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HOW TO TEACH VOCABULARY
IN EFL CLASSROOMS

Sarvinoz Mirzaliyeva
English Language teacher at Presidential school in Andijan

Abstract: Teaching vocabulary plays a pivotal role in effective language instruction in Teaching English as a Foreign
Language (TEFL). This article explores the importance of vocabulary acquisition, emphasizing its incremental nature and
multifaceted aspects, such as receptive and productive knowledge. The difference between direct vocabulary teaching
(explicit instruction) and incidental learning (acquiring knowledge unintentionally) is explored, weighing their effectiveness
and applicability in TEFL contexts. Special attention is given to challenges faced by second-language learners, including
limited exposure to authentic input and opportunities for output. Furthermore, the article examines the integration of tech-
nological tools and interactive games in vocabulary teaching, showcasing their potential to engage learners and reinforce
word mastery through innovative and dynamic approaches. Practical teaching strategies are proposed to bridge learning
gaps and enhance vocabulary acquisition.

vocabulary acquisition, receptive knowledge, productive knowledge, direct teaching, incidental teaching.

Annotatsiya: Lug‘atni o‘rgatish chet tillarini o‘rgatishda (TEFL) samarali til ta’limini tashkil etishda muhim rol o‘ynaydi.
Ushbu magola lug‘atni o‘zlashtirishning ahamiyatini o‘rganadi, uning bosgichma-bosqich xarakterini va reseptiv hamda
produktiv bilim kabi ko‘p girrali jihatlariga to‘xtaladi. To‘g‘ridan-to‘g‘ri lug‘at o‘rgatish (aniq ta’lim) va tasodifiy o‘rganish
(bilimni tasodifan o‘zlashtirish) o‘rtasidagi farq o‘rganilib, ularning TEFL kontekstlaridagi samaradorligi va go'llanilishiga
tahlil olib boriladi. Til o‘'rganuvchilar duch kelishi mumkin bo‘lgan muammolar, jumladan, cheklangan materiallar va til
ko‘nikmalarini hosil gilishdagi giyinchiliklarga alohida to‘xtalgan. Bundan tashqari, maqola lug‘at o‘rgatishda texnologik
vositalar va interaktiv metodlarning samaradorligini ta’kidlaydi, ularning o‘quvchilarni jalb qilish va so‘zlarni egallashni
mustahkamlashdagi salohiyatini namoyish etadi. O‘rganishdagi bo‘shliglarni to‘ldirish va lug‘atni o‘zlashtirishni kuchayti-
rish uchun amaliy ta’lim strategiyalari taklif etiladi.
lug‘at o‘rganish, reseptiv bilim, produktiv bilim, to‘g‘ridan-to‘g‘ri o‘rgatish, tasodifiy o‘rganish.

AHHoTauwms: [NpenogaBaHue CrioBapHOro 3anaca UrpaeT KNioYeBy posb B 3P(EKTUBHOM 0Oy4EeHUN A3blkaM B pamKax
nporpammbl Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL). Ota ctatbs nccneayet BaXXHOCTb NprobpeTeHns cnosap-
HOro 3anaca, NogYepKuBas ero noatanHbii XapakTep U MHOrOaCneKTHbIE CTOPOHbI, Takne Kak peLenTuBHbIE U NPOJyK-
TMBHbIE 3HaHWs. PaccmaTpuBaeTtca pasHuua mexay npsiMbiM oby4YeHnem crioBapHOMy 3anacy (SBHbIM 0By4eHvem) v
cryyariHbiM 0by4eHvem (MpuobpeTeHnem 3HaHWN HenpegHaMEPEHHO), OLEeHUBAETC UX 3PMEKTUBHOCTb U MPUMEHU-
MocTb B kOHTekcTe TEFL. Ocoboe BHUMaHVe yaensieTcs npobnemam, C KOTOPbIMU CTankuBarTCs U3y4atolline BTOpOM
A3bIK, BKMOYaA OrpaHNYeHHbIN JOCTYN K ayTEHTUYHBIM MaTepuanam 1 BO3MOXHOCTY Ana npakTuku. bonee Toro, ctatbs
paccMaTpuBaeT MHTErpaumio TEXHOMOTMYECKMX WHCTPYMEHTOB M MHTEPAKTMBHBLIX UrP B NpenofaBaHve CrioBapHOro
3anaca, AEMOHCTPUPYS UX NOTEHLMan AN BOBMEYEHNS YHaLLMXCA U YKPENNEHNS OCBOEHUS CIOB Yepe3 UHHOBALMOHHbIE
1 OnHamunyHble noaxoAbl. MNpeanaratoTca npakTuYeckme cTparernm obyveHus Ansg npeononeHns npobenos B 0byveHun
N ynyyLllEHWs YCBOEHUS CITOBapHOro 3anaca.

