T OTOIO

European science international conference:

STUDYING THE PROGRESS OF SCIENCE AND ITS SHORTCOMINGS

TEACHING VOCABULARY THROUGH CONTEXT AND
LEXICAL APPROACHES

Kosimova Dilobar Tursunaliyevna
Xorijiy tillar kafedrasi mudiri oliy toifali bosh o'qituvchi
TDIU "International Business" akademik litseyi

Abstract: Vocabulary knowledge is central to communicative competence in English
as a Second Language (ESL). However, vocabulary acquisition remains one of the most
persistent challenges for learners. Traditional methods, which often emphasized rote
memorization of isolated word lists, have been criticized for their limited effectiveness in
promoting long-term retention and communicative use. Recent pedagogical developments
highlight the importance of teaching vocabulary through context and lexical approaches,
emphasizing meaningful use, collocations, and word chunks. This article explores the
theoretical background of vocabulary instruction, examines contextual and lexical
strategies, and considers both their benefits and limitations. It argues that contextualized
teaching and lexical awareness significantly enhance learners’ ability to comprehend,
retain, and apply vocabulary in authentic communication.

Introduction

Vocabulary is the foundation of language proficiency. Without adequate vocabulary,
learners cannot effectively express themselves, comprehend texts, or participate in
communication. Harmer (2015) emphasizes that vocabulary is as essential as grammar in
enabling meaningful interaction. Yet, vocabulary acquisition is often cited as one of the
greatest hurdles for ESL learners, who may struggle not only with learning new words
butalso with recallingand applying them appropriately in real -world contexts.

Traditional teaching methods have frequently relied on memorization and translation,
resulting in shallow knowledge and limited retention (Richards & Rodgers, 2014). In
contrast, contextual and lexical approaches to vocabulary teaching prioritize meaningful
exposure and use, encouraging learners to acquire vocabulary as part of natural
communication. This article discusses the theoretical principles, applications, and
effectiveness of teaching vocabulary through context and lexical frameworks in ESL
classrooms.

Theoretical Background

Brown (2007) argues that language learning is most effective when it involves
meaningful interaction, and vocabulary is no exception. Contextual teaching draws on
constructivist principles, where learners construct meaning through authentic exposure to
words in use. Instead of treating words as isolated units, contextual approaches integrate
them into sentences, dialogues, and texts.
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Lexical approaches, championed by Michael Lewis in the 1990s, shift the focus from
grammar structures to lexical chunks—collocations, fixed expressions, and formulaic
sequences (Harmer, 2015). Larsen-Freeman and Anderson (2011) note that lexical
approaches align with the reality of language use, where speakers rely on prefabricated
patterns rather than creating sentences solely from grammatical rules.

Ellis (2003) further supports task-based contexts for vocabulary acquisition, arguing
that tasks requiring learners to use vocabulary meaningfully lead to deeper processing
and better retention.

Contextual Approaches to Vocabulary Teaching

Contextualized instruction emphasizes teaching words within meaningful language
environments. Rather than presenting word lists, teachers expose learners to vocabulary
embedded in reading passages, conversations, or multimedia materials. For example,
instead of learning the word “negotiate” in isolation, learners might encounter it in a
story about two companies discussing a contract.

This method provides several advantages:

Semantic depth. Learners grasp not just word meaning but also connotations and
usage (Brown, 2007).

Retention. Repeated exposure to words in different contexts strengthens memory.

Cultural awareness. Authentic texts introduce learners to culturally appropriate usage
(Harmer, 2015).

Practical techniques include using graded readers, role-plays, storytelling, and
authentic materials such as newspapers and films. Teachers encourage learners to infer
meanings from context, which fosters autonomy and critical thinking.

Lexical Approaches to Vocabulary Teaching

The lexical approach emphasizes that fluency depends more on vocabulary
knowledge—particularly collocations and chunks—than on grammatical mastery
(Richards & Rodgers, 2014). Learners who know phrases like “take a risk,” “on the
other hand,” or “a matter of fact” communicate more naturally than those who only
know individual words.

Key strategies include:

Teaching collocations. Learners study common word partnerships (e.g., make a
decision, heavy rain).

Chunks and formulaic expressions. Teachers encourage memorization and practice
of ready-made phrases.

Lexical notebooks. Learners record new vocabulary in clusters by theme, function, or
collocation rather than alphabetically.

Concordance tools. Digital corpora allow learners to see authentic usage patterns
across texts (Ellis, 2003).

Harmer (2015) observes that lexical teaching develops fluency, as learners spend less
time constructing sentenges from scratch and more time focusing on meanifg.
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Effectiveness of Contextual and Lexical Approaches

Research suggests that vocabulary taught in context is more likely to be retained and
applied effectively. Brown (2007) highlights that inferencing from context not only aids
comprehension but also fosters learner independence. Similarly, Ellis (2003)
demonstrates that task-based contexts lead to vocabulary acquisition through active use.

The lexical approach has also shown strong results in improving fluency and accuracy.
Larsen-Freeman and Anderson (2011) argue that learning lexical chunks mirrors natural
language acquisition, where children pick up phrases before mastering grammatical rules.
Harmer (2015) notes that learners exposed to collocations and idiomatic expressions
communicate more confidently in both spoken and written forms.

Challenges and Limitations

While effective, contextual and lexical approaches are not without challenges.
Contextual methods may overwhelm learners if texts contain too many unfamiliar words,
making comprehension difficult (Richards & Rodgers, 2014). Teachers must carefully
select materials to ensure accessibility.

Lexical approaches require significant exposure to authentic input, which may not
always be feasible in resource-limited contexts. Furthermore, learners accustomed to
grammar-focused instruction may initially resist methods that prioritize vocabulary over
traditional grammar exercises (Brown, 2007).

Assessment also remains an issue. Standardized exams often test isolated word
knowledge rather than collocational competence, creating tension between teaching goals
and evaluation methods (Ellis, 2003).

Conclusion

Teaching vocabulary through context and lexical approaches provides ESL learners
with practical strategies to acquire, retain, and apply language effectively. By embedding
vocabulary in meaningful contexts and emphasizing chunks rather than isolated words,
these approaches foster communicative competence and fluency. Despite challenges such
as material selection, learner resistance, and assessment alignment, the benefits outweigh
the limitations. Effective vocabulary instruction should integrate contextual learning with
lexical awareness, equipping learners with the tools to use English naturally and
confidently.
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