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Tips and Games to Make Vocabulary Words Stick

Event: Washtenaw Literacy’s Power Tutor Workshop, February 21, 2009

Presenter: Lorraine Hopping Egan of Hopping Fun Creations (hoppingfun.com)

Attendees: Adult learners of English language (ELL/ESL) and basic literacy (BL)

Do you learn words, only to forget them the next day?

Do you learn words, but then don’t use them much when you speak and write?

Do you keep a notebook of words translated into your language (or defined in English, for basic literacy learners)? But then, you can’t make the words stick in your mind?

Do you find that learning words gets harder as you get older?

Do worksheets and flash cards bore you?

You’re not alone. Over the past 10 years, I have tutored English to immigrants from dozens of countries, at all levels of English ability. Based on my personal experience and that of my learners, vocabulary words are easy to learn but hard to remember and use.

I found a few methods to help make those words stick in my mind and their minds. Not every method works for every person. Some people are good at words in general (that’s me!); others are better at patterns and codes. Some people need to see a word spelled (that’s me!); others learn best by hearing it or seeing a picture. Some people use their bodies to learn—moving their arms and legs or expressing a word with their face. In addition, I have found that people whose native language has an alphabet learn words differently than those whose language doesn’t (Chinese or Japanese, for example).

Try these methods to see what kind of learning works best for you. I think we all learn better when we’re having a good time, so I created a few simple games to learn, review, and practice words. You’ll find some of a few of these games here and on my website (hoppingfun.com).

Learners and Students: Share this paper with your tutors and teachers.
A Few Tips for Remembering Words

1. ELL/ESL: Don’t translate. Think in English only. (This method is called “immersion learning,” if you want to pursue it further.)

If your brain sees a word in your language and in English, it will latch onto the word you already know. It will forget the harder, newer English word. It’s like watching a foreign movie with subtitles versus without subtitles. Without subtitles, you have no choice but to listen—hard!—to the English. You don’t understand every word, but you remember the words that you do hear. You learn faster.

The key is to think of an object or an idea and match it directly with the word in English. If you’re taking notes, write the English word with a picture or symbol next to it, instead of a translation, if you can.

Another advantage to this method is that it takes time for your brain to translate. To be fast and fluent in English, you need to think in English. 

2. Picture the words first (visual learning).

To help learners go from image or idea to English directly, I use picture cards every time I teach. They aren’t flash cards or picture dictionaries with lots of labels. They don’t have English or translations on them. Just pictures (with a few letter clues)!
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Each photograph can help you learn lots of words, if you take time to study it. One picture of a bird can teach you: bird, parrot, beak, wing, feather, claw, perch, talk, sing, pet, cage, colors, and many more words. 

For some words (“method,” for example), there might not be a good picture. You need to think of another way to put the word directly into your brain.

Body and sound, too.

I often present my picture cards with body movements (flap the arms like wings) or sounds (chirp like a bird). These actions can trigger the brain to remember, especially for beginner words and for people who are physical (kinesthetic) learners. Look at eight or ten pictures and try it. Then, hide the pictures and just make the movements or sounds that you remember (or ask your tutor/teacher to help you). Can you remember the words more easily?

3. Group words into topics.

It’s very hard to learn a list of random words (words that have nothing to do with each other). Your brain doesn’t want to work that way. It wants to make sense of things and put them in order. It wants to compare and classify things into groups—this is like that. That’s one reason many language books have chapters such as “at the store” or “going to the bank.” When words are related to each other, in this case by topic, they are easier to remember.

My picture cards are organized into ten categories such as nature (the bird), travel, food, clothing, work, tools and machines, activities, events and holidays, and so on. I pull out 10 cards with food, for example, and teach those words as a group.

Besides topical links, it’s also helpful to learn words in pairs or groups: opposites (happy-sad), partners (rake and shovel), or synonyms (seller, vendor, sales clerk), for example.

