TES Grammar grab 24   Vocabulary growth

One of the most rewarding aspects of working in education is making an impact on the knowledge and understanding of other people. Take the effect teachers have on their students’ word-power. Whether you realise it or not, you’ll be leaving your linguistric mark. As George Sampson so elegantly put it in 1922, “Every teacher in English is also a teacher of English”. Here’s how.  

First some numbers. None of us know how big our vocabulary is, or how big our students' vocabularies are, so we have to check the research literature. So let's compare the 'before' and 'after' for the educational process. 

Apparently, pre-school children know about 4,000 words. A rather nice formula is worth repeating: one-year-olds learn about one new word per day, two-year-olds two words and three-year-olds three. From three to six years the number of words stays at three. This research strand stops at six, just when education is getting under way.

Now consider the end product of school education, an undergraduate. Rather surprisingly, a fairly conservative estimate puts vocabulary size at about 50,000 words, but other estimates go up to an incredible 150, 000. Let's stick to 50K. 

How do they get from 4K to 50K in a mere 13 years? At the pre-school rate of 1K per year an 18-year old should have 17K words, so the extra 33K needs some explanation. Could it be the effect of education?

What do the researchers mean by "words"? Do dog and dogs count as one word or two? What they count is 'dictionary words', or in grammar-speak, 'lexemes', not inflections; so dog and dogs score just one point. For lexeme, think of lexicon (the vocabulary of a language) and phoneme (the smallest unit of sound). Thus lexemes are smallest units of meaning.

Suppose our figures are approximately right. In every year at school, a (typical) child learns about 2,500 new words more than the thousand per year that they were learning before they started school. That's nearly 7 new words per day of the year, or 13 per school day, or 2 per class hour. 

Rejoice:  education works and we can prove it without relying on official tests. But how do teachers achieve this remarkable effect? And what makes a good vocabulary teacher?

We're guessing, but we'd put our money on explicitness. A good teacher knows which vocabulary is new, draws attention to it, writes it on the board, discusses its form and meaning and generally makes a little fuss about it. Quite the opposite, in fact, of the way children learn words in everyday life. 

If you don't think a child could learn two new words in an hour, ask yourself how many new words you've learned in the last few minutes. Ever seen the word lexeme before? 

