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Abstract

One	key	to	vocabulary	learning	is	providing	a	number	of

retrievals,	instances	where	the	newly	learned	word	is

consciously	tied	to	its	form,	its	meaning	and	its	usage	by

the	student	when	new	words	are	first	encountered.	The

activities	and	materials	highlighted	in	this	paper	employ	a

number	of	means—including	linked	skills	activities

(activities	where	the	target	words	can	be	retrieved	a	number

of	times	in	reading,	speaking,	listening	and	writing

contexts),	collaboration,	split	information	tasks,	pyramid

discussions	(repeated	discussions	or	presentations	of

material	with	changes	in	group	members)	and	mini-projects

—for	encouraging	repeated	retrieval	while	at	the	same	time

engaging	student	interest.	

Introduction

Few	teachers	would	disagree	with	the	finding	that	greater

student	engagement	leads	to	greater	acquisition	of	knowledge

(Pascarella	&	Terenzini,	1991).	
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The	question	facing	us	as	teachers	is	how	to	engage	our

students’	interest	in	the	materials	we	use	in	the	classroom.

Traditional	means	of	vocabulary	learning,	such	as	the

memorization	of	word	lists	or	the	use	of	flashcards,	can	be	less

than	engaging	and	often	tend	to	de-motivate	learners.	Even

keeping	a	vocabulary	notebook,	while	providing	great	benefits

for	vocabulary	learning	(Schmitt	&	Schmitt,	1995),	can	tend	to

become	monotonous	and	does	not	always	provide	a	great	degree

of	active	practice	in	using	the	new	lexical	items.	For	this	reason,

teachers	have	a	need	to	design	materials	which	can	more	directly

engage	students	in	the	vocabulary	learning	process.	This	paper

examines	a	range	of	activities	and	materials	for	encouraging

repeated	retrieval	of	new	vocabulary	items	while	at	the	same

time	engaging	student	interest.

Brophy	(2010)	posits	two	important	factors	for	bringing	about

engagement	in	students.	The	first	of	these	is	a	perception	of

value	in	the	activity	or	task	at	hand.	Students	need	to	clearly	see

and	understand	how	the	materials	are	relevant	to	their	own

interests	and	concerns.	When	the	students	can	perceive	how	the

information	in	the	materials	relates	to	their	lives,	interests	or

their	discipline,	it	is	often	easier	to	gain	their	interest	and

attention	(Dornyei,	2001).		

This	may	be	particularly	important	in	university-level	English

for	Special	Purposes	courses,	where	the	students	may	not	be

interested	in	studying	English	in	and	for	itself.	
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The	second	of	these	factors	for	engaging	students	is	a	degree	of

confidence	in	their	ability	to	complete	the	activity.	Students

must	have	confidence	that	they	can	succeed	with	the	appropriate

effort.	Without	this,	there	will	be	little	or	no	motivation	for	them

to	attempt	to	do	the	task	we	present	them	with.	If	the	students

are	confident	in	their	ability	to	succeed	at	the	task,	they	will	be

motivated	to	try	it.	In	short,	students	are	motivated	by	what	they

think	is	important	and	what	they	think	they	can	accomplish

(Barkley,	2005).

Barkley	also	adds	another	element	to	student	engagement,	that

of	active	learning.	When	students	are	actively	engaged	in	their

learning,	they	are	taking	the	new	information	and	connecting	it

to	their	prior	knowledge	and	personal	experience.	This	process

of	building	connections	between	the	knowledge	they	already

have	and	the	new	information	at	hand	can	help	to	contextualize

and	personalize	this	new	information,	assisting	in	retention	and

learning.	Encouraging	active	vocabulary	learning	in	the

language	classroom	helps	students	tie	the	new	words	to	their

preexisting	mental	lexicon	and	their	prior	knowledge	of	the

topic,	helping	to	make	the	new	lexical	items	seem	less	novel	and

more	familiar.	This	can	lead	to	deeper	processing	of	the	new

information,	as	well	as	better	understanding	and	retention

(Schmitt	&	Schmitt,	1995).	
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This	is	particularly	helpful	in	ESP	courses	where	the	students’

familiarity	with	the	overall	content	of	the	course	can	help	to

change	the	task	they	encounter	in	the	language	classroom	from

an	‘English	problem’	into	a	more	discipline-related	challenge.

The	knowledge	they	possess	and	employ	to	solve	problems	in

their	own	field	of	study	can	be	called	upon	to	help	them	tackle

these	new	challenges	as	well.	This	in	turn	can	also	help	to	build

the	students’	confidence	in	their	English	abilities.

