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  Munich-based publishing house founded in 1981 
  Six successful print products for language-learning 
  Each magazine: audio products, e-paper, website 
  Video-learning platform: “dalango” 
  Language-learning apps  

German Italian Spanish French 

English 

Spotlight Verlag 
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  Is vocabulary the answer? 
  Guessing games  
  Monolingual approach 
  Bilingual approach 
  Our blend 
  Our support  
  Your feedback 
 

 

Overview 
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“[….] there are hundreds of thousands of chunks in English; 
learning enough of these to have an appropriate chunk to hand 
in a given situation is not a quick or trivial job. With much less 
time and effort, learners can acquire grammar for putting 
together comprehensible phrases and sentences that can serve 
them on the long journey towards more native-like proficiency.” 
 
“This does not mean that grammar is the most important thing 
to teach: the title probably goes to vocabulary.” 
 

Dr Catherine Walter 
Lecturer in applied linguistics at the University of Oxford 

Co-author with Michael Swan of the Oxford English Grammar Course 
Guardian Weekly 

18 September, 2012 

Is vocabulary the answer? 
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“Poor sentence structure can hinder comprehension, but poor 
vocabulary can stop comprehension immediately.” 
 

Keith S. Folse  
TESOL Professor 

University of Florida (2012) 
 
 
 
“Grammar is important, but more learners need to focus much 
more on vocabulary.” 
 

Keith S. Folse 
Business Spotlight 5/2012 

Is vocabulary the answer? 
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Extend my vocabulary   92 % 
Be proficient in English   84 % 
Learn specialist terms/vocabulary  82 % 
Learn grammar    55 % 
Test my English    50 % 
Improve intercultural communication  43 % 
Attain soft skills    40 % 
 
 

 Business Spotlight survey, 2011. Respondents 1,011. Selected results. 

What do learners want most? 
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Star power 
“I was living in a shelter home in New York when somebody asked 
me if I cooked. I said yes. That person told me ‘we have a party of 
200 people and you have to make one appetizer’, and I made 
dhokla.” A party guest recommended Khanna for a job at a 
restaurant called Salaam Bombay. This led to his current position as 
executive chef at Junoon. “Although it’s a high-end restaurant, I 
have always tried to keep simple food in it,” he says. Khanna, who is 
single, says his mother wants him to marry an Indian girl. “All I want 
is that she be as proud an Indian as I am,” he says. Khanna adds 
that he’s not looking for a woman who can cook well. “I don’t want 
the competition,” he laughs.  

 

Extract from “Star power”, Business Spotlight International, 2/2012, p. 6 
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Guessing from context 
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“In reality, unknown words within texts are very often 
not deducible from contextual clues.” 
 

Della Summers, lexicologist, 
study for Longman Dictionaries, 1980 

Guessing games 
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  Guessing words from context is an excellent reading strategy: it’s 

not a learning strategy  

  Research suggests that 95 per cent of the words in a text need to 
be known in order to understand it (Liu Na and  I.S.P. Nation, 1985) 

  Guessing a word does not mean that the students have learned 
the word 

  Students often guess words incorrectly 

 
 

 

Guessing games 
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How can we help learners to understand unfamiliar words?  
 
  disposable  
  appeal  
  bill 
  cap 
  means 
  benefits 
  malign 
  modest 
  Lords 
 
 
Guessing is not enough — give concrete help in context 
 

 
 

What would you do? 
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What does it mean to know a word? 
 
We know a word or expression when we know its… 
 
  spoken and written form 
  lexical class 
  use 
  collocations 
  appropriacy  
  level of formality 
  synonyms and antonyms  
  word family  
  meaning/definition  
  L1 translation 

“Knowing” a word 
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Translations can cause problems:  
 
“Mapping second-language vocabulary onto the 
mother tongue is a basic and indispensable learning 
strategy, but also inevitably leads to error.” 
  

Michael Swan, linguist and author 
The influence of the mother tongue on second language vocabulary acquisition, 1997  

Why provide English definitions? 
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  Students may gain only superficial knowledge of the new words if 
they learn the meaning only as a translation 

  True meaning may be lost in translation 

  Definitions work best if they are context-related, clear, brief and 
as unambiguous as possible 

  Definitions make the student think about the word in relation to 
the text and to its meaning 

  Definitions also draw the learners attentions to synonyms or 
antonyms and so help them to remember 

  “Students learn to make use of general words and to develop the 
skill of talking around a word” (Brown 1979) 

Define! 
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Translations help:  
 
“First language translations are probably the 
simplest kind of definition in that they are short and 
draw directly on familiar experience.”  
 

