
ESOL Teaching Skills TaskBook

Teaching Vocabulary 2: Concept checking: Unit 4 c)

Pat: “I did a reading lesson with my students the other day. There were some difficult words 
in the text, so I made a task where students had to match the words to the definitions. 
Students got one or two words wrong, but during feedback, they mostly had correct answers. 
However, when they came to read the text, they still had problems with the words in the task. 
I don’t understand why.” 

  
Can you help Pat?  Jot down your ideas / suggestions on a note pad, 
then check the answer key below. 

Task 1 Feedback 
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Numbers 1 to 8 show advice on concept questions. Decide whether you 
think the advice is good or bad, then give a reason for your decision. 

Advice Good or Bad? Reason 

1. “Do you understand?” is not an effective 
concept question and should be avoided. 

2. If you explain words in a lot of detail, it is often 
possible not to ask concept questions. 

3. Whenever possible it pays to prepare concept 
questions in advance. 

4. It’s not a good idea to use a dictionary when 
preparing concept questions as the definitions 
can be confusing. 

5. When students repeat the word back to you, 
it’s an indication that they have understood the 
meaning. 

6. Concept questions need to be simple and 
specific rather than being very general. 

7. It is efficient to check all meanings of a word at 
the same time. 

8. The answers to concept questions need to be 
as short as possible. 

Check your ideas in the answer key. 
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Below are 8 words, each is followed by 4 concept questions and their 
anticipated answers in brackets. One of the concept questions in each 
set of 4 is not really relevant or necessary to checking the meaning of 
the word.  Decide which concept question can be deleted from each set. 

Words and concept questions 

       1. fade (adj) 
           a)  If something fades, does it become more or less clear? (less clear) 

           b)  Does this usually happen quickly or slowly? (usually slowly) 

           c)  Can colours in clothes fade? (yes) 

           d)  Do clothes designers like colours that fade? (not usually) 

       2. shuffle (v) 
           a)  Is this a way of walking? (yes) 

           b)  Do you wear special shoes when you shuffle? (no) 

           c)  Do you walk quickly or slowly? (slowly) 

           d)  Do you lift your feet when you shuffle? (no) 

       3. make off (phr v.) 
           a)  Do you leave quickly or slowly? (quickly) 

           b)  Is it because you did something wrong? (yes) 

           c)  Did you have another appointment to go to? (no) 

           d)  Did you do something wrong before or after leaving? (before) 

       4. critique (n) 
           a)  Do you give your opinion? (yes) 

           b)  Do you write your opinion down? (not necessarily) 

           c)  Is your opinion always negative? (no) 

           d)  Is this a more formal word? (yes) 
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       5. despondent (adj) 
           a)  Do you feel happy or unhappy? (unhappy) 

           b)  Does your present situation make you feel unhappy? (yes) 

           c)  Do you think the situation will improve? (no) 

           d)  Are you worried about money? (perhaps) 

       6. stand off (n) 
           a)  Is a stand off between 2 people or 2 groups of people (could be either) 

           b)  Do people stand up when they disagree? (not always) 

           c)  Do people sometimes have a fight before a stand off? (yes) 

           d)  Can either person do anything to win? (no) 

       7. incoherent (adj) 
           a)  Did the writer think about the text carefully before writing it? (probably not)             

           b)  Is the text well written? (no)        

           c)  Is it easy to understand? (no) 

           d)  Is it badly organised (yes) 

       8. mope (v)
           a)  Do you feel bored and perhaps unhappy? (yes) 

           b)  Do you show that you are interested in things? (no) 

           c)  Do you want to do things when you mope? (no) 

           d)  Do dogs mope? (they could) 

Check your ideas in the answer key. 
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Write concept questions and answers for the vocabulary items a – h 
below. For each item no more than four concept questions.  

The feedback provides suggested answers and variation is possible.

Vocabulary items 
a. embarrassed (adj) 

b. put up with (v) 

c. barracks (n) 

d. justify (v) 

e. substitute (n) 

f. mercenary (adj) 

g. reclaim (v) 

h. let the side down (idiom) 
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1. Good advice. 
    Reason: Students will usually answer this question with the word ‘yes’ in order to save  
    face or avoid any further complications even if they don’t understand the word. 

2. Bad advice. 
    Reason: Students will often not understand the detailed explanation, so there is no  
    guarantee that this will make things clearer for learners. Detailed explanations do not  
    check understanding of new language. 

3. Good advice. 
    Reason: Concept questions are not always straight-forward and easy to create. If you  
    know you have got new vocabulary items in a lesson, then it makes sense to prepare  
    concept questions for these words in advance. It makes life easier in the classroom.    
    Clearly, it is not possible to pre-prepare for words that crop up in a lesson. You need to do     
    those spontaneously as well as you possibly can. 

4. Bad advice. 
    Reason: Dictionaries are really useful tools when preparing concept questions because  
    they help you see all aspects of a definition that need to be checked. 

5. Bad advice. 
    Reason: This involves repetition of the sound of the word and is not an indication that  
    students know what the word means. 

6. Good advice. 
    Reason: The language of the question needs to be easy for students to understand and it  
    pays to focus on the specific meaning of a word in one particular context. 

7. Bad advice. 
    Reason: This is likely to confuse the students and it pays to check one meaning at a time. 
8. Good advice. 
    Reason: They should be words or phrases that students can say quickly and easily.  
    Long-winded answers are difficult for students to formulate, even when they do  
    understand the meaning of the word. 

1)  d 
2)  b 
3)  c 
4)  b 
5)  d 
6)  b 
7)  a 
8)  d 
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a. embarrassed (adj) 
    question 1:  Is this a good feeling? (no) 
    question 2:  Are you worried about what other people will think? (yes) 
    question 3:  Does your face sometimes go red? (yes) 

b. put up with (v)
    question 1:  Do you ‘put up with’ with a thing or a person or both? (both) 
    question 2:  Do you like this thing or person (no) 
    question 3:  Do you accept the thing or person (yes) 
    question 4:  Are you patient or impatient? (patient) 

c. barracks (n)
    question 1:  Are ‘barracks’ one building or a group of buildings? (a group of buildings) 
    question 2:  Who lives in ‘barracks’? (soldiers, people from armed forces) 
    question 3:  Do they work there too? (yes) 

d. justify (v)
    question 1:  If you ‘justify’ something, do you think some people have the wrong idea  
                         about that thing? (yes) 
    question 2:  Do you believe there is a good reason why your idea is better? (yes) 
    question 3:  Do you say or do something directly or indirectly? (directly) 
    question 4:  Do you use examples? (possibly) 

e. substitute (n)
    question 1:  If you need a ‘substitute’, can you use what you normally use? (no) 
    question 2:  Do you use something new and different? (yes) 
    question 3:  Is it the same as the original? (no) 
    question 4:  Can a person be a substitute as well as a thing ? (yes) 

f. mercenary (adj)
    question 1:  Does this word describe people or things? (people) 
    question 2:  Do ‘mercenary’ people have a positive attitude? (no) 
    question 3:  Are they interested in money they can get? (yes very) 
    question 4:  Do they also want other advantages for themselves from a situation? (yes) 

g. reclaim (v)
    question 1:  Did someone take something from you in the past? (yes) 
    question 2:  When you ‘reclaim’ some thing, do you want to get it back? (yes) 
    question 3:  Can you ‘reclaim’ something that someone borrowed? (yes) 
    question 4:  Can you reclaim land? (yes) 

h. let the side down (idiom)
    question 1:  Do we say this about people or things or both? (both, but most often people) 
    question 2:  If you ‘let the side down’, do you work less hard and make mistakes? (yes) 



ESOL Teaching Skills TaskBook

Teaching Vocabulary 2: Concept checking: Unit 4 c)
    question 3:  Does this affect other people? (yes) 
    question 4:  Do we use this more in speaking than writing? (yes) 