NpMOGPETEHNE CMOBapPHOrO 3anaca, PELENTUBHOE 3HAHWE, NMPOAYKTUBHOE 3HaHWE, NpsiMoe o6y-
YeHue, cryyanHoe obyyeHue.

Vocabulary acquisition is the backbone of successful language learning, particularly in Teaching English as
a Foreign Language (TEFL) contexts. Unlike grammar or pronunciation, vocabulary directly impacts learners’
ability to understand and produce language. Vocabulary acquisition in a foreign language is not an immediate
process; rather, it is gradual and requires consistent effort, time, and repetition. Drawing on Nation’s framework
of word knowledge—including meaning, form, grammar, collocations, register, associations, and frequency—the
article highlights the complexities involved in mastering vocabulary. Many language learners struggle to use
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newly learned words in productive skills despite understanding their meaning when the words appear in texts.
This discrepancy arises due to different levels of word knowledge.

Knowing a word involves much more than simply understanding its basic meaning. This knowledge
includes several important aspects such as word frequency, register, collocation, form and derivative forms,
semantic value, and word association. When a language learner recognizes a word while reading or listening
but cannot actively use it, it is referred to as receptive vocabulary. In contrast, productive vocabulary refers to
words a person can use when speaking or writing. Both types are equally important; however, to communicate
effectively and fluently in a foreign language, learners must grow their productive vocabulary.

Effective vocabulary instruction is essential to meet this need, as learners often have limited exposure to
authentic input outside the classroom. Nation U':pr- 1819 emphasizes that without sufficient knowledge of high-fre-
quency vocabulary, language learners struggle to communicate effectively in oral or written forms. This article
explores various teaching strategies that can enhance vocabulary acquisition and addresses the challenges
faced by EFL learners. Ultimately, this article argues that while direct vocabulary instruction requires careful
application, it remains a vital tool for equipping learners with the linguistic resources needed for successful
communication in English.

Teaching vocabulary in EFL contexts has gained significant traction over the years, with scholars empha-
sizing various approaches to enhance acquisition. Nation [ P29 explains that knowing a word is a complex
process; therefore, he categorizes word knowledge into dimensions such as meaning, form, grammar, colloca-
tions, register, associations, and frequency. High-frequency words are essential to build linguistic foundations
as they appear more frequently in texts and are less formal compared to mid- or low-frequency words. Most
high-frequency words include function words and content words. Nation [ P81 syggests that both types
of words need to be learned as they carry grammatical and lexical information. His research indicates that
high-frequency words should be given specific attention in language courses and that they can be learned
through direct methods, incidental learning, and focused teaching.

Function words in English include auxiliary verbs, prepositions, determiners, conjunctions, pronouns, and
adverb particles. Content words encompass nouns, verbs, adjectives, and adverbs that convey specific mean-
ings (e.g., teacher, intelligent, create). A second or foreign language acquisition is quite complex since there is
a large stock of word groups and phrases. According to Boers & Lindstromberg [ *P-21 knowing a long list of
words and mastering grammar rules do not necessarily make a person a proficient language user unless they
can combine words as a native speaker does. Their findings show that mastering semi-fixed lexical phrases or
“‘word chunks” enhances fluency and naturalness in communication. For example, non-native speakers may
mistakenly say “do an effort” instead of “make an effort”, highlighting the importance of teaching collocations.
Therefore, it is essential that language learners acquire diverse types of word chunks such as collocations
(put pressure), social routine formulae (have a nice day), discourse markers (on the other hand), etc. These
expressions cannot be learned incidentally because it is often difficult to infer their meanings from context; they
should be learned deliberately.

Vocabulary learning is not instantaneous; new words are mastered over time through repetition and expo-
sure in various contexts. Thornbury B-#r24-231 discusses several key strategies for effective vocabulary learning
and retention, emphasizing the importance of repetition. His research indicates that repetition, retrieval prac-
tice, and spaced learning are some of the most effective methods for memorizing words. However, repetition
should not be limited to rote learning; instead, it should involve meaningful engagement with the words.

