in  o rd e r  to  d e te rm in e  th e  u se fu ln e ss  o f  a  co n tex t-  
b a se d  co u rse  fo r v o c a b u la ry  e n ric h m en t w a s  te ac h e r-p rep a re d . It 
co n s is te d  o f  a  se t o f  ta sk s  in  w h ic h  th e  ta rg e t w o rd s  co u ld  ap p e a r  in  a 
n u m b e r  o f  co n tex ts  n a tu ra l fo r th e ir  use . T h e  te s t in v o lv ed , a m o n g  
o th e rs , c lo ze  p ro ce d u re  e x e rc ise s  ch e ck in g  i f  the  s tu d e n ts  w o u ld  
su c c e e d  in  co m p le tin g  the  g ap s  w ith  th e  item s p rac tise d  th ro u g h o u t 
th e  cou rse , m u ltip le -c h o ic e  ta sk s  o r f ill- in - th e -b la n k s , a n d  ex a m in e d  
th e  s tu d e n ts ’ ca p a b ility  o f  d is t in g u ish in g  b e tw e e n  v a r io u s  w o rd  se n ses  
an d  th e ir  ac cu ra te  u se  in  a  ran g e  o f  co n tex ts . T h e  g e n e ra l g o a l o f  the 
p o s t- te s t w a s  to  d e te rm in e  th e  u se fu ln e ss  o f  th e  c o n d u c te d  le sso n s  fo r 
th e  s u b je c ts ’ v o c a b u la ry  en rich m en t.

The post-study questionnaire w a s  ca rrie d  ou t in  P o lish  so  as  to 
a sc e rta in  th a t en q u irie s  in c lu d e d  in  it w o u ld  b e  th o ro u g h ly  
u n d e rs ta n d a b le  to  the  s tu d en ts . B es id e s  e x a m in in g  th e  ex ten t to  w h ich  
th e  ta sk s  p re se n ted  in  the  s tu d y  e n h a n ce d  th e  s tu d e n ts ’ m o tiv a tio n  an d



encouragem ent, the su rvey  attem pted  to verify  the usefulness o f  the 
teacher-prepared  activities.

3. D esign and procedures
T he research  study  took place in Septem ber and O ctober 2006 in one 
o f  the secondary  schools in Lublin  and lasted six  w eeks. T he seven 
lessons devoted to presenting  and practising  69 target E nglish  w ords 
w ere conducted  on the basis o f  the coursebook w ith  a range of 
activ ities designed by  the au thor o f the present paper, and w ere 
preceded by  a test checking the s tu d en ts’ know ledge o f  the vocabulary  
to be introduced. The sequence o f the lessons required  that the lexical 
item s be constantly  revised  and practised. D uring the last lesson the 
vocabu lary  post-test as w ell as the questionnaire w ere adm inistered.

T he m ajor aim  o f every  lesson w as to provide the students w ith  a 
thorough context-based presentation and practice o f  the target 
vocabu lary  selected  from  the coursebook. The presentation  stage 
addressed  the tw o language skills, nam ely  speaking  and  reading, 
w hich  m eant that the target L2 lexical item s (8-13 per lesson) 
appeared  in the pre-speaking or in the pre-reading stage. In the case of 
the form er, vocabu lary  explanation  w as fo llow ed by  the s tu d en ts’ 
speak ing  perform ance stric tly  contro lled  by  the teacher. A s regards the 
read ing  lessons, the m eanings o f  the target w ords w ere either 
in troduced by  the teacher in the pre-reading phase, or left to be arrived 
at by  the students by  guessing from  context.

On offering the w o rd s’ definitions in the presentation stage, the 
teacher supplied  their synonym s or antonym s. The students w ere also 
requested  to restate the defin itions g iven or discuss them  w ith  their 
peers. This verified  their proper understanding  o f the w o rd s’ m eanings 
explained. W hile  in troducing the item s w ith  m ultip le m eanings, the 
teacher aim ed to equip the students w ith  m any contexts in w hich  a 
particu lar w ord  m ight be found. She provided several sentences 
clarify ing the m eanings o f  the target w ords so that students could 
realize how  crucial it is to m ake fine d istinctions betw een various 
w ord  senses.
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T he practice phase com prised  a vast array  o f  tasks w ith  diverse 
contexts created  by  em ploying synonym s, antonym s, contrast or 
com parison. T hese exercises rev ised  the target lexical item s. W hat is 
m ore, som e activ ities dem anded that the students w rite  a short extract, 
a letter, an interview , or rew rite a sto ry  in ow n w ords, yet including 
the target vocabulary . Such  tasks aim ed to investigate w hether the 
context-based instruction  o f  the target vocabu lary  contributed  to its 
p roper exploitation  by  the students.

