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Abstract  

The lexical approach to language teaching and learning, which emphasizes 
the teaching of collocating words on the linguistic rather than the situational 
environment, with the dictionary as a learning resource (rather than just a 
reference) and the identification of lexical chunks as a basic classroom 
activity, is new and deserves our entire attention in language teaching and 
learning. It is in the quest for an approach based on the lexical rather than the 
grammatical that informed this study. The study looked at the objectives and 
syllabus of the lexical approach, the role of the teachers and learners under 
this approach, the importance, materials, teaching resources and procedures 
for the implementation of the approach. It finally made suggestions and 
concluded on the need for teaching lexis in language teaching and learning.    
 
A lexical approach in language teaching refers to one derived from the belief 

that the building blocks of language learning and communication are not grammar, 
functions, notions or some other unit of planning and teaching but lexis; that is, words 
and word combinations. Lexical approaches in language teaching reflect a belief in the 
centrality of lexicon to language structure, second language learning like English and 
French in Nigeria, and language use in particular to multi word lexical units or 
‘’chunks’’ that are learned and used as single items. Linguistic theory has also 
recognized a more central role for vocabulary (lexical units) in linguistic description. 
Today, formal transformational/generative linguistics, which previously took syntax as 
the primary focus, now gives more central attention to the lexicon and how the lexicon 
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is formatted, coded and organized. Further to this too, is that Chomsky, the father of 
contemporary studies in syntax, has recently adopted a lexicon-is-prime position in his 
minimalist linguistic theory. 

 
The Importance of the Lexical Approach 

The role of lexical units has been stressed in both first and second language 
acquisition research studies. These have been referred to by many different labels, such 
as ‘’holo phrases, (Corder, 1973), ‘’prefabricated patterns’’ (Hakuta, 1974), ‘’gambits’’ 
Keller (1979). ‘’speech formulae’’ (Peters, 1983), and lexicalized stems’’ (Pawley and 
Syder, 1983). Over the years, several approaches to language learning have been 
proposed that view vocabulary and lexical units as central in learning and teaching. 
These include The Lexical Syllabus (Willis, 1990), Lexical Phrases and Language 
Teaching (Nattinger and Decarrico, 1992) and The Lexical Approach (Lewis, 1993). 
Advances in computer-based studies of language also referred to as corpus linguistics 
have also provided a huge classroom-accessible database for lexical based inquiry and 
instruction. These studies have focused on collocations of lexical items and multiple 
word units. A number of lexical based texts and computer resources have become 
available to assist in organizing and teaching the lexicon. Lexical approaches in 
language teaching seek to develop proposals for syllabus design and language teaching 
founded on a view of language in which lexis plays the central role.  
 
The Theory of Language Teaching and Learning using the Lexical Approach 

In the theory of language teaching and learning, Chomsky’s influential theory 
emphasized the capacity of speakers to create and interpret sentences that are unique 
and have never been produced or heard previously. In contrast, the lexical view holds 
that only a minority of spoken sentences are entirely novel creations and that multi-
word units functioning as ‘’chunks’’ or memorized patterns form a high proportion of 
the fluent stretches of speech heard in everyday conversation (Pawley and Syder, 1983). 
The role of collocation is also important in lexically based theories of language. 
Collocation refers to the regular occurrence of words together. For example, compare 
the following collocations of verbs with nouns: 

Do    my hair/ the cooking/ the laundry/ my work 
Make   my bed/ a promise/ coffee/ a meal 

 

Many other lexical units also occur in language. For example: 
Binomials:  clean and tidy, back to front 
Trinomials:  cool, calm and collected 
Idioms:   dead drunk, to run up a bill 
Similes:   as tall as a palm tree 
Connectives:  finally, to conclude 
Conversational gambits: Guess what! 

Journal of Assertiveness  
 



183 
 

Journal of Assertiveness, Volume 10 No. 1, June, 2016 

These and other types of lexical units are taught to play a central role in 
learning and communication. Studies based on large-scale computer database of 
language corpora have examined patterns of phrase and clause sequences as they appear 
in samples of various kinds of texts, including spoken samples. 

