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Abstract:   Acquiring and retaining target vocabulary remains a central 

challenge in second language acquisition (SLA). Traditional methods relying on rote 

memorization often fail to promote long-term retention or transfer words into active 

production. This article explores six evidence-based pedagogical and self-directed 

strategies designed to optimize vocabulary acquisition: spaced repetition, 

contextualized learning through collocations, mnemonic association, word family 

exploration, the Activate–Relate–Use (A-R-U) framework, and the strategic 

transition to monolingual dictionaries. By aligning learning techniques with 

cognitive memory structures, learners can effectively bridge the gap between passive 

recognition and active usage. Integrating these systematic techniques into daily 

instruction fosters sustainable language development, enhances communicative 

competence, and optimizes cognitive efficiency in English language learning. 

Keywords: English Language Teaching (ELT), lexical retention, spaced 

repetition systems (SRS), Ebbinghaus forgetting curve, word families, Activate–

Relate–Use (A-R-U) model, active vs. passive vocabulary, second language 

vocabulary acquisition, cognitive learning strategies. 

INTRODUCTION 

Vocabulary acquisition serves as the bedrock of language proficiency, 

underpinning reading comprehension, written expression, and oral fluency. In 
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Second Language Acquisition (SLA), mastering a robust lexicon is often the primary 

determining factor in achieving advanced communicative competence. However, 

language learners frequently encounter a persistent pedagogical barrier: the gap 

between passive recognition—understanding a word when encountered in reading or 

listening—and active production—spontaneously retrieving and correctly utilizing 

that word in speech or writing. 

Traditional instructional approaches often rely on decontextualized rote 

memorization, such as memorizing isolated bilingual word lists. Cognitive 

psychology demonstrates that such methods fail to form durable neural pathways, 

leading to rapid attrition due to the Ebbinghaus forgetting curve. When words are 

learned in isolation without grammatical, semantic, or emotional context, the human 

brain categorizes them as low-priority information, leading to high rates of decay 

within 24 to 48 hours. 

To overcome these cognitive limitations, language pedagogy must pivot 

toward evidence-based strategies that align with natural memory consolidation 

processes. This article examines six systematic, high-impact methodologies 

engineered to optimize lexical retention and foster active usage: 

1. Spaced Repetition Systems (SRS) to systematically counter natural 

memory decay. 

2. Contextualized Learning and Collocations to ensure natural phrasing 

and structural accuracy. 

3. Mnemonic Associations to leverage visual and affective cognition. 

4. Word Family Analysis to multiply lexical range exponentially through 

morphological awareness. 

5. The Activate–Relate–Use (A-R-U) Framework to bridge the transition 

from passive comprehension to active production. 
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6. Monolingual Dictionary Engagement to cultivate target-language 

cognitive processing and eliminate native-language translation dependencies. 

By synthesizing theoretical SLA principles with actionable learning routines, 

this paper provides a comprehensive framework for educators and learners seeking 

to maximize lexical efficiency, elevate communicative fluency, and ensure long-term 

language retention.   

Learning vocabulary is not about memorizing long lists of words overnight—

it is about training your long-term memory. When you learn words in isolation, your 

brain quickly discards them as "background noise." 

Here are 6 science-backed strategies that guarantee lasting retention and help 

you use new words with confidence: 

1. Spaced Repetition 

According to the Ebbinghaus Forgetting Curve, the human brain forgets up 

to 70% of newly acquired information within the first 24 hours unless it is reviewed. 

 How to apply it: Review new words on a structured schedule: 

o 1st review: Immediately after learning 

o 2nd review: 20 minutes later 

o 3rd review: 8 hours later 

o 4th review: 24 hours later 

o 5th review: 3 days later, then 1 week later 

 Tools: Digital flashcard tools like Anki, Quizlet, or Quizizz run on 

algorithms designed specifically around this principle. 

2. Learn Words in Context (Collocations & Phrases) 

Memorizing isolated words is the least efficient strategy. Always learn words 

inside phrases or complete sentences. 

 Inefficient: decision = a choice. 



 

Выпуск журнала No-55               Часть–1 август–2026 

441 

 Effective: make a decision / a tough decision. 

 Example sentence: "It was a tough decision, but I had to make it." 

Why it works: Learning collocations ensures you memorize the correct 

grammatical environment and natural word partnerships, preventing direct 

translations from your native language. 

3. Use Mnemonics and Visual Associations 

Engage your visual and emotional thinking. The stranger, more vivid, or 

absurd an association is, the better it sticks in your memory. 

 Example: To remember puddle (a small pool of liquid), picture someone 

repeatedly tripping and falling straight into a deep mud puddle. 

 Example: To remember gregarious (sociable), imagine a person named 

Greg surrounded by a huge party crowd. 

4. Work with Word Families 

Whenever you learn a new word, look up its derivative forms. This expands 

your working vocabulary three to four times faster without extra effort. 

Part of Speech Word Example 

Verb to create They plan to create a new project. 

Noun creativity Her creativity inspires the whole team. 

Adjective creative He came up with a creative solution. 

Adverb creatively Think creatively to solve this puzzle. 

5. The A-R-U Method (Activate – Relate – Use) 

To move a word from your passive vocabulary (words you recognize when 

reading or listening) into your active vocabulary (words you actually use): 

1. Activate: Select 3–5 new target words per session. 
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2. Relate: Write a personal sentence for each word based on your own real 

life or experiences. 

3. Use: Consciously integrate these words into your spoken conversations, 

writing, or inner monologue throughout the day. 

6. Switch to a Monolingual Dictionary 

If you are at an Intermediate (B1) level or higher, stop using bilingual 

translation dictionaries. Transition to learner-focused English-to-English dictionaries 

(such as Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries, Cambridge Dictionary, or Longman). 

 Instead of a translation, you get definitions in English, clear examples, 

and natural context, which trains you to think in English rather than translating in 

your head. 

💡 Daily Checklist for Success 

1. Quality over quantity: Target 5 to 8 words per day max. 

2. Say them aloud: Engage your muscle memory by pronouncing every 

new word clearly. 

3. Apply immediately: Use new words in a daily journal, a lesson plan, or 

a quick note. 

Here are practical exercises and quiz items designed to reinforce the concepts 

presented in the article. You can use these directly for classroom instruction, seminar 

workshops, or self-assessment. 

1. Contextual Learning & Collocations 

Exercise A: Collocation Matching 

Match the verbs on the left with the correