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Myth: Guessing words from context is an excellent strategy for learning second language vocabulary

The use of context clues is without a doubt a good strategy to improve reading in L1 and L2, but it is a
readz’ng—improfement strategy, not a vocabulary-improvement strategy. When readers encounter a new word or a
piece of information that they do not understand (and not necessarily just because of vocabulary), they use their
interactive reading skills to figure out the message. These skills include making predictions, using context clues,
forming conclusions, and locating specific information. Any or all of them could contribute to vocabulary growth, but
that is not the purpose of any of them.

Teachers should continue to teach a variety of context clues. It is important to teach the use of context clues at
the phrase level (e.g., collocations), the sentence level, and the paragraph level. ESL learners are good at local context
clues (i.e., those that are very near the unknown word) but not so good at global clues (i.e., those that are often located
near but not next to the unknown word). In Intermediate Reading Practices, 3rd edition, each lesson focuses on a
specific context clue—namely, opposites, descriptions, cause/effect, purpose, foo/enough, appositives, and
combination of skills. It is important for you to teach your students how these and other context clue types function
when the clues are near the unknown word as well as when they are not so near the target word.

It is true that context clues are not so efficient in rapidly improving learners' vocabulary, but practicing the use of
context clues can improve learners' overall language ability as well as their reading ability. Since reading can result in

improved vocabulary knowledge, then anything that improves reading is a good thing.

Folse, Keith S. 200} Focabulary myths: applying second language research to classroom teaching. p.83 {Z &5,



