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Abstract 

The present work examines the effectiveness and possible limitations of the lexical approach in the process 

of teaching and learning vocabulary. The authors suggest ways to solve the issues of this approach that arise during 

its application, while maintaining its main advantages, by using Song-Based Approach in a foreign language class-

room.  
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Introduction 

One of the most difficult part of learning a foreign language is undoubtedly expanding students’ vocabulary. 

The number of new words and expressions can be overwhelming for most students. But not only do they face the 

difficulty of getting aware of plethora of expressions, but also students have to retain the learned expression in 

their vocabulary and, if possible, use them actively. This paper gives some possible options on through what means 

we can help students achieve this aim. 

 

Literature review 

1.1 Overview of Lexical Approach. 

Michael Lewis (1993), who is considered to be the 

first scholar of the lexical approach, suggests that vo-

cabulary is the foundation of language, not grammar - 

vocabulary is misunderstood in language teaching 

when grammar is traditionally considered the founda-

tion of language and mastery of the grammatical system 

is the basis for effective communication. According to 

Lewis (1993), a key principle of the lexical approach is 

that "language consists of grammaticalized vocabulary, 

not lexicalized grammar" [7, p.36]. One of the central 

organizing principles of any meaning-oriented curricu-

lum must be the lexicon.  

Within the lexical approach, lexical units in their 

various forms are considered to play an important role 

in the teaching and learning of mother and second lan-

guages. Nattinger (1980) believes that teaching should 

be based on the idea that language production is the col-

lection of ready-made units, which are called chunks in 

Lexical Approach (Lewis,1993), suitable for a particu-

lar situation. Basically, chunks and collocations which 

Lexical Approach is based on, can be represented as 

patterns, which has a certain meaning if spoken, read or 

listened together in a sequence. Chunks and colloca-

tions, according to M.Lewis are the result of "an in-

creasing ability to break down wholes into parts" 

The idea of using chunks as “pre-fabricated units” 

has roots in the analysis of English language. At the 

turn of the 20th century, researchers have found fre-

quently repeated multi-word lexical pieces of language 

in texts, suggesting that language is more repetitive 

than was assumed (Biber et al., 1999; Cortes, 2004; 

Sinclair, 1991). Therefore, a new term “Corpora Stud-

ies” was coined. According to Lewis (2000), corpora 

studies deeply analyze the English language; they give 

new descriptions of the English language and improve 

it as a result of analyzing large amounts of natural oral 

and written texts on computers. Moreover, a large num-

ber of corpora studies have shown that vocabulary 

plays a more considerable role in language organization 

and construction of meaning than it was thought before 

(O'Keeffe et al, 2007). 

Hence, a need for a systematic understanding of a 

new perspective on lexical units aroused. Lewis in 2002 

suggested the taxonomy of lexical items presented be-

low [8, pp. 91-94]:  

• Words (e.g., Book, pen). 

• Polywords (e.g., By the way, upside down). 
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• Collocations or word partnerships (e.g., Commu-

nity service, absolutely convinced). 

• Institutionalized utterances (e.g., I'll get it; we'll 

see; that'll do; If I were you...; would you like a cup of 

coffee?) 

• Sentence frames and heads (e.g. That is not as ... 

as you think; The fact is that/ The suggestion/ problem/ 

danger was ...) and even text frames (e.g. In this paper 

we explore...; Firstly... ; secondly... ; Finally ...) 

Richards and Rodgers [12, p. 133] add that many 

other lexical units also occur in language. For example: 

• Binomials: clean and tidy, back and front, pros 

and cons, up and down. 

• Trinomials: cool, calm and collected. 

• Idioms: dead drunk, to run up a bill. 

• Similes: as old as the hills. 

• Connectives: finally, to conclude. 

• Conversational gambits: Guess what 

 

1.2 The effectiveness of Lexical Approach 

The use of Lexical Approach has been proven its 

efficiency by plenty of empirical researches. For exam-

ple, Abdulqader et al. in their experiment proved that 

application of LA can enhance learners’ performance 

in writing: “…significant difference in the mean scores 

of the post-test in favour of the experimental group 

taught according to the LA”. For instance, Ying (2006) 

conducted research and as presented the approval of LA 

efficiency as the conclusion, because students feel af-

filiation between themselves and the language. Sew-

bihon-Getie as an outcome of his empirical work states 

that “…the current research work reveals the im-

portance of the lexical instructional approach in teach-

ing English as a Foreign Language” and “This study is 

congruent with studies by Tang (2012), Eidian et al. 

(2014), Chun-guang (2014), Chao (2016)”. All afore-

mentioned scientific works prove the effectiveness of 

implementing Lexical Approach in teaching English as 

a Foreign Language. 

 

1.3 Limitation of Lexical Approach  

Despite its indisputable advantages in learning 

foreign languages, Lexical Approach does have some 

limitations and issues. First and foremost, it’s a heavy 

load on students’ memory. Sinclair (2004a: 282) states 

that there can be "the risk of a combinatorial explosion, 

leading to an unmanageable number of lexical items" 

and Harwood [6, p. 142] warns teachers about “learner 

overload”, highlighting that "implementing a lexical 

approach requires a delicate balancing act between ex-

ploiting the richness of fine-grained corpus derived de-

scriptions and keeping the learning load at a managea-

ble level”. The authors cannot help agreeing with these 

statements, since Lexical Approach-oriented student 

books for EFL usually present more lexical units, that 

more traditional ones. For example, in Outcomes Ele-

mentary (2011, Dellar and Walkley) there are 24 new 

lexical units presented on one page, whereas in more 

traditional Solutions (2013, Falla, Davies, 2013) this 

number is usually limited by 10 new lexical units per 

page. Harwood in his work says: “…this low frequency 

of collocations in selected course books implies is that 

textbook writers do not pay much attention to the recy-

cling of collocations and the studied course books in 

this research are not reliable sources in directing stu-

dents' attention toward collocational patterns and can-

not have effective influence on increasing learners' col-

locational knowledge».  