A s stated  before, the course o f  lessons w as fo llow ed by a general 
revision o f  the target lexical item s presented and practised throughout 
a ll the lessons, and concluded w ith  a final test adm inistered  w ith  the 
aim  o f evaluating  to w hat degree the target w ords practised w ere 
retained by  the students.

4. R esults and discussion
T he results o f the pre-study test (Table 1) revealed  that the subjects 
had  not been acquain ted  w ith  the target lexical item s selected  for the 
course. The m ajority  o f  the students did not even attem pt to com plete 
the tasks, and only  several learners w ere able to fill in one up to two 
gaps. The activ ity  appeared to be easier for tw o learners w ho scored 
tw o points each, nevertheless since it w as a m ultip le-choice activity, 
the correct answ ers m ight have been provided at random .

Table 1. Numbers of students who obtained particular ranges of points on the pre-test.

Pre-test results 
n=30

Task 1 Task 2 Task 3 Task 4 Task 5 Task 6 Task 7
0-2
points 30 29 30 30 29 28 30

3-5
points 0 1 0 0 1 2 0

6-8
points 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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A s regards the su b jec ts’ responses to the lessons, they  varied  
depending on the phase o f  the lesson and the d ifficu lty  o f  particular 
tasks. A s sta ted  before, tw o kinds o f  lesson procedures depending on 
the purpose o f  in troducing the key  w ords w ere d ifferentiated: the 
presentation phase fo llow ed by  the su b jec ts ’ speaking  perform ance 
superv ised  by  the teacher, and  the presentation  phase fo llow ed by  a 
read ing  task.

T he s tu d en ts’ oral presentation w as to be stric tly  controlled  by  the 
teacher, w ho encouraged them  to em ploy  the new ly  in troduced w ords. 
Several students m anifested  som e inhibitions to express them selves in 
English . The confident ones got involved in the oral perform ance 
m ore w illing ly  and  did exceptionally  w ell using  the target w ords 
properly  during the talk, w hilst the ones not w illing  to speak  proved to 
be better at w riting  tasks.

In the read ing  lesson, inferring  the m eanings proved particularly  
d ifficult w ith  regard  to som e phrasal verbs (m iss ou t on, be le ft  out, 
undergo, m a ke  up for, g o  by). E nquired about the reason for som e 
vocabu lary  w ords being troublesom e, the students indicated  too poor a 
context to provide enough details for a w ord  to be identified. In order 
to elim inate further m isunderstandings w ith  regard  to the w ord 
m eanings, an adequate explanation  w as provided.

T he tasks the students w ere to perform  not only  gave them  a 
possib ility  to practise the target lexical item s in context, but 
sim ultaneously  helped  to check w hether due to L2 vocabulary  
teaching  rely ing on contextualization  the students could learn the new  
w ords in a m eaningfu l w ay. The teacher observed the su b jec ts’ 
perform ance during the lessons and analyzed the ir responses to the 
tasks they  accom plished. In the course o f  the first tw o lessons the 
participants o f the study  w ere unenthusiastic  about carry ing out the 
tasks as the m ajo rity  o f  them  required  som e am ount o f reading, w hich  
the pupils had not been accustom ed to. N onetheless, ow ing to the 
course based  on a regular repetition  and practice, the subjects acquired  
m ore fluency  w ith  tim e, accom plished  the activ ities quicker and m ore 
w illingly . The tasks w ith  a broad context and a set o f  lexical item s to 
choose from  proved to be the m ost com plicated  and challenging. A lso



activ ities concerning phrasal verbs and involving m ultip le contexts to 
be filled in w ith  the sam e w ord  caused difficulty. Yet, how ever 
dem anding these types o f activ ities w ere, the pupils eventually  
succeeded  in supply ing  correct answ ers. Surprisingly, w riting  the 
in terview s on the basis o f  the clues supplied, gave rela tively  good 
results. The other w riting  assignm ents w ere m ostly  designed to be 
carried  out at hom e due to a considerable am ount o f  tim e necessary  to 
com plete them . T he teach er’s analysis o f  s tu d en ts’ contribution  leads 
to conclusion that along w ith  the lessons, the progress in the stu d en ts’ 
perform ance could be observed, and it w as clearly  noticeable  that 
constant revision  aided the learners to retain  the target vocabulary.

T he general revision helped the students go through the practised 
vocabu lary  again  prior to the final test, w hich  they  w ere not inform ed 
about the test so as to m ake its outcom es m ore credible. D uring the 
revision lessons, m ore tim e w as devoted to the activ ities covering the 
vocabu lary  from  the in itial stages o f  the study. S ince the subjects 
retained the target vocabu lary  item s through practice w ithout 
m em orising  them  by  heart, som e inform ation gathered at the 
beginning  m ight have been forgotten, and  therefore those w ords 
needed  further attention. Still, even though the students found som e 
lexical item s problem atic and sought the advice o f the teacher, the 
tasks w ere perform ed accurately. H aving rev ised  all the target 
vocabulary , the subjects took the post-test (Table 2).