Engagement	alone,	however,	is	not	enough	to	ensure	that

students	acquire	new	vocabulary.	While	engaging	students	in

their	learning	can	ensure	that	they	are	ready	to	learn	and	learn

the	material	to	a	greater	extent,	to	facilitate	vocabulary	learning,

materials	need	to	be	designed	to	ensure	that	students	encounter

the	new	lexical	items	many	times.	As	Graham-Marr	(2015)

succinctly	notes,	“Words	needs	to	be	met	and	met	again	to

facilitate	retention”	(p.	6).	Moreover,	materials	focused	on

vocabulary	learning	need	to	ensure	that	the	students	do	not

simply	encounter	the	new	items,	but	that	they	are	provided	with

opportunities	for	‘retrieval’	(Baddeley,	1990),	where	the	newly

learned	word	is	consciously	tied	to	its	form,	its	meaning	and	its

usage	by	the	student	at	each	encounter.

Retrieval	and	Learning

Brown,	Waring,	and	Donkaewbua	(2008)	state	that	words	that

are	repeatedly	encountered	have	a	better	chance	of	being

learned,	and	Vidal	(2011)
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found	that	repetition	was	the	most	important	factor	in	learning

new	vocabulary.	However,	simply	encountering	a	word	in	a	text

or	listening	repeatedly	is	not	enough	to	ensure	learning.	As	Joe,

Newton	and	Nation	(1996,	p.	3)	comment,	“getting	the	meaning

of	a	word	is	not	the	same	as	remembering	that	meaning.”	In	the

classroom,	students	need	to	be	given	the	opportunities	to

remember	that	meaning.	

Baddeley	(1990,	as	cited	in	Nation,	2013)	notes	that	it	is	not

only	repeated	encounters	with	a	word	that	are	important,	but	that

learners	act	to	recall	their	knowledge	of	a	word	(including	its

meaning	and	usage)	and	connect	it	to	the	form	of	the	word	they

encounter.		This	process	of	recalling	word	knowledge	and

connecting	it	to	the	form	that	the	learner	sees	is	called

‘retrieval’.	One	key	to	effective	vocabulary	learning	is	providing

a	number	of	retrievals	when	new	words	are	first	encountered

(Nation,	2013).	Nation	discusses	three	cognitive	processes	that

encourage	vocabulary	learning	–	noticing,	retrieval	and	creative

use.	Initially,	learners	notice	an	unfamiliar	word,	find	out	its

meaning	and	make	a	connection	between	these.	Encountering

the	word	again	in	a	task	creates	an	opportunity	to	retrieve	their

prior	knowledge	of	the	word	and	connect	it	with	the	present

encounter	of	the	word.	This	process	helps	to	build	a	stronger

memory	of	the	word,	with	each	new	retrieval	of	a	word	drawing

on	information	from	past	retrievals.	This	strengthens	the	link

between	form	and	meaning,	making	future	retrievals	easier

(Baddeley,	1990).	
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In	other	words,	words	have	to	be	retrieved	by	students	at	each

encounter	for	repetition	to	be	effective	and	learning	to	take

place.	

A	simple	of	example	of	this	is	using	flashcards,	where	learners

can	retrieve	the	knowledge	gained	from	prior	encounters	with	a

word	when	challenging	themselves	to	recall	the	meaning	of	the

word	each	time	they	see	the	card.	This	is	known	as	the	testing

effect	(Pyc	and	Rawson,	2007).	According	to	Vidal	(2011),	the

greatest	gains	in	learning	come	at	two	to	three	retrievals	for

reading	and	five	to	six	retrievals	for	listening.	For	this	reason,

students	need	to	be	provided	with	a	number	of	opportunities	for

retrieval	for	the	new	words	to	become	part	of	their	own	L2

vocabulary.	

Designing	Retrieval	into	Materials

Nation	(2013)	states	that	by	careful	consideration	of	the	written

input	for	a	task,	vocabulary	learning	can	be	encouraged	and

effectively	designed	into	many	speaking	activities	by

“increasing	the	opportunity	for	creative	attention”	(p.	199).	He

emphasizes	that	the	written	input	for	an	activity,	the	directions

and	the	background	information,	in	addition	to	the	information

used	by	the	students,	has	a	major	impact	on	what	vocabulary	is

learned.		
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Newton	(1995)	found	that	words	were	learned	when	they	were

used	by	learners	to	complete	a	task	but	that	simply	seeing	the

words	in	the	input	and	not	using	them	in	the	task	did	not	lead	to

learning.	Nation	(2013)	proposes	several	general	principles	for

designing	tasks	and	activities	so	that	the	written	input	has	to	be

used	in	the	task,	including	ensuring	that	the	written	input	uses

the	target	words	and	that	the	target	words	are	used	in	the	places

most	likely	to	be	talked	about	by	students	in	completing	the	task,

removing	numbers	from	in	front	of	any	choices	so	that	learners

are	forced	to	use	the	words	rather	than	simply	saying	the

numbers,	and	actively	involving	the	learners	in	their	learning.		