It starts with . . .

Sometimes, we all forget a word or name. If our language has an alphabet (like English), we might say, “I know it starts with b.” The first letter of a word triggers a memory of the word. The brain acts like a file clerk, narrowing down the choices to words that fit in one folder—words that start with b.

On the picture card of the bird, I added a p (parrot), b (bird) and w (wing). If looking at or saying the letter doesn’t work, try making the sound of the letter. The sound might be more helpful if your native language doesn’t have an alphabet or if you learn best by hearing rather than spelling. 

It rhymes with . . .

American children learn to say and spell English words by rhyming them (cat, bat, hat, sat). In fact, many children’s books and songs are rhymes. In a rhyme, the vowel sound (short a) and the end (t) sound the same. Sometimes, there’s only the vowel (me, he, see, we—a long e sound). Learning rhyming words is another way for your brain to organize and make connections between words.

Use it in a sentence (learning in context).

For each new word, think of a full sentence that gets across the meaning of the word. “The bird has many colors” isn’t good enough. This sentence has more meaning and paints a picture in your mind: “This bird talks like a person.” An active verb (talks) works better than “to be” or “to have” or “to do.”

Many books use dialogues—written conversations—to put vocabulary words in context. They allow you to guess the meaning of a word by the sentence or situation.

Build on words that you already know or recognize.

Two out of three words in English are not English in origin! They come from Latin or Greek, often by way of French. If you speak a Romance (Latin-based ) language—French, Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, Romanian—you already know hundreds of English words. (The spelling and pronunciation is often different, however.)

English has imported words from more than 150 languages and has exported words to those languages as well. You can find lists of these words online at Wikipedia or in etymology (word origin) books. Here are a few examples:


French: beef, pork, avenue, omelet, cuisine, table, cousin.

Spanish: rodeo, taco, chili, coyote, honcho (boss).

German: father, mother, hello, kindergarten, west, make, often.

Arabic: adobe, algebra (and many other words starting with “al”), apricot, cipher, giraffe, many names of stars and constellations.

Chinese: tea, bok choy, chop chop (hurry!), chow (food), wok, gung-ho.

Start with the words that are familiar to you—there are more than you think!

Look for patterns 1: Other word origins.

Each year, children compete in a Spelling Bee to see who can spell some very tough words. Before spelling a word, the contestants always ask the judges, “What is the country of origin?” Knowing the origin helps them (and you) see patterns in both the spelling and vocabulary. This is especially important when sounding out the word (phonics) doesn’t work—the spelling is different from the sound.

For example, the “shun” sound at the end of a French word is usually spelled “tion”—nation, creation, function. So, if you know the word is French and it has this sound, you know how to spell it. Another example: the “kr” sound in Greek words is spelled “chr” (chronology) and the “f” sound is “ph” (photo).

After learning the English words that come from your language, look up groups of words that come from other languages. What patterns in spelling do you notice?

Look for patterns 2: Decoding words.

Suppose I give you a list of numbers: 10011, 30924, 48105, 87557, 90210 . . .

Could you memorize them? Do you want to memorize them? Probably not.

Suppose I told you that they were a code. Can you decode the code? What do the numbers represent?

The numbers are zip codes. The first one is in New York and the last one is in California; the others are in between those states. Zip codes run from lowest in the East to highest in the West. Now, if I give you another zip code, 60609, you can guess the general part of the country (Midwest). When you recognize a zip code (you live there or a friend or relative lives there, for example), you remember it easily. You also remember all the nearby zip codes. I’m from Michigan, and I know that 4810__ is Ann Arbor, for example.

Decoding words is much like decoding numbers. Once you figure out the code, you can figure out the meaning of words you have never seen before (especially if they are in context—in sentences). Decoding is especially helpful for learning words of Latin or Greek origin (remember: that’s two out of three English words!). These words are often long, but they are regular in spelling and are built from a limited set of word parts. For those reasons, I think they are easier to learn than words of English origin!

