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Primary teachers spend much time teaching vocabulary to young learners, particularly related to specific topics and 

playing games such as bingo, card games, etc. This talk presents a vocabulary framework developed for young learners aged 6 to 
11 and offers practical suggestions to teach and assess vocabulary more effectively. 

 
Young learners start learning the new language without the cognitive maturity of adults and often without a firm grasp on 

their own L1. Learning vocabulary is crucial to the learning of a foreign language at primary level because children familiarize with 
the new language by learning single words associated to concrete objects and by learning ready-made phrases which they 
memorize as a single unit. This paper presents a vocabulary database which indicates what and how many word meanings young 
learners aged 6 to 11 should know at increasing proficiency levels (on the CEFR and the Global Scale of English -GSE-). The 
project used quantitative data derived from children corpora as well as judgments provided by primary teachers on the usefulness of 
each word meaning for young learners. A number of considerations related to the young learners’ L1 and cultural background and 
topical and experiential use of language were also taken into account. The database is freely available online and is meant as a 
resource to help teachers decide what vocabulary to prioritize, and more generally, create curriculum and assessment plans. This 
talk explains how to use the database to find out about the relative importance of vocabulary in English, decide what word meanings 
to teach first, structure vocabulary around topics and subtopics, identify relationships between words, and extract useful information 
to more effectively teach and assess vocabulary. 

 
Mike Mayor is Director, Global Scale of English at Pearson. In this role, Mike heads up research into creating 

audience-specific learning objectives aligned to the Global Scale of English, working with Content teams to ensure that these 
learning objectives underpin all new products and services. On leaving university, Mike worked as a teacher of English in France 
before entering the world of publishing as a lexicographer. Mike joined Pearson in 2003 and headed up the dictionaries list until his 
move to the Global Scale of English in 2013. 
 
Key takeaways 

● Children initially focus on concrete words, mostly associated with objects (Cameron, 2001; Johnson, 2001) 
● They learn chunks in a holistic and unanalyzed way (Wray, 2002; Boers et al., 2010) 
● 2,000-3,000 lexical units is generally seen as the minimum threshold to achieve communicability or intermediate-level 

knowledge (Dale, 1995; Nation, 2001; Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014; Staehr, 2008) or to move from beginner to intermediate 
levels (Milton, 2010) 

● EFL children learn 500 words by year, in good learning conditions (Cameron, 2001; Milton, 2006; Vassiliu, 2001) 
● GSE Vocabulary for Young Learners (6-11) is the result of analysis into frequency of child language + usefulness rating by 

teachers of YLs 
● GSE vocabulary is analysed at the level of the word meaning – different meanings are taught at different levels of 

proficiency 
● GSE vocabulary database comprises 3000 word meanings and is divided into topic areas 
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Key links  

● www.english.com/blog/teaching-vocabulary-to-young-learners 
● https://online.flippingbook.com/view/424694/ 
● www.english.com/gse/teacher-toolkit 
● www.pearsonelt.com/iatefl 

 
 

Pearson English hopes to see you next year! 
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