The problem 

As it can be seen, the most criticized component 

of Lexical Approach is memory retention of a large 

number of chunks learnt. Therefore, the authors can 

formulate the problem: How to enhance learners’ 

memory retention and adjust comfort revision of the 

lexical units within Lexical Approach for better perfor-

mance? 

Methods of the research 

The major method of the research is literature re-

view and analysis of empirical data. Moreover, in this 

work we will use the method of modelling to work out 

the possible implementation of the outcomes of this re-

search in EFL-classroom. 

Key Results 

In the seek for solution of the problem stated 

above, the authors decided to pay attention to other 

teaching methods, which could help to enhance the 

memory retention and spur learners’ academic perfor-

mance when studying English using Lexical Approach. 

One of the ideas was to embark on using songs or 

chants to better remember the whole language units. 

This method seemingly has the following advantages: 

1) Songs or chants can be constructed appropri-

ately for Lexical Approach, so they contain the whole 

chunks  

2) Songs or chants enhance memorizing new 

lexis, because the melody and rhythm help students to 

do so 

3) Songs or chants offer not explicit and non-

compulsory way of revising new lexis 

Nevertheless, suggested thesis needs empirical ba-

sis and here it is needed to refer to previously conducted 

researches.  

The problem of music and enhanced vocabulary 

retention has been discussed in many researches as 

stated in Rockell’s work “Musical looping of lexical 

chunks: An exploratory study “(Hashim & Abd Rah-

man, 2010, p. 4; Medina, 1990, p. 18; Mora, 2000, p. 

152; Salcedo, 2010, p. 19). Moreover, recently this is-

sue has been empirically examined Pavia et al. (2019) 

in his work exposed one group students to listening to 

the songs while learning vocabulary and another one 

was taught without song-based approach. The first 

group showed better result in memorizing the vocabu-

lary. As the author states “a frequency of exposure to 

songs in the EFL classroom leads to improved vocabu-

lary acquisition and retention”. The research directly 

interconnected with Lexical Approach was conducted 

by Tomczak and Lew (2019). In the study “The Song 

of Words’: Teaching Multi-Words Units with Songs” 

they claim that the group of students exposed to listen-

ing to the songs while learning chunks had better per-

formance than a non-song group. Authors state that 

multi-words lexical unit would retain better in students’ 

memory when taught through songs. Shakerian et al. 

(2016) as well argues for better vocabulary learning and 
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retention when using songs in EFL classroom. Tegge 

(2015) in her massive work “Investigating Song-Based 

Language Teaching and Its Effects On Lexical Learn-

ing” proved in a classroom-study that use of songs in 

teaching language is effective: “The main findings of 

the quasi-experimental intervention study provided ev-

idence that the presentation of text in the format of a 

song can result in higher retention of verbatim text both 

in immediate and one-week delayed testing”. 

As it can be seen, the effectiveness of songs when 

implemented in learning vocabulary and especially 

chunks have been proved. It has positive impact on both 

student’s retention and their active use of focus vocab-

ulary in free speech (Rockell, 2015). 

Discussion 

Based on the conducted research, which showed 

an effectiveness of Lexical Approach and prospect for 

enhancing its use via the use of songs in EFL class-

room, the authors worked out a model lesson which in-

corporates these principles. The procedure is fully de-

scribed below:  

1) Presentation (Figure 1). Students are given 

new chunks (ranked 1-6) and their ecquivalents in the 

familiar words. They need to match them correctly.  

 

 
Figure 1. The presentation stage 

 

2) Controlled practice (song-based). Students are given short pieces of songs where they can hear the chunks 

in use. Their task is to identify the chunks used in songs (Figure 2). After this part students make their own exam-

ples with the chunks. 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 2. The controlled stage 

 

3) Semi-controlled practice. Students are given the statements about the video they are about to watch (Fig-

ure 3). These statements contain the focus vocabulary (chunks). Students watch the video and mark statements 

True or False. 
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Figure 3. Semi-controlled practice stage 

 

4) Free practice (Figure 4). Students need to retell the story, using the target vocabulary (chunks). 

 
Figure 4. Free practice stage 

 

5) Homework. As the part of homework are to lis-

ten to the songs containing chunks and pay attention to 

the use of them. Hence, students will revise the vocab-

ulary in a fluent way. 

Conclusion 

Lexical Approach, being one of the most advanced 

innovations in ESL, has proved its efficiency through 

many of empirical researches conducted in last dec-

ades. However, it has some downsides, for instance, 

heavy load of vocabulary on students and hence, diffi-

culty of memorizing new lexical units. The authors be-

lieve, that songs when implemented on the fusion with 

Lexical Approach in the EFL-classroom would spur the 

efficiency of learning vocabulary and students’ motiva-

tion. 
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