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There once was a fisher named Fisher 
Who fished for a fish in a fissure. 

But the fish with a grin 
Pulled the fisherman in 

Now they all fish the fissure for Fisher. 
(Aitchison, 1987)

Words are the smallest indepen-
dent units of a language.  Native
speakers (NS) use them fluently,  at
an intuitive level  to express their
meanings. It can be quite hard to pin
down the concept or thing that a
given word stands for in a single defi-
nition. Still, native speakers do tend
to agree on what is and what is not a
word, and they tend to agree what a
given word means. However, non-
native speakers (NNS) do not share
these sets of conventional  intuitions
and often view words as major obsta-
cles which hinder their ability to suc-
cessfully communicate. The above
rhyme exemplifies how confusing
English words can be.  For example,
the words fish  (noun) and fish  (verb)
share the same outward form and
pronunciation, but have different
functions in the grammar and mean-
ing of  English.  The words fisher  and
Fisher  share the same form,  pronun-
ciation, and both  are nouns (though
the writing system does mark the lat-
ter as a proper name);  however, their
meanings are different. 

Complexity of form within one
word and similarities of form and pro-
nunciation across unrelated word
forms result in many sound-alike and
look-alike words in English.   This is
but one aspect that highlights the
tremendous task that NNS face in gain-
ing sufficient mastery of the  lexicon.
Research findings about NNS’ vocabu-
lary development support NNS who
report they need more vocabulary
instruction (Krahnke, 1996).  We
might have  reason to be alarmed if we
heed what Brown (1991) states:  the
average NNS entering  an English
speaking university has a vocabulary
smaller than a native-speaker fifth

grader. In contrast, Zimmerman
(1997) reports that a NS entering col-
lege knows  20,000 to 25,000 words
and is aware of the subtlety and range
of meanings of each  word, as well as
the appropriate contexts for its use.
This disparity clearly shows why  stu-
dents learning a second language both
want and need to learn more vocabu-
lary! It  is important for teachers to
provide approaches to vocabulary
learning and acquisition  that enhance
learning, considering the  overwhelm-
ing nature of this task. 

Word Knowledge Framework
To teach vocabulary successfully,

we need to understand what it means
to know a  word. There are many dif-
ferent conceptualizations of word
knowledge, one of which is Schmitt’s
(1995) Word Knowledge  Framework
(WKF).  This definition divides word
knowledge into two categories: (1)
receptive and (2) productive word
knowledge. Receptive word knowledge
is the  ability to recognize words when
heard or read, but it does not neces-
sarily include the  ability to produce
the words when speaking or writing.
Productive word knowledge is  the
ability to properly use and have ready
access to words when using a language
to communicate.  A key point to the
WKF is that productive word knowl-
edge goes  beyond word meaning and
form (Schmitt, 1995). It provides stu-
dents with different  ways to under-
stand vocabulary items. It also helps
to prevent students from the  misuse
of  words that is a result of focusing
only on only one aspect of a word.
Additionally, because a word must be
viewed between 5-16 times before it
can  become productively known
(Nation, 1990), the framework
encourages repeated  exposure to a
word while the word’s components are
being learned. Pedagogically, the  WKF
provides teachers with clear guidelines
for what is needed for a student to
gain  productive knowledge of a word.

Diagram A (below) depicts the compo-
nents  necessary for having productive

word knowledge and gives an example
of how each  component functions.

To help our students develop their
vocabulary, there are a couple of core
activities we can use.

Vocabulary Word Bank Procedure
The vocabulary word bank repli-

cates the vocabulary notebook sug-
gested by Schmitt and Schmitt
(1995). The objectives of the word
bank are to help organize vocabulary
items, to recycle words for better
retention, and to approach word com-
prehension  through the WKF. Each
student in a class is required to have a
ring of word cards, but students
should be encouraged to make their
word banks unique to their own learn-
ing style and  to use the word bank as
well for vocabulary learned outside of
class. To make the  word bank, stu-
dents need to buy word cards held
together with a ring that can open
and close. The  following format can
be used to incorporate the word bank
into language learning  classes. 

I. See Diagram B (next page) for
an example of how a vocabulary
word bank is structured. 

II. Word banks are divided into
different categories,  (e.g. topics,
parts of speech, units in  the book,
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etc., and new categories can be
added as necessary.) 

III. Have students put only one
word on each card so the front and
back of a card can  be used to add
more information later. 

