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ESL writing teachers must take notice that vocabulary plays a critical role in successful writing.  Simple vocabulary can make our ideas—and us—sound simple.  Errors with vocabulary make our writing sound awkward because we have either misused words or we have not used the words that native speakers would use.  To be sure, the level of vocabulary in our writing determines the reader’s overall perception of the quality of our writing.


How can we lead our students toward better vocabulary and therefore improved writing?  First, we must accept that some factors in student writing are beyond teacher control.  At the same time, there are other important factors that we as instructors not only can but should attempt to control so that we can help our students to achieve better content, better language, and better results in their writing.  In this talk, we will consider student expectations and course objectives along with evidence clearly showing the important role that vocabulary plays in (evaluating) writing.
	              What  we  CANNOT  control
	              What  we  CAN  control

	1.  students’ expectations / goals / needs

2.  time required to grade 100 essays

3.  students’ ability to correct all of their own grammar errors instantly or independently 

(in x wks.)

4.  students’ English proficiency (in x wks.)

5.  students’ composition ability in L1
	1.  the topics and therefore S’s & T’s interest 

2.  writing tasks (what?  #?  # of rewrites?)

3.  the scoring procedures (YOUR TIME!) 

(no research to show that your grading = 

better student writing)

4.  what we do (and don’t) teach:

4a. teach (selected) grammar only as needed
4b. teach vocabulary at the adv. level




Table X:    Empirical Studies of the Role of Vocabulary in ESL Essay Overall Scores

IN PRESS.  From  Folse, K.  (Forthcoming—spring 2008).  “Is Vocabulary the Writing Teacher’s Job?” In J. Reid, Ed., Writing Myths: Applying Second Language Research to Language Teaching.  Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press 

	R e s e a r c h    S t u d y
	F i n d i n g s

	Biber (1986)

545 real samples of spoken language (e.g., conversations, interviews, announcements) and written language (e.g., novels, press reports, academic prose) of approx. 2,000 words each were analyzed for differences in 41 key linguistic features.   
	1.  Using different words (instead of repeating certain words) often results in using words with very specific meanings.  (Conversely, using words with very specific meanings increases the number of different words used in a sample.)

2.  Longer words convey more specialized meanings than shorter words.  (Word length is a factor in vocabulary.)

	Santos (1988)

178 professors at a U.S. university used a 10-point scale to assess 2 compositions written by non-native speakers.  The professors also ranked a set of errors by comprehensibility, acceptability, and irritation.  
	Results found that (1) professors considered language more than content; (2) the gravity of errors was perceived by comprehensibility, irritation, and acceptability, in that descending order; (3) the most serious errors were lexical errors.

	Ferris (1994)

28 text variables found in 160 university entrance placement exams (by 40 Arabic, 40 Chinese, 40 Japanese, 40 Spanish) were correlated with holistic scores assigned by three independent raters
	1. The top three variables that could predict holistic scores were all lexical in nature:  number of words, synonymy/antonymy, and word length.

2. Higher proficiency students used a variety of lexical choices, syntactic constructions, and cohesive devices.



	Engber (1995)

66 placement essays written by intermediate to advanced proficiency intensive English program students of different first languages were holistically scored.  
	High significant correlations were detected for (a) lexical variation, i.e., the ratio of different lexical items to the total number of lexical items in the essay (after adjusting for length) and (b) lexical variation minus error.  Of the four measures, the best correlation with overall holistic score was error-free variation.  Thus, a writer’s ability to use many words and use them well was a strong predictor of a higher overall essay score.

	Dordick (1996)

289 NS college freshmen read one of ten versions of an ESL student’s paragraph, each version focusing on a specific error.
	Lexical errors (including inappropriate word choice or word form) and verb-related errors interfered with comprehension the most.


Table Y:  Analysis of the Role of Vocabulary in ESL Rubrics

IN PRESS.  From  Folse, K.  (Forthcoming—spring 2008).  “Is Vocabulary the Writing Teacher’s Job?” In J. Reid, Ed., Writing Myths: Applying Second Language Research to Language Teaching.  Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press 

	Rubric
	Criteria
	Role of vocabulary

	Univ. of Missouri (Bryant, 1975)
	Four categories (20 points):

1. Treatment of subject and organization (5 points)

2. Vocabulary (5 points)

3. Errors (5 points)

4. Grammatical structures and complex sentences (5 points)
	This scale is reflective of many program rubrics for evaluating ESL writing.  Vocabulary counts 25% and is listed before grammar.  In addition, “errors” could be any kind of error, including lexical.