Table 2. Numbers of the students who obtained particular ranges of points on the post­
test
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Post-test results 
n=30

Task 1 Task 2 Task 3 Task 4 Task 5 Task 6 Task 7
0-2 points 5 2 9 3 2 1 0
3-5 points 12 4 18 12 15 6 6
6-8 points 13 24 3 15 13 23 24

The scores achieved by  the students clearly  indicate that they  w ere 
able to retain  the m ajority  o f  the lexical item s provided throughout the
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study. The first task, a cloze procedure activity, gave the low est results 
on the pre-test. D em anding  as it w as, a fter the sequence o f  lessons 13 
students succeeded  in obtain ing m ore than a ha lf o f  the points. In the 
m ultip le-choice task  the m ajority  o f  the students provided m inim um  
six  correct responses. N early  all the w ords tested  in this ac tiv ity  w ere 
com pound w ords or phrasal verbs w ith  one o f their parts already 
provided, w hich  m ade the task  sligh tly  easier. T he sen tences referring 
to phrasal verbs w ere deem ed problem atic th roughout the w hole 
course and thus included m istakes on the test.

A no ther task  covered the know ledge o f  all the phrasal verbs 
practised, and required  not only  identify ing su itab le contexts for the 
g iven lexical item s, but also their form  to the tense o f  a particular 
context. The statistics show n reveal that this exercise w as m ost 
troublesom e. In m any cases, although adequate contexts w ere 
correctly  recognised, the students still offered  the verb in the infinitive 
no tw ithstanding  the form  needed  to suit a given sentence.

T he gap com pletion  task  w as carried  out re la tively  w ell w ith  only 3  
participants revealing  problem s w ith  com pleting  the activity. The 
subjects identified  accurately  the w ords such  as broken, veteran  and 
pretend, and as regards the o ther lexical item s, no regularity  could be 
identified  since m istakes occurred in d ifferent sentences. A nother test 
ac tiv ity  w as carried  out correspondingly, w hereas hard ly  any  student 
had  difficu lty  w ith  the last tw o tasks, w hich  did not dem and as m uch 
read ing  as the others.

O n the w hole, the resu lts o f  the post-study test m ake it possible to 
conclude that the study  succeeded  in im proving the s tu d en ts’ 
know ledge o f  the target lexical item s. The statistics clearly  show  
progress in vocabu lary  developm ent, thus the effectiveness o f  the 
conducted lessons m ay be rated  fairly  high.

On closer exam ination  o f the tests, som e additional observations 
could  be m ade. Firstly, in spite o f  the attem pts to create rich contexts, 
som e gaps proved to have m ore than one possible answ er. T he context 
being  insufficiently  specified, led to the sub jec ts’ m istakes. Further, 
som e contexts w ere likely  to be too difficult for the students to fully  
understand  them . A nother explanation  for this can be the w o rd ’s



com plexity , as som e lexical item s e.g. phrasal verbs are generally  
m ore problem atic to students and require further practice.

In general how ever, the results obtained m ade it evident that the 
usage o f  contextualization  for L2 vocabu lary  teaching  as w ell as the 
teach er’s self-designed  tasks w ere efficacious and the purpose of 
enriching the stu d en ts’ vocabulary  w as achieved.

The post-study questionnaire w as conducted  w ith  a v iew  to 
investigating  the stu d en ts’ attitude to the course they  participated  in 
and  their general assessm ent o f  the study. G enerally, the learners’ 
feelings about the sequence o f  lessons w ere positive and revealed  their 
in terest in the activ ities they  perform ed. The questions asked w ere 
m ain ly  o f  a closed type, the students having e.g. to  estim ate on a scale 
the d ifficu lty  or effectiveness o f  the tasks em ployed in the study.

R esponding  to the question pertain ing to the sub jec ts’ general 
perception  o f  the d ifficu lty  o f  learning E nglish  vocabulary  as m any as 
21 pupils found learning vocabu lary  easy or quite easy (See T able 3 
be low ).
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Table 3. The students’ perception of the difficulty of learning English vocabulary.

Learning English words 
n=30

easy quite easy quite
difficult difficult very

difficult
No. of 
answers 4 17 4 4 1

W hen asked w hether the activ ities supplied  by  the teacher w ere 
in teresting the m ajority  o f  students appeared  to have enjoyed the tasks 
prepared by  the teacher. It can be seen from  Table 4 that m ost 
participants thought the tasks to be interesting.

Table 4. The students’ evaluation of the attractiveness of the teacher-prepared tasks.