Joe,	Newton	and	Nation	(1996)	suggest	that	careful	design	of

classroom	materials	can	“maximise	the	opportunities	for	the

incidental	learning	of	useful	vocabulary	while	the	learners	are

involved	in	a	meaning-focused	speaking	task”	(p.6),	and	they

present	three	means	of	designing	opportunities	for	retrieval	into

tasks	by	making	them	involved	in:

1)	retelling	or	reuse	of	the	textual	input;

2)	repeated	discussion	or	presentation	of	the	material	

with	changes	in	group	members;

3)	discussion	of	the	information	in	the	input	to	solve	a	

problem
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The	materials	discussed	below	were	designed	with	these

suggestions	in	mind	and	encourage	multiple	opportunities	for

retrieval	of	vocabulary	items,	while	engaging	learners	through	a

combination	of	active	learning	and	several	of	the	other	factors

that	can	help	motivate	students	mentioned	above.	They	are

focused	on	different	kinds	of	classroom	activities	and	tasks	that

work	to	provide	a	number	of	opportunities	for	students	to

retrieve	their	knowledge	of	a	word	in	a	variety	of	engaging

contexts.

Linked	Skills	Activities

Linked	skills	activities	(Nation,	2013)	employ	a	set	of	activities

where	the	target	words	can	be	retrieved	a	number	of	times	in

different	contexts	(reading,	speaking,	listening	and	writing).		An

example	of	this	in	practice	would	be	to	have	students	learn	part

of	a	text	in	order	to	tell	it	to	other	members	of	their	group,

having	the	group	put	the	information	from	the	text	to	use	in	a

discussion	to	solve	a	problem	and	then	having	each	member	of

the	group	explain	the	solution	to	a	different	group	before	the

members	of	the	new	group	chose	the	best	solution	to	the

problem.	Finally,	students	could	be	asked	to	write	about	their

own	solution	to	the	problem.	In	this	way	the	target	items	would

be	retrieved	a	number	of	times	in	a	variety	of	contexts	(reading,

speaking,	listening	and	finally,	writing).	
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Appendix	A	is	an	example	of	this	kind	of	activity,	where	an

entire	two-lesson	unit	is	focused	on	using	technology	related

vocabulary	in	a	range	of	contexts.	(This	activity	was	adapted

from	Mortenson	and	Rupp,	2014).	Emphasizing	science	related

topics	and	vocabulary	can	appeal	to	students	in	STEM	related

disciplines	and	so	helps	to	engage	them	in	the	materials.	This

came	out	in	some	of	the	comments	from	the	students’	evaluation

of	the	activities.	One	student	commented,	“I	was	interested	in

the	topic	of	technology	and	environment,”	while	another	noted

that,	“I	learned	many	words	about	technology.”	

When	using	this	particular	material	in	the	classroom,	first,	the

pronunciation	and	any	usage	points	of	the	vocabulary	items	in

Part	1	of	the	worksheet	in	Appendix	A		are	covered	by	the

instructor,	and	then	the	students	quiz	each	other	on	the	meanings

of	the	words.	Newton	(2001)	notes	that	this	is	a	good	means	of

vocabulary	revision,	and	in	addition	to	providing	an	opportunity

for	retrieval,	the	relaxed	nature	of	the	quiz	(in	pairs	and	between

students,	without	teacher	intervention)	works	to	lower	students’

affective	barriers,	becoming	a	kind	of	icebreaker	between

students	and	encouraging	communication.	

The	next	activity	in	Appendix	A	(Part	2)	is	an	example	of	an

opinion	gap	task	(Rixon,	1979;	Prabhu,	1987).	The	students	read

and	answer	the	questions	in	the	survey	on	their	own	before

exchanging	their	answers	with	a	partner.	
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The	vocabulary	items	feature	prominently	in	the	questions	and

answers	ensuring	more	retrieval	opportunities.	In	this	type	of

activity,	learners	share	their	attitudes,	feelings	or	preferences

about	the	situation	in	the	task.	In	these	tasks	all	the	learners	each

have	all	the	information	(as	opposed	to	information	gaps	where

the	purpose	is	to	obtain	the	information)	and	express	their

opinions	about	it.	