	ESL Profile © (Jacobs et al. 1981)
	Five categories (100 points):

1. Content (30 points)

2. Organization (20 points)

3. Vocabulary (20 points)

4. Language Use (25 points)

5. Mechanics (5 points)
	In this seminal instrument, vocabulary clearly counts 20%; however, vocabulary indirectly affects points in other areas.  Under Organization, points can be gained for using organizing vocabulary” such as additionally, a second reason, and in conclusion.  Under Content, points are lost if a paper “lacks details” or has “limited range”.  Under Organization, points are lost in a paper with “limited support.”  Excelling in details, range, and support all depend on knowing more words.

	TOEFL® 2005

(ETS)
	Five categories (25% of overall examination score):

1.  development

2.  organization

3.  appropriate and precise use of grammar and vocabulary

4.  completeness and accuracy of the content 

 (Note:  The two writing tasks are scored 1-5, with 1 being low and 5 being high.)
	Vocabulary is listed as one of the four categories.  In addition, proper development and accuracy of the content depend greatly on extensive knowledge of specific vocabulary.  This specific vocabulary often collocates with other specific words, thus increasing the vocabulary needed for a higher score.



Annotated Bibliography 


(Folse, TexTESOL 2007)

TEACHER BOOKS:     

Ferris, D.  (2002).  Treatment of Error in Second Language Student Writing  


Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press.


This book offers a realistic, well-reasoned account of what second language writing teachers (or teachers with ESL students in their classes) need to know about error and how to put what they know to use. This work addresses the fundamental error treatment questions for novice and expert writing teachers alike: What types of errors should teachers respond to? When should we respond to them? What are the most efficient ways of responding to them? 
Folse, K.  (2004).  Vocabulary Myths: Applying Second Language Research to Language 


Teaching.  Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press.


This work explains the need for more emphasis on vocabulary in our language instruction (while explaining eight common myths about ESL vocabulary teaching/learning).  See pages 102-106 for detailed information on keeping a vocabulary notebook.

Folse, K.  (Forthcoming—spring 2008).  “Is Vocabulary the Writing Teacher’s Job?” 


In J. Reid, Ed., Writing Myths: Applying Second Language Research to Language 
Teaching.  Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press.


This chapter explains the need to emphasize vocabulary over grammar in composition at higher proficiency levels.  A case is made that student writing problems such as mediocre quality and plagiarism are in fact due to vocabulary issues, not grammar problems.

TEACHER TRAINING DVD:             ***Excellent, excellent, excellent!!!***
Writing Across Borders.  DVD (2005?).  Oregon State University:  Center for Writing and Learning and its Writing Intensive Curriculum Program.  http://cwl.oregonstate.edu/wab/

Excellent, excellent, excellent DVD.  Priced at only $12.50.  Hear your students!  Great for teacher training of groups or just to remind us of what our students are actually thinking (because sometimes it’s too easy for us to forget our students in the writing development process).

STUDENT BOOKS  (Folse et al. @ Heinle Cengage):




	TEXTBOOK
	ANNOTATION

	(2007)  Top 20: Grammar for Writing, 2ndEd
	Brief presentation and extensive practice in 20 problematic ESL grammar areas that are worth fixing in student writing

FEATURES:  

Does not re-hash grammar; assumes a problem.



	(2006)  Greater Essays
	Advanced essays with REAL vocabulary (coauthor is NOT “ESL-tainted”!); 

FEATURES:  

Provides 3 versions of each essay for really teaching revision



	(2006)  From Great Paragraphs to Great Essays  


	Includes paragraph and essay development.  

FEATURES:  

paragraphs in first half of text are expanded/developed into full essays in second half of text = really teaching


	(2004)  Great Sentences:  An Intro to Basic Sentences & Paragraphs, 2nd Ed
	Basic practice in upper beginning writing.

FEATURES:  

easy information on paragraph development and first GREAT book to have Building Better Sentences



	(2003)  Great Essays:  An Introduction to Writing Essays, 2nd Ed

	Intermediate to advanced work in essay writing.

FEATURES:  

Practices the rhetorical modes that are most covered in freshmen comp writing.



	(2003)  Great Paragraphs:  An Introduction to Writing Paragraphs, 2nd Ed 


	Intermediate work in paragraph writing.  

FEATURES:  

Includes 100 paragraphs, connected grammar work, Building Better Sentences.



	(2002) Blueprints 1 & 2:  Composition and Grammar Skills for Academic Writing

	Advanced work in paragraphs (Book 1) and essays (Book 2).  Topics are academic in nature.

FEATURES:  

PPS = Paraphasing, Summarizing, & Synthesizing.  Extensive real TEACHING of paraphrasing.










*Many thanks to Heinle for sponsoring this session.
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