The word parts are prefixes (beginnings), roots (core meaning), and suffixes (endings). Once you learn a part, you will see it again and again in other words. One example is the word television. This single word, made of two parts (tele means “far” and vision means “see”), can lead you to dozens of other words.

Tele: Far away, distant

Telescope: see (scope out) something far away—like stars. A telescope is a lens or mirror to see things that are very far away.

Telephone: “sound” (phone) from far away

Telephoto: “light” (photo) from far away. A telephoto lens is a camera lens that makes far away things look bigger and closer

Telepathy: Ability to “feel” (pathy) the thoughts of someone else from far away, to read someone’s mind, to know what someone is thinking just by feeling the thoughts; “telepathic” is the adjective

Teleport: “Carry” (port) something far away just by thinking about it (without touching it). The ability to do this is called telekinesis (“far away motion”)

You can also combine words to make new words:

Telecast (noun and verb): “broadcast” by television; a telecast is a TV program.

Teleplay: A play on TV.

Televangelist: An evangelist (preacher) on TV.

Vision, video, view: see
Vision: Sight, something you see, ability to see. The adjective is visual and the verb is visualize (picture in the mind).

Video: It means “I see” in Latin. A videotape is a moving image on tape.

Invisible and visible: “not seen” and “seen.”

Visibility: How well you can see—if it’s cloudy, visibility is low, not good.

Visionary: A person who can see the future, who can look ahead to make things happen

Visit: go see someone. The person who visits is a visitor.

Evidence: Proof that you see—fingerprints, DNA, a gun from a crime, for example.

Evident: Easy to see, obvious.

Advise: Show someone the right way to go. A professor (or advisor) advises a student about which classes to take—he or she points the way.

Revise: “see again”—do or write something (a story), and then change it. The noun is revision.

View: Sight from a window, “in view”—it’s close enough to be seen. It’s also called a vista (a Spanish word).

Viewer: A person who watches TV; a machine for seeing (telescope, microscope, etc.)

Viewpoint: Where you stand to see something—for example “The top of the mountain is a good viewpoint”; also, “opinion,” as in “I have a strong viewpoint on smoking.”

Review (noun and verb): “seen again”—read or go over something a second time, like a lesson; a movie review is a recap of a movie, its good and bad points

Interview (noun and verb): “see into”—ask questions of someone to learn something.

Preview (noun and verb): “see before”—look at something ahead of time, such as a new play or movie that isn’t finished or hasn’t been shown yet.

Here’s another example: subject, object, project, eject, inject, interject, reject. The root ject (or jet) means “throw” in Latin.

The prefixes add to the meaning of root: reject means to “throw back” (re- means “repeat”) and project means to “throw forth” (pro- means “for”). Again, you’ll see these same prefixes in many, many other words (reveal, regain, reread; protest, promote, program).

Suffixes, or endings, change the part of speech. Reject is a verb and rejection is a noun. Reflect is a verb and reflective is an adjective. Beauty is a noun and beautiful is an adjective (-ful is an English suffix). Quick is an adjective and quickly is an adverb. Like prefixes, suffixes appear regularly (active, assertive, captive; helpful, useful, grateful; action, nation, tradition; meekly, sincerely, happily).

There are a limited number of prefixes and suffixes that appear in word after word. Memorize them, along with some of the roots, and you will know hundreds of words.

Repeat, repeat.

Of course, the more you use a word, the better you will remember it. 

Make it fun.

Repeating word over and over is boring. It’s much more fun to learn and practice words while playing games and interacting with others.

The List-Alike Game

This game trains your brain to group words into categories. The goal is to make links between words and then extend your group. Tutors/teachers: You can read a list and ask students to name the category; the winner reads the next list. Or, you can pass out this worksheet and ask partners to complete it cooperatively.

1. What five-letter word follows each word? ________________

Book

Jewelry

Clothing

Hardware

Grocery 

Can you name one more?