The	questions	also	include	several	ranking	activities.	Hirsh	and

Coxhead	(2009)	note	that	these	types	of	activities	“involve

evaluation	of	words	in	context”	and	“focus	on	aspects	of	words

such	as	their	meaning”	(p.	9).		

The	students’	attention	is	focused	on	the	words	used	in	the	list

and	learners	have	to	negotiate	amongst	themselves	to	come	up

with	an	agreed	upon	ranking.	Newton	(2013)	found	that	shared

tasks	where	all	the	learners	had	the	same	information,	such	as	in

a	ranking	activity,	led	to	more	negotiation	of	word	meanings

between	learners.	

The	question	and	answer	portion	of	the	worksheet	in	Appendix

A	(Part	3)	recycles	the	vocabulary	items,	providing	more

opportunities	for	retrieval	in	a	written	form	before	these	answers

are	exchanged	between	partners	(providing	opportunities	for

retrieval	in	speaking	and	listening	contexts).	
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Many	of	the	questions	closely	mirror	those	in	the	survey,	and

this	serves	as	a	form	of	scaffolding	for	moving	from	more

receptive	to	more	active	use	of	the	vocabulary.

The	series	of	activities	in	Appendix	A	moves	from	one-way

tasks	–	where	one	student	speaks,	the	other	listens	and	then	they

switch	roles	–	to	two-way	tasks	–	where	learners	interact	with

partners	and	need	to	share	information,	ideas	or	opinions	to

complete	a	task.		This	progression	can	help	give	lower-level

students	greater	confidence	in	their	ability	to	express	themselves

and	communicate	their	ideas	(McGroarty,	1992).		

The	opportunities	for	authentic	communication,	where	students

are	expressing,	exchanging	and	negotiating	their	opinions,	also

help	to	engage	them	in	materials.	This	can	be	seen	in	a	number

of	comments	from	students:

”This	class	is	better	than	just	reading,	writing	classes”

“The	class	had	many	discussions.	It’s	interesting.”

“Thinking	idea	in	English	is	interesting.”	

Stroud	(2013)	found	that	this	kind	of	balance	between

challenges	and	students’	skills	was	one	factor	in	engaging

students	in	task-based	learning.
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Partner	Projects

Appendix	B	is	an	example	of	a	partner	project	(J.	Morrow,

personal	communication,	January,	2014).	These	are	student

created	design	projects	based	on	the	topic	of	the	lesson	and	take

place	in	the	class	after	the	students	complete	the	worksheet	in

Appendix	A.	

In	this	case,	the	students	are	tasked	with	creating	an	invention

which	will	help	solve	a	technology-related	problem.	In

discussing	the	problem	to	be	solved	and	the	features	of	the

invention,	the	students	are	not	only	given	opportunities	for

retrieval	through	negotiation	of	the	words'	meaning	and	usage,

but	also	the	chance	to	use	the	words	in	generative	ways.	Nation

(2013)	notes	that	in	this	type	of	negotiation,	students	often	fall

back	on	their	first	language,	however	this	use	of	L1	can	be

profitable	if	it	is	focused	on	the	form	and	meaning	of	the	words

in	question.	Moreover,	he	cites	Lameta-Tufuga	(1994)	to	show

that	learners	who	discuss	such	written	tasks	in	their	first

language	performed	better	on	the	task	than	those	who	used

English.	These	partner	projects	provide	the	learners	with	many

opportunities	to	connect	the	new	vocabulary	items	to	their

existing	knowledge,	by	expressing	and	exchanging	opinions

about	the	content	in	the	projects.	Dornyei	(2001)	and	Stroud

(2013)	both	note	that	these	kinds	of	tasks,
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	where	students	can	express	their	own	interests	with	a	degree	of

fantasy	or	creativity	can	lead	to	greater	and	more	sustained

engagement	in	students.		This	came	out	in	several	student

comments	as	well,	“This	class	needs	creative,”	and	“I	like

thinking	about	an	unique	idea.”	

Stroud	also	suggests	that	working	in	pairs	can	add	to	the	degree

of	confidence	students	have	in	successfully	completing	the	task,

and	that	the	cooperation	between	partners	leads	to	a	higher

degree	of	satisfaction	with	the	task	as	well.