I.S.P. Nation, Professor of applied linguistics,  
Victoria University of Wellington, 2001 

Why provide translations? 
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Translating difficult vocabulary 
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Source: Business Spotlight Teacher's Survey 2011, 289 respondents 
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Selected research results: 
 
  37% allow monolingual dictionaries 
  32 % favour context clues 
  5% allow bilingual dictionaries 
  8% allow different dictionary type depending on learners' level 
  7% allow students to choose the dictionary 
  11% ban dictionaries 

K. Folse, 2004 

 
 

 

Which dictionary? 
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“There is absolutely no research showing that 
translations are bad.”  
 

Keith S. Folse (2012) 
“Getting to know you”, Business Spotlight 5/2012 

Why provide translations? 

17 



 
 

18 

  Translations can provide confirmation of correct meaning 

  Translations can provide a quick answer 

  Students will translate the words anyway (if not out loud then 
definitely in their heads) so why try to forbid it?  

  Related languages often share a great deal of cognate 
vocabulary 

  Languages may have exact translation equivalents 

  Studies have shown that less proficient students were able to 
learn more vocabulary items when they had learned the words 
via translation and not in context (Prince, 1995)  

  Bilingual dictionaries are more generally employed in the initial 
stages of learning a language (Ronald Carter & Michael McCarthy, 1988) 

Translate! 
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  appreciate: an Wert gewinnen, schätzen, zu schätzen wissen, 
dankbar sein für, verstehen, begreifen, sich (dessen) bewusst 
sein 

  spike: Gleisnagel, Belegnagel, plötzlicher Anstieg, stark 
anziehen, jemand Drogen ins Getränk tun, (einen Bericht) 
stoppen/verhindern/einstampfen/zurückziehen 

  equity: Eigenkapital, (equities) Aktien, Aktienkapital, Kapital, 
Kapitalbeteiligung, Neutralität, Unbefangenheit 

  drive: Spritztour, Einfahrt, Antrieb, Vorderradantrieb, fahren, von 
etw. angetrien werden, Biss, Aktion, Kampagne, Festplatte, 
Laufwerk, Datenträger 

Tricky translations 
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Tricky Translations 
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Article with translations 
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Source: Business Spotlight, 2/2012 p. 27 
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The Business Spotlight product range 
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Sixty-five per cent of our readers favour definitions 
in English, in addition to the translations 
                                                                          
 

Business Spotlight survey, 2011. Selected results. 
  

 
 

 

Combination? 
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Business Words  
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  Content syndication 

  Customized print publication  

  Customized e-paper 

  Web-based solutions for companies 

  Special subscription offers 

Customized solutions 
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Content syndication 
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  Licence edition 
(Czech Republic) 

  Single articles for 
interested clients or 
publications 

  longer term newsletter 
content agreement 
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Customized print publications 
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Customized e-paper: Business Spotlight International  
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  Intranet for companies:  
e.g. Siemens website 
exercises, podcasts, 
business words 

  Customized online content 
for companies/publishers: 
Spiegel Online 
Manager Magazin 
Postbank 
Handelsblatt 
 

Web-based solutions 
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Which words and expressions might learners have 
problems with and why? 
 
 

What to learn/teach? 
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www.wordle.net 
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Skill Up! Vocabulary guide  
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Brainstorm some methods (there's one!)  
  
  Mind maps/brainstorming 
  Vocabulary in context  
  Feeding in lexis during task-based activities 
  Grouping/sorting words 
  Semantic sets/fields/groups 
  Synonyms, antonyms, homophones 
  Pictures/photos/realia 
  Explanations 
  Examples: why would you swerve in a car? 
  Labelling 
  Completing diagrams and charts/describing processes 
  Scales, e.g. always-------------never 
  Wordlists  
 

Methods for presenting vocabulary 
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Review, repeat, remember 
 
Self-study tips 
  Create memory aids and associations 
  Practise visualization 
  Draw mind maps 
  Use wordlists  

Classwork  
  Group writing activities 
  Gap-fill exercises 
  Games  
  Dictations/dictogloss activities 
  Jumbled letters or sentences 
  Use wordlists 
 

 

Methods for consolidating vocabulary 

33 



 
 

34 

Vocabulary lists are useful 
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“Lists are clear. Lists are concrete.” 
 
              Keith Folse, 2004 
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Vocabulary list and MP3 audio 
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ESP – Financial English and Legal English 
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ESP – Technical language focus 
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ESP – English for… 
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Business Spotlight plus 
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  Reading is not enough — learners have to practise the vocabulary 
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Classroom focus 
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Business Skills 
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Business Skills 

42 



 
 

43 

Business Skills 
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It’s your choice  
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“The characteristic sound of a new breakthrough 
in language teaching theory is a scream, 
a splash, and a strangled cry, as once again the baby 
is thrown out with the bathwater.” 

                                                                                                  Michael Swan, 1985  
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Q & A 
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