________________

2. What six-letter word do these items have in common? ________________

Cat

Cow

Horse

Fly

Snake

Can you name one more?

________________

3. What five-letter word do these objects have in common? ________________

Grass

Lime

Spinach

“Go” light

U.S. dollar

Can you name one more?

________________

4. What three-letter word do these objects have in common?

________________

Soup

Volcano

Desert

Coffee

Sun

Can you name one more?

________________

Suggested answers 1. store; 2. animal (living); 3. green; 4. hot.

The Art Talk Game

ESL/ELL goal: Draw a picture that you can’t see based on a description by your partner. Then switch roles. Choose simple illustrations of real objects (a still-life painting, for example). Avoid portraits (close-ups of people). 

Teachers/tutors: This game helps students match visuals with words directly, without translation or definition, and to build on basic words they know by learning more detailed words. It’s okay for students to act out or sound out words when describing a painting. It’s okay for drawers to ask questions. It’s okay if the drawing isn’t perfect; the goal is to get the basic elements in the right place, the right size, and the right general shape.

The vocabulary on this page is useful but not essential. To make the game easier, show all students a collection of pictures first and ask them to practice describing a few. Then allow the describers to choose one (without showing their partner). Use pencil and paper or a dry-erase board to avoid dealing with colors and to focus on shapes and patterns.

Landscape: A painting of nature such as mountains, trees, an ocean, and other wide views.

Still-life: objects arranged and fixed in place, such as fruit in a bowl, a glass, a vase of flowers, and so on. They are usually realistic (like a photo).

Horizon: The line where sky meets land (or water). The sun rises and sets on the horizon. Every landscape painting has a horizon, so this is a good place to start your description. The horizon is a horizontal line.

Foreground: The part of the painting closest to the viewer. 

Background: The part farthest from the viewer.

Perspective: The point of view of the observer. Landscapes have a wide perspective. An overhead perspective is from the air. A close-up perspective shows an object in detail. Perspective also means depth and angle: some objects look farther away than others. Objects can have a front, back, side, or three-quarter view, for example.

Textures (how it feels to the touch)

smooth (glass)

slippery (ice)

rough (sandpaper, unpolished rocks)

feathery (hair, bird feathers)

puffy (cloud, pillow)

prickly (cactus, rose stem)

solid (wood, stone)

cloudy, foggy, or misty (not solid)

velvety or soft (flower petals)

silky (silk, hair)

Prepositions: above or below, on top of, underneath, behind or in front of, next to or beside, to the right or left, at the top or at the bottom, and others.

The Art Talk Game: Shapes and Patterns

Work with your partner to draw as many of these shapes as you know.

round (circle)

curly

spiral

crescent


curved


straight

wavy

rippled



square


rectangle
triangle
star

cylinder

cone

arch

dome

rays


spots

polka dots
fringes

striped


checkered
vertical
 line
horizontal line

branched

lobed

pointy

jagged

Body Language

Goal: Read or listen to a sentence and then point to the correct body part or act out a key word in the sentence.

Teachers/tutors: This activity helps students recognize Latin or Greek roots and match them to words of English origin. As a follow-up, students can look in the dictionary for words that include the same roots.

SENTENCE





BODY PART

1. My shirt has a collar.

2. I am going to the dentist.

3. Are you in contact with your friend?

4. She gets nervous before a test.

5. I speak two languages.

6. Some people count on their digits.

7. The pedals on my bike are broken.

8. She is the captain of the boat.

9. I love your bracelet.

10.  My grandmother wears dentures.


ANSWERS: 1. neck, accolade 2. teeth, also “don” 3. touch, tactile 4. nerve, neuro-, 5. tongue, linguist,  linguine, 6. fingers, digital, 7. foot, pedestrian, pedestal, 8. head, cape, capitulate, 9. arm, branch, 10. teeth, mastodon.
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