IV. An entire card should not be
filled out at once. This means that a
word is recycled  each time new infor-
mation is added to it.  Suggest to stu-
dents what opportunities (in  and out
of class) there are to add new informa-
tion about each word to the card (e.g.,
key synonyms,  parts of speech,  relat-
ed information from semantic maps,
etc.)  Also,  try having them add syn-
onyms or near synonyms to the words
currently being  learned, or, in review,
to all of the words studied so far.  

V. Instruct students in dictionary
use and use of the text glossary
before assigning  vocabulary word
bank work. 

VI. Carefully model how to use
the notebook. 

VII. Occasionally check what stu-
dents have written on their cards. 

VIII. Incorporate the Vocabulary
Word Bank into the class work.  Have
students use  their word banks during
vocabulary games. Display student
cards on the OHP and have other class
members question the author of the
card on its contents. Have students
teach each other new word informa-
tion and copy it into their word banks.
Give  students freedom to decide

which information they want to
include as they learn how  to use the
notebook. Students should become
more independent and individualized
in their word bank development over
the course of a term or school year. 

Word Wall 
The format for the Word Wall

(WW) comes from Stoller’s 1997 Co-
TESOL  presentation.   The WW’s
objectives are to recycle words, to cre-
ate a focus for class  discussion, and to
teach students a versatile strategy for
vocabulary learning. The  WW is a stu-
dent-generated wall of words which
displays various types of  relationships.
Each word is placed on a strip of
poster board and then attached to the
wall according to a specified relation-
ship, for example, parts of speech, arti-
cle topics, connotative meaning, or
semantic relations. The words are dis-
played on the wall in  any way the stu-
dents see fit, but should continually be
moved in order to place the  words in
positions that reflect the strategies
(from the WKF) that the students are
learning. Also, the WW items are not
limited to single words—phrasal verbs,
phrases,  and idioms are all appropri-
ate. The following procedure will help
you start the WW in your  classroom
and give ideas for how to integrate it in
the classroom work. 

I. Introduce the word wall by
having the students write the new
words on pieces of  poster board. 

II. As the words are written,
instruct students to place the words
on the wall  according to the parts of
speech. To avoid confusion, label
sections of the wall prior to  the
class with the words: noun, verb,
adjective, adverb.

III. After the words have been
placed on the wall, review them
with the whole class to  see that
they were placed correctly. If not,
solicit corrections from the students. 

IV. Try to incorporate the WW
into a number of activities,  such as:

a. Creative Stories: Divide words
between groups of four students and
have each  group create a story (ver-
bal or written) using the words, then
share the stories with  the class. 

b. Sentence Writing: Put students
in groups of three. Have one member
of each group  go to the WW and get
one word.  As a  group, students write

a sentence using the  word, then show
it to the teacher to see if it is correct.
When the sentence is correct,  repeat
with a new WW word. When correc-
tion is needed, have students work
further  on the sentence. When all the
words are off the WW, the team with
the most finished  sentences wins.  

c.  Jeopardy: The teacher choos-
es words from the WW and places
them in categories  (e.g., nouns,
adjectives, content words). The
teacher then supplies definitions to
teams  of students in a Jeopardy-like
fashion (Zimmerman, 1997). 

d. Guessing Game: One student
describes a word on the WW (how it
is used, its  definition, etc.) to
another student. The partner tries
to match the clue with a WW  word
(Zimmerman, 1997). 

e. Cloze passage: Cloze reading or
listening passages can be based on the
WW. Teachers can  choose to delete
every nth word at random (the higher
the frequency of deletion, the  harder
the cloze passage). Or, they can delete
certain words to highlight a linguistic
feature or key vocabulary.   

f. Crossword Puzzles: Construct
crossword puzzles using the WW.

g. Journal Entry/Poetry: An
opportunity for students to stretch
the number of words  they can use
in active and creative expression.  

h. Synonyms: Each student is
responsible for providing two syn-
onyms for words from  the WW,
teaching them to the class. The class
writes the new information in their
vocabulary notebooks and writes
new WW cards for the synonyms. 

i.  Categorization: Students reor-
ganize words (rearrange the groups)
on the WW  (synonym/antonym
pairs, words with multiple meanings,
noun/adjective  combinations, con-
tent-area words, etc.). 