Teacher-prepared tasks 
n=30

boring not very quite interesting very
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interesting interesting interesting
No. of 
answers 0 1 9 13 7

T he students w ere also asked to evaluate the usefu lness o f  the 
teacher-prepared  tasks. M ost participants o f  the study  claim ed that 
they  found the im plem ented activ ities usefu l (17-yes, 13-rather yes).

F inally , the subjects w ere to estim ate the d ifficu lty  o f  particular 
tasks supplied  by  the teacher for the research purposes (See T able 5). 
Surprising ly  enough, hard ly  any  learners considered the em ployed 
activ ities to be very  dem anding, yet m any students rated  a few  types 
o f  activ ities as problem atic. The com pletion activ ities w ere estim ated 
from  relatively  easy  to difficult.

Table 5. The students’ evaluation of particular activities in terms of their difficulty.

Types of tasks ea
sy

qu
ite

ea
sy

qu
ite

di
ffi

cu
lt luc

£ fiid

ve
ry

di
ffi

cu
lt

1. the completion activity (paragraph, 
story) ; 1 5 19 4 1

2. the completion activity (sentences); 6 7 16 1 0
3. the completion activity (dialogues); 9 12 9 0 0
4. the completion activity (several examples 
with the same word) ; 0 1 12 15 2

5. writing a story, or an interview on the 
basis of words/clues given; 4 3 16 7 0

6. rewriting a story using vocabulary 
underlined in the version offered by the 
teacher;

2 7 14 6 1

7. substituting the words in the text with 
their synonyms; 18 8 4 0 0

8. multiple-choice task; 6 7 13 3 1
9. discussing the topic or given pictures 
using newly introduced words; 6 11 7 5 1

10. matching the halves of the sentences; 17 7 4 1 0
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11. matching the verbs with prepositions so 
as to create phrasal verbs to be put in the 
right context and proper form;

1 4 18 6 1

12. filling the gaps in the text with the first 
letters of correct words already provided. 8 17 3 2 0

W riting  assignm ents proved to be fa irly  problem atic. R ew riting  a 
sto ry  w ith  em ploying target lexical units w as deem ed sligh tly  less 
difficult, possib ly  ow ing to being  offered  the m odel version  
illustrating  the usage o f the target vocabulary. B oth  substitu ting  the 
w ords w ith  their synonym s and m atch ing  the halves o f  the sentences 
w ere declared effortless, there being only  a few  students w ho rated the 
ac tiv ity  as com plex. The lea rn ers’ a ttitude tow ards the com pletion 
ac tiv ity  w ith  the first letters o f  the w ords supplied  w as analogous. In 
the case o f the m ultip le-choice activ ities or m ulti-part verbs exercises, 
the subjects assessed them  as rather d ifficult to com plete. In terestingly  
enough, the speaking tasks w ere found fairly  easy or quite difficult 
a lthough th roughout the course they  seem ed to be troublesom e and 
inhibiting  to students.

5. C onclusion
Sum m ing up, the assum ption  that contextualization fosters vocabulary  
developm ent has been confirm ed by  the present action  research  study. 
A dopting  trad itional w ays o f  teaching L2 target vocabu lary  is surely  
extrem ely  boring to students, that is w hy  m ore effective techniques for 
teaching  w ords could be em ployed. It is the teach er’s task  to adjust 
h is/her classroom  procedures so that they  help  students to practice and 
recycle target vocabulary  and, as a result, keep it active (B erm heden 
2002, C am eron 2001). The outcom es o f  the study  support the v iew  
that exploiting  context for the purpose o f  vocabu lary  presen tation  and 
practice contributes substan tia lly  to its enrichm ent and expands 
s tu d en ts’ general know ledge o f  lexis. The usage o f  contextualization  
for teach ing  E nglish  vocabu lary  facilitated  its acquisition  by  the 
students. The results obtained from  the final test show ed that the tasks 
prepared by  the teacher w ere conducive to retain ing the target lexical
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item s. Furtherm ore, the s tu d en ts’ responses to the tasks em ployed in 
the study  assured the w riter that contextualizing unknow n w ords 
helped  the subjects use them  in a m eaningfu l w ay  in both  w riting  or 
speaking  activities. The data gathered from  the post-study 
questionnaire m ade it apparent that the students w ere biased in favour 
o f  the conducted  course and w illing  to participate in the 
contextualization-based  lessons. T hey  evaluated  the teacher-prepared 
activ ities as interesting and confirm ed their usefulness in practising  as 
w ell as retain ing new  vocabulary . Evidently , despite considerable 
effort devoted to accom plish ing  the teach er’s tasks, the lessons w ere 
g reatly  appreciated  and regarded  as beneficial for expanding English 
vocabulary.
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