Research suggests that learners are more likely to remember a word if they encounter it at least seven
times spaced out over time. Schmitt [4 pr-120-1211 djscusses the dual role of direct instruction and incidental learning
in vocabulary acquisition. While direct instruction provides structured opportunities for learning high-frequency
words, incidental learning through reading, listening, and interaction offers contextualized exposure to vocab-
ulary. His article highlights the strengths and limitations of these two approaches. Explicit learning involves
directly focusing on vocabulary items with the intention of learning them. It is highly effective because it ensures
focused attention on the target words, maximizing retention chances. However, explicit learning can be time-con-
suming and labor-intensive. For most learners, it would be impractical to rely solely on this method to acquire
a sufficiently large vocabulary. Conversely, incidental learning occurs naturally while using the language for
communication, such as reading or conversing. It serves a dual purpose—learning vocabulary while engaging in
communicative activities—yet it is slower and less targeted than explicit learning. Learners may need to engage
with substantial content over an extended period to encounter specific words, especially less common ones.

Godwin-Jones 16 22@). pr7-81 highlights how learners increasingly rely on digital tools such as social media,
online communities, videos, and music to acquire language, including vocabulary. This shift reflects the multi-
modal and multilingual nature of online communication, where learners encounter words in dynamic contexts
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that combine text, images, audio, and video. The author suggests several Spaced Repetition Software (SRS)
programs to help language learners memorize words with minimum effort. One of them is Anki, which is a
flashcard application that uses spaced repetition to help users learn and memorize information more effectively.
Interactive games and gamification strategies foster engagement and motivation while reinforcing vocabulary
retention. By integrating technology into vocabulary instruction, educators can create immersive learning expe-
riences that resonate with today’s learners. DeHaan [ 4@2. »781 explains the relationship between interactivity
and cognitive load in media environments.

Implementing structured vocabulary teaching strategies has shown promising results in various studies. It
was found that learners exposed to deliberate vocabulary instruction, coupled with meaningful tasks, demon-
strated higher retention rates. Laufer & Hulstijn [522(". 1-21 suggest another effective method to memorize a new
list of words. In their article, elaboration on word features is emphasized. Psychologists advocate that creating
associations between new and existing knowledge improves memory. Since vocabulary acquisition is gradual
and, for many students, the most boring part of language learning, it is highly effective to apply various inter-
active tasks and activities. Wordwall is an interactive tool that helps language learners acquire vocabulary
effectively through engaging and customizable activities. Wordwall enables repeated exposure to vocabulary
through games like flashcards, quizzes, and word searches. These activities promote retrieval practice, which
strengthens learners’ ability to recall words over time. Teachers can tailor Wordwall activities to target specific
vocabulary sets, such as high-frequency words, collocations, or thematic vocabulary (e.g., food, travel). This
customization ensures learners focus on relevant and useful vocabulary.

Another useful platform that teachers can use to design vocabulary activities is FLIPITY.NET. It offers
engaging and fun activities for language learners to revise, retain, and practice new vocabulary. BAAMBOOZLE
and JEOPARDY are gamified tools that can be played with students while teaching vocabulary in the class-
room. They can be played in teams, encouraging collaboration and communication among students.

Teaching Strategies for Vocabulary Acquisition. To effectively teach vocabulary in EFL classrooms, educa-
tors can implement several practical strategies:

« Direct Instruction: Begin with explicit teaching of high-frequency vocabulary using clear definitions and
examples. Employ visual aids such as flashcards or multimedia presentations to enhance understanding.

*  Contextual Learning: Provide opportunities for students to encounter new words within meaningful
contexts. Use authentic texts—such as articles, stories, or dialogues—to illustrate how words function in
real-life situations.

* Repetition and Spacing: Incorporate spaced repetition techniques where learners revisit vocabulary at
intervals over time. This method helps reinforce memory retention beyond initial exposure.

*+  Word Mapping: Encourage students to create word maps or semantic networks that connect new voca-
bulary with existing knowledge.

Teaching vocabulary in EFL classrooms requires a balanced approach that integrates both direct instruc-
tion and incidental learning methods. While direct instruction ensures focused attention on critical vocabulary
items, incidental learning provides contextualized exposure that enhances retention over time. Incorporating
technological tools and interactive games into language instruction further engages learners while reinforcing
their mastery of new words. By addressing challenges such as limited exposure to authentic input and focusing
on productive vocabulary development, educators can equip learners with the linguistic resources needed for
successful communication in English. Along with teaching strategies, instructors should also be aware of what
to teach, focusing on high-frequency words, semi-fixed phrases, and word chunks. Revising, retaining, and
practicing vocabulary over time are key points in successful vocabulary acquisition.
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