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Abstract:
Despite some concerns, the Academic Word List, developed by Averil Coxhead, has become a mainstay of EAP vocabulary instruction in the past six years. Averil Coxhead’s The Essentials of Teaching Vocabulary promises to be a source of inspiration and useful ideas for instructors who wish to incorporate more vocabulary instruction in their curricula.
Since its introduction in 2000, instructors of EAP have flocked to Averil Coxhead’s Academic Word List (AWL) with the feverish zeal of true believers. And why not? It is a well-organized, manageable (only 570 items) list of frequency-based words that have been culled from a corpus of commonly used university textbooks from a wide range of academic disciplines.  If the 2000 word General Service List (GSL) is its foundation the AWL can be described as the roof of a structure of essential vocabulary for English for Academic Purposes learners.  Equipped with a mere 2570 items, then, they should be able to comprehend 90% of what they read (Nation & Waring, 1997). 
Moreover, web-based applications such as Tom Cobb’s The Compleat Lexical Tutor and Sandra Haywood’s Academic Vocabulary site, not to mention a host of new textbooks dedicated to teaching the AWL, have generated what has become a growth industry. 

You can’t really blame us for getting excited.

Yet niggling doubts remain. For me, they began with the GSL, when I administered the online Vocabulary Levels Test (productive version)  to my EAP students in the English Bridge Program at Simon Fraser University. My students expressed frustration with some of the GSL items on the test, such as  “treasure”, tested in the sentence, The pirates buried the trea[image: image3.png]


 on a desert island, or  “dozen”, as in There are a doz[image: image2.wmf]

 eggs in the basket (Nation & Laufer, 1999, adapted by Cobb).  I personally can’t remember the last time I encountered the word “treasure” in conversation, though  I admit “dozen” has its value for the writing of shopping lists. Understandably, then, my students were not impressed. Rather than being a list of useful pre-AWL words, at least some items on the GSL are really not worth learning .  
Further qualms arose when I took up the task of scanning material from my students’ textbooks and then putting the resulting text through the Web Vocabulary Profiler (http://www.lextutor.ca/vp/eng/). Frequently a headword’s family member (“academic” instead of the headword “academy” for example) was far more frequent than the headword itself. These and other concerns are given fuller voice in Neufeld and Billuroğlu (2005), who argue that these two lists need renovation, since many of the items on the GSL are relatively infrequent and that the Academic Word List contains items that are not, strictly speaking, academic, but should be placed instead on a list of more “general service” words. 
That said, I, like publishers across the English-speaking world, have a lot invested in the AWL. Despite its flaws it is too good to toss.  So it was with great interest that I turned to Averil Coxhead’s Essentials of Teaching Vocabulary.  Who better than the developer of the list to write a book on ways of teaching it?

For the time-stressed instructor, the length (166 pages) of Essentials of Teaching Vocabulary is encouraging, but more so is its scope: beginning with a brief introduction to general and academic vocabulary, the book is divided into four main sections. Part 1, “Essentials before you start teaching vocabulary”, chapters focus on needs analysis, principles of learning vocabulary, acquiring new vocabulary and teaching academic vocabulary.  Part 2 moves into strategies for learning vocabulary, both direct and indirect, with a discussion of the use of vocabulary cards and vocabulary notebooks. Next, Coxhead moves into classroom work, looking at how vocabulary can be taught through the four skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing. Finally, in Part 4, Coxhead discusses vocabulary testing.  A set of appendices give the sublists of the academic word list, a version of the vocabulary levels test and Coxhead’s “Top Ten Resources” , a list of ten books for vocabulary teachers.  More useful, I felt, was the set of Endnotes, which contain examples, references and definitions, which conclude each chapter. Directions are given to the HMCO website; a passkey to worksheets on the site can be obtained upon purchasing the book.
Throughout, the material is readable and accessible. Each chapter begins with a set of questions which highlight key points. These are followed with samples of tasks that can be easily done in the classroom, for example, using students’ vocabulary cards for
· quizzes

· grouping

· dictations

· exercise creation

· crossword puzzles

etc.

As a teacher of academic reading, I found Coxhead’s discussion of skills-based classroom work most interesting.  Tasks help students to notice new vocabulary and evaluate and recycle it, in, for example, “read and retell” (Coxhead, 2006, p. 84) and ranking activities which, among other things, require students to rank texts according to:
· the most important ideas

· the centrality of target words to main ideas

· the sequence of ideas in the text

· the intensity of the learners’ reactions to ideas in the text

All of these help the learner to engage in  deep processing of vocabulary, which helps them to retain it (Hulstijn & Laufer, 2001). 
The final section, on testing vocabulary, is somewhat brief and barely touches upon the principles of testing and some examples of quiz formats, but the practical approach seen throughout the book ensures that the construction of tests will not be too onerous.
 All in all, this is a good teacher’s reference and resource book. It is written by an experienced teacher and researcher who understands the needs of her audience. Coxhead has skillfully balanced a clear discussion of vocabulary acquisition theory with ideas that will help instructors to teach effectively.
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