Pyramid	Discussions

Appendix	C	is	an	example	of	a	repeated	discussion	or

presentation	of	the	material	with	changes	in	group	members.	In	a

pyramid	discussion	(Jordan,	1990)	students	first	decide	their

own	preferences	from	among	a	set	of	choices	and	then	discuss

these	choices	with	a	partner	before	coming	to	an	agreement	on

the	pair’s	choices.	Two	pairs	then	repeat	the	process.	These	two

pairs	then	join	with	two	others,	and	so	on	until	it	becomes	a

large	group	or	even	class	discussion.	

It	is	a	form	of	extended	ranking	activity	and	the	practice

speaking	in	smaller	groups	and	repetition	helps	to	build	student

confidence.	
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In	this	particular	activity,	the	students	have	to	decide	which	of

the	environmental	problems	given	are	the	most	pressing	in

Kumamoto.	In	this	activity	as	well,	the	students	first	quiz	each

other	on	the	meanings	of	the	words.	The	target	words	feature	in

the	instructions	for	the	task	and	in	the	choices	as	well.		

The	need	to	write	down	reasons	or	examples	to	support	the	pair

and	group’s	choices	also	helps	to	promote	more	thoughtful

negotiation	and	not	mere	agreement.	This	kind	of	negotiation,

where	words	are	used	in	meaningful,	communication-focused

contexts,	can	be	beneficial	to	other	learners	in	the	group	and	not

just	the	students	engaged	in	negotiation	of	the	word’s	form	and

meaning	(Newton,	2001).	The	pictionary-style	review	at	the	end

of	the	lesson	encourages	students	to	think	about	the	meaning	and

usage	of	the	vocabulary	items	in	order	to	draw	a	picture	of	some

rather	abstract	concepts.	As	touched	on	above,	working	in	pairs

and	in	close	cooperation	with	other	students	also	helps	to	build

confidence	and	provides	a	sense	of	satisfaction,	adding	to	the

engaging	nature	of	the	materials.

Conclusion

As	Schmitt	(2008)	notes,	“The	overriding	principle	for

maximizing	vocabulary	learning	is	to	increase	the	amount	of

engagement	learners	have	with	lexical	items”	(p.	329).
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	This	paper	has	examined	several	classroom	activities	and	tasks

designed	to	provide	a	number	of	opportunities	for	students	to

retrieve	their	knowledge	of	a	word	in	a	variety	of	engaging

contexts.	

The	materials	presented	in	this	paper	combine	the	ideas	of

repetition	and	retrieval	to	provide	multiple	retrievals	of	a	word.

They	create	opportunities	for	learners	to	draw	on	their	prior

knowledge	of	a	lexical	item	in	order	to	connect	this	knowledge

with	the	present	encounter	of	the	item	and	do	this	a	number	of

times	over	a	short	period	of	time	in	order	to	encourage	the

learning	of	the	item.	They	engage	students’	interest	by	focusing

on	science	related	topics	and	vocabulary,	using	pair	and	group

work	and	providing	them	with	small	challenges	that	can	be

overcome	to	build	up	student	self	confidence,	and	giving	them

opportunities	for	authentic	communication.	Finally	they	actively

engage	students	in	their	own	learning	by	giving	them

opportunities	to	tie	the	words	to	their	existing	knowledge,	by

expressing,	exchanging	and	negotiating	opinions,	as	well	as

encouraging	creative	use	in	the	content-related	partner	projects.	

It	is	hoped	that	this	paper	has	provided	a	number	of	activities

and	tasks	that	teachers	can	use	in	their	classrooms	to	help

increase	student	engagement	with	new	vocabulary.	While	the

examples	presented	in	this	paper	were	designed	specifically	with

students	
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in	English	for	Special	Purposes	courses,	such	as	those	offered	in

Engineering	or	other	STEM	majors,	the	activities	themselves

can	be	easily	adapted	for	use	with	students	from	all	disciplines

and	to	fit	a	wide	range	of	topics.	

Moreover,	it	is	hoped	that	the	means	for	designing	such

materials	discussed	in	this	paper	can	assist	teachers	by	helping

them	to	adapt	the	materials	to	their	own	needs,	and	more

importantly	providing	them	with	guidelines	for	developing	their

own	materials	to	engage	their	own	students	in	vocabulary

learning.	
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Appendix	A:	An	Example	of	a	Linked	Skills	Activity



69

Appendix	A:	An	Example	of	a	Linked	Skills	Activity

(Continued)
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Appendix	B:	An	Example	of	a	Partner	Project
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Appendix	C:	An	Example	of	a	Pyramid	Discussion	
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Appendix	C:	An	Example	of	a	Pyramid	Discussion

(Continued)	