 
Lexis is also believed to play a central role in language learning, Nattinger 

(1980) commented:  
 

Perhaps we should base our teaching on the assumption that, for a 
great deal of the time anyway, language production consists of piercing 
together the ready-made  units appropriate for a particular situation 
and that comprehension relies on knowing which of these patterns to 
predict in these situations. Our teaching, therefore, would centre on 
these patterns and the ways they can be pieced together, along with the 
ways they vary and the situations in which they occur.  

 
However, if as Pawley and Syder estimate, native speakers have hundreds of 

thousands of prepackaged phrases in their lexical inventory, the implication for second 
language learning are uncertain. How might second language learners, lacking the 
language experiential base of native speakers, approach the daunting task of 
internalizing this massive inventory of lexical usage? 

 
Krashen (1981) suggests that a massive amount of “language input”, especially 

through reading, is the only effective approach to such learning. Others propose making  
the language class a laboratory in which learners can explore, via  computer 
concordance  database, the contexts of lexical use that occur in  different kinds of texts 
and  language data. A third approach to learning lexical chunks has been “contrastive”. 
Some applied linguists have suggested that for a number of languages, there is an 
appreciable degree of overlap in the form and meaning of lexical collocations. Bahns 
(1993) suggests that “the teaching of lexical collocations in EFL should concentrate on 
items for which there is no direct translational equivalence in English and in the 
learner’s respective mother tongues”. Regardless of the learning route taken, a massive 
learning load seems an unavoidable consequence of a lexical approach in second 
language instruction as in English and French languages.  

 
Lewis (2000) acknowledges that the lexical approach has lacked a coherent 

learning theory and attempts to rectify this with the following assumptions about 
learning theory in the lexical approach. 
- Encountering new learning items on several occasions is a necessary but sufficient 

condition for learning to occur.  
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- Noticing lexical chunks or collocations is a necessary but not sufficient condition 
for “input” to become “intake”. 
 

- Noticing similarities, differences, restrictions and examples contributes to turning 
input into intake, although formal description of rules probably does not help. 

 
- Acquisition is based not on the application of formal rules but on an accumulation 

of examples from which learners make provisional generalizations. Language 
production is the product of previously met examples, not formal rules. 
 

- No linear syllabus can adequately reflect the non-linear nature of acquisition.  
 
Objectives and Syllabus of the Lexical Approach  

The rational and design for lexical based language teaching described in The 
Lexical Syllabus (Willis, 1990) and the application of it in the Collins’ COBUILD 
English course represents the most ambitious attempt to realize a syllabus and 
accompanying materials based on lexical rather than grammatical principles.    

 
Willis notes that the COBUILD computer analyses to texts indicate that “the 

700 most frequent words of English account for around 70% of all English texts. 
 
It was also within the context of this learning that led to the decision that “word 

frequency would determine the contents of the lexical approach. The difference in the 
COBUILD course was the attention to word patterns derived from the computer 
analysis. Willis stresses however, that the lexical syllabus not only subsumes a 
structural syllabus, it also indicates how the structures which make up syllabus should 
be exemplified since the computer corpus reveals the commonest structural patterns in 
which words are used Willis (1990). 

 
Other proposal, have been put forward as to how lexical materials might be 

organized for instruction. Nation (1999) reviews a variety of criteria for classifying 
collocations and chunks and suggests approaches to instructional sequencing and 
treatment for different types of collocations. In this light, Nattinger and Decarrico 
(1992) propose using a functional schema for organizing instruction. Both men provide 
exemplification of the lexical phrases that illustrated these categories for English and 
several other languages.  
 
The Role of the Teachers and Learners  

Specific roles for teachers and learners are also assumed in a lexical approach. 
Lewis (2000) supports Krashen’s natural approach procedures and suggests that teacher 
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talk is a major source of learner input in demonstrating how lexical phrases are used for 
different functional purposes. Willis proposes that teachers need to understand and 
manage a classroom methodology based on stages composed on task, planning and 
report. In general terms, Willis views the teacher’s role as one of creating an 
environment in which learners can operate effectively and then helping learners manage 
their own learning. This requires that teachers “abandon the idea of the teacher as 
“knower” and concentrate instead on the idea of the learner as ‘’discoverer” (Willis, 
1990). 

 
Others propose that learners make use of computers to analyse text data 

previously collected or made available “free form” on the internet. Here, the learner 
assumes the role of data analyst constructing his or her own linguistic generalizations 
based on examination of large corpora of language samples taken from “real-life”. In 
such schemes, teachers have a major responsibility for organizing the technological 
system and providing the scaffolding to help learners build autonomy. 
 
Material and Teaching Resources              

Materials and teaching resources to support lexical approaches in language 
teaching are of at least four types- Type 1 consists of complete course packages 
including texts, tapes, teachers’ manuals and so on, such as the Collins COBUILD 
English course. Type 2 is represented by collections of vocabulary teaching activities 
such as those that appear in Lewis’s Implementing the lexical Approach (Lewis, 1997). 
Type 3 consists of “printout” versions of computer corpora collections packaged in text 
format. Tribble and Jones (1990) include such materials with accompanying students 
exercises based on the corpora printouts. Type 4 materials are computer concordance 
programmes and attached data sets to allow own analysis. These are typically packaged 
in CD-ROM, such as OX-ford’s Micro concord, or can be downloaded from sites on the 
internet.  
 
Procedure  

Procedural sequences for lexically based language teaching vary depending on 
the types of materials and activities employed. However, all designers to some degree, 
assume that the learner must take on the role of “discourse analyst” with the discourse 
being either packaged data or data “found” via one of the text search computer 
programmes. Classroom procedures typically involve the use of activities that draw 
students’ attention to lexical collocations and seek to enhance their retention and use of 
collocations. Woolard (2000) suggests that teachers should reexamine their course 
books for collocations, adding exercises that focus explicitly on lexical phrases. They 
should also develop activities that enable learners to discover collocations themselves 
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both in the classroom and in the language they encounter outside of the classroom. 
Woolard (2000:35) comments:  

 
The learning of collocations is one aspect of language development which is 

ideally suited to independent language teaching. In a very real sense, we can teach 
students to teach themselves. Collocations mostly a matter of noticing and recording 
and trained students should be able to explore texts for themselves. Not only should 
they notice common collocations in the texts they meet, but more importantly, they 
should select those collocations which are crucial to their particular needs.  

 
Hill (2000) suggests that classroom procedures involve (a) teaching individual 

collocations, (b) making students aware of collocations, (c) extending what students 
already know by adding knowledge of collocation restrictions to known vocabulary and 
(d) strong collocations through encouraging students to keep a lexical notebook.  
 
Conclusion  

The status of lexis in language teaching has been considerably enhanced by 
developments in lexical and linguistic theory, by works in corpus analysis and by 
recognition of the role of multi word units in language learning and communication. 
Teachers will undoubtedly like the idea that communication of meaning is placed at the 
heart of language and language learning. The procedure on how to handle the lexical 
approach and the importance of the implementation of the approach are all highlighted 
in this study.  
 
Suggestions/Recommendations                
For this study it is recommended that:  
1. Teachers should focus more on vocabulary rather than grammar aspect of language, 

as grammar/vocabulary dichotomy is invalid in language learning. 
 

2. Teachers should know that collocation is used as an organizing principle in 
developing a model of language teaching and learning using the lexical approach.  

 
3. It is also suggested that successful language learning is a wider concept than 

accurate language learning using the lexical approach to language 
learning/acquisition. 

 
4. In using this model too, teachers should know that language consists of 

gramaticalized lexis and not lexicalized grammar, as grammar is an integral part of 
lexis.   
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5. The lexical approach to language learning has been good because it has been 
successful in changing the way student learn language and so has made great input 
in language learning/acquisition.  
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