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1. Introduction
What to say to whom, when and where. This is one of the most basic principles concerning the appropriateness of vocabulary. Roughly, the academic maxim means that we should always address a given audience using suitable terms. Too bad teachers (and I include myself) don’t always live up to it (or better yet, unfortunately, teachers do not always remember to do it). Whether because we cannot resist the opportunity to insert in the explanation that one-billion-dollar word that we have been so eager tu use, or because the only synonym that comes to our mind at the moment is regrettably far beyond our students’ reach, or even because we unconsciously verbalize the high-level vocabulary that we are so used to, the fact is that sometimes students get stuck in some words which they fail to understand (or better yet, students encounter obstacles in what we say).

Teachers teach, and teaching implies the acquisition of something not previously known (this is a purposeful overgeneralization, for which I beg your pardon), but I wonder: on the occasions when our students failed to understand something, was it because we did not explain the subject well, because it was too difficult for them, or because our words were too complex for their knowledge? In this article, we shall focus on the third alternative. The examples in this article relate to Portuguese-speaking students learning English as a foreign language.

2. Word X Audience
Indeed, after observing classes and talking to students, one thing stands out: teachers sometimes use words that students do not understand. If these words are part of the lesson, or if they are consciously employed to enhance students’ vocabulary, fine. If, however, during the instructions to a game or exercise, or while explaining a new word, we use (or better yet, utilize) a word or expression of which the students cannot grasp the meaning, students’ performance will be lowered, and perhaps our work will be doubled or tripled. Moreover, we will waste more time ( which should be devoted to the class itself ( to get things done than if we had used the appropriate word or expression.

In beginning-level classes, after high-responsive activities, some teachers are tempted to say: “What’s the aim of the story”? Students’ facial expressions usually go blank. What if the teacher asks: “What’s the objective of the story”? Involved as the students are, they (whose knowledge of English does not include the distinction between Latin-origin nor Anglo-Saxon-origin words) will never argue about the constitutionality (!) of aim or objective. Only objective is much easier for them to understand than aim, for obvious reasons ( it comes from Latin; besides, its use is not so restricted as to render speech artificial.

Several teachers like to employ the expression for instance to illustrate different situations, whereas for example would be much more logical, facilitating students’ concentration directly on the examples themselves.

After presenting a very interesting follow-up activity, which promoted a high level of participation, teachers ask students to make up a story, similar to the one which they have just read. Why not create or even write a story?

Other identical examples are not hard to find, and they reflect not incompetence on the part of the teachers, but merely the fact that they overlooked what might be easier for students, in terms of clarity, while establishing the procedure for a game or exercise, or during the explanation of a given topic. Obviously, the aforementioned facts refer to beginners, who do not yet master the language so well, in order to catch the meaning of a sequence of utterances at once, especially if some of them are not quickly identified. The idea here is that, as much as possible, teacher talk should be located within the realm of the students’ vocabulary: beginner talk for beginners, advanced talk to advanced students.

At this point, one possible counter-argument might be that the more new words and expressions the teacher uses, the faster students will increase their vocabulary. This is not so since research has proved that, among other facts of language, vocabulary acquisition involves concepts such as high- and low-frequency words, as well as tasks specifically devised for this purpose. Therefore, new words spoken en passant most likely will not be assimilated by the students, maybe not even identified or recognized.

It stands to reason that what is being said here is not that teachers must transform their speech into something repetitive, blunt and uncreative. New words need to be introduced as often as possible, so as to form a consistent body of vocabulary in students’ minds, but in this case we are dealing with special tasks carefully chosen to that one class or that one part of the class ( that is precisely vocabulary teaching, a branch of EFL/ESL methodology. Nevertheless, quick instructions to games, tests, activities or exercises, as well as the teaching of grammar topics, vocabulary itself, or any other linguistic feature should be carried out by means of adequate words and expressions, the ones students are familiar with. Perhaps asking students to provide answers for a given set of questions is not so clear as asking them to give the answers, or answer the questions; complete is definitely easier to understand than fill in/out the blanks (te fact that it appears in tests is something else); traits may be more easily understood as characteristics; the same applies to preoccupied, instead of worried. Notice that almost all the alternatives suggested here are naturally used by native speakers of English, are practically under the same register, and, for Portuguese-speaking students, which is our case, come from Latin and are similar to their Portuguese counterparts.

In all examples treated so far, the underlying principle is that learning may be facilitaded if words which come from the same origin ( Latin, in this case ( (objective, create), or high-frequency words (write, give) are used.

3. Uncommon Words ( Handle with Care
It is important to mention at this point that these problems do not only appear in relation to words derived from Latin and thus connected with Portuguese ones. At times, we may find ourselves asking “Have you ever been to Japan”? The utterance would be very natural if we were not teaching the simple past, which, let us suppose, in this particular unit, is presented before the present perfect!

We must be very careful not to overgeneralize what has been previously said. English has approximately 60 % of Latin, which would make it easier for us to use words such as firmament, urinal, physiognomy, phantasma, and culinary (adj.), instead of the anglo-saxon equivalents heavens, bedpan, appearance/countenance, ghost and cooking (adj.). This is not a good policy, for these words have their occurrence confined to Literature or archaic usage; the strategy might then backfire: students may understand the words, but usage will be out of register. Of course, this is not a widespread practice among teachers, but some of us do try to facilitate things by using similar words to the ones above.

When teaching advanced levels, various teachers also think that they should employ more sophisticated words, so that the students may raise their vocabulary to high standards. It may work, and it may not. Sometimes, these words are even derived from Latin, which makes them resemble Portuguese equivalents, but most students are definitely not acquainted with them in Portuguese, due to their low frequency, and will for sure not understand their meaning, although they may recognize some of them. This is the case of subrepticious, putative, condolences, myriad and procrastination.

4. Conclusion
All this may seem quite evident, but if teachers make a habit of watching the words that they use in some teaching situations, classes will undoubtedly flow more smoothly and productively. At times, we have excellent ideas and the expertise to put them in practice, but, after hours of lesson planning, somehow, for an unknown reason, students fail to respond immediately to what we “so clearly” have proposed. Maybe one single word would make the difference, and save us a lot of trouble and frustration. We keep telling our students to use or not to use this or that word here and there ( a basic tenet of register; therefore, we just have to practice what we preach (or better yet, do unto others what we want others to do unto us).

*
NOTE: This article was written in the late 1990s, and things may have (they have indeed) changed since then. However, the text, in my opinion, is still valid as reference.
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