Conclusion 
By using the Word Knowledge

Framework as a foundation, the two
core activities of  the Vocabulary
Word Bank and the Word Wall can
extensively, deeply and creatively
enhance vocabulary acquisition.
These tools can be used as outlined
above or in a  variety of other ways
to meet the needs of a class.  If used 
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Other categories you can put on the cards:
Semantic maps, L1 translation, Number of times
the word is heard in one day (if in an ESL envi-
ronment), or any category that helps the student
have productive knowledge of a word.
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Fixing SirCam.
Manual solutions are pretty com-

plicated, since, among other things,
SirCam rewrites your registry, hides
in various places in your system, and
replaces or renames files. There are
fix programs available for free for
SirCam  and many other common
viruses, worms and trojan horses.
a. Symantec’s tool:
http://www.sarc.com/avcenter/
FixSirc.com
b. Trend Micro’s:
http://www.antivirus.com/vinfo/
security/fix_sircam.com
c. Proland’s:
http://www.pspl.com/download/
cleansc.htm

Online addresses of major antivirus
software companies.

All of these companies market
antivirus software. They also typi-
cally provide trial software, virus-
specific fix tools, and online scan-

ning and cleaning, most of which
are available free of charge.
a. Network Associates/McAfee:
http://www.nai.com/
b. Symantec/Norton:
http://www.symantec.com/
or
http://www.norton.com/
c. Trend Micro/PC-cillin:
http://www.antivirus.com/

No-cost alternatives
a. VCatch:
http://www.vcatch.com

It’s free, and it monitors your e-mail
program, including those vicious Visual
Basic Scripts (VBS) and Java Scripts (JS)
that Microsoft’s e-mail programs have
proved so vulnerable to. In actual use,
this program has proved quite effective
at detecting worms in the wild, such as
SirCam and JS KakWorm, as well as the
very destructive VBS LoveLetter.

VCatch doesn’t use a lot of sys-
tem resources, and it focuses on one

area where you are vulnerable to
infection—your e-mail program. It is
‘adware’, though, so read the condi-
tions and terms of agreement care-
fully before accepting.
b. Free online scanning and clean-
ing.

If you think you have been
infected with a virus, you can use
this free online antivirus scanner
and cleaner.
http://housecall.antivirus.com/
pc_housecall/

Running the scanner enables
you to remove most viral programs
once detected, but if that doesn’t fix
the problem, check out some of the
links on their site.

c. Check out all the downloads
and reviews available at CNet.com.
A lot of freeware and shareware
here.
http://www.webware.com/p/li/2-
1196-1201.asp

J.P. Loucky asks, What’s the
best way to set up Text to Speech
on PCs?

This page lists 32 sites for
speech production software.  Most
are for PCs, although some are for
specific languages.
http://dmoz.org/Computers/Speech_
Technology/Speech_Synthesis/

Speakeasy
For a first try, however, you

might try downloading Speakeasy,
which was developed my Microsoft
and is free for the taking:
http://members.nbci.com/computer-
wise/speakeasy/index.htm

Since it’s free, it probably doesn’t
work as well as some which you have

to pay for.  For example, you need to
copy and paste the desired text into
Speakeasy’s window, then click
“Start” in order to hear the sound
(while a pair of bright red lips mouths
the words).  Interestingly, it reads
Japanese, including kanji, although
the text, when pasted into the win-
dow, turns mojibake on you.  More
sophisticated programs probably will
allow you to highlight text in situ.
You then prompt it to start reading
via a hotkey combination.

iSpeak
The product allows you to read

your mail or any text. You can even
create MP3 files with the speech
thus produced.  Cost: $69.99 from

the Acuvoice site.
http://www.acuvoice.com/prod-
ucts/ispeak/

MBROLA
MBROLA is a Belgian-based ini-

tiative that offers a free speech syn-
thesizer for multiple languages.  It
has versions for over 20 platforms,
including Mac OS X.
http://tcts.fpms.ac.be/synthesis/
mbrola.html

Has anyone had experience with
any other programs?  Have you found
a way to use them in your classes?
The pronunciation and intonation
often are not perfect, which I suspect
would be frustrating for our learners.

Ask the Techie
This column is for you to ask your own questions about using computers and the Internet with your students.

Send your questions to the editor, Tom Robb at <tom@robb.net>.
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in a coordinated way that  progres-
sively asks students to do more, you
will help expand your students’ word
knowledge and aid them in develop-
ing a more comprehensive and flu-
ent productive  vocabulary. By giving
your students repeated opportunities
to recycle and revise  words in as
many activities as possible, your stu-

dents’ vocabulary learning will  actu-
ally grow to be interesting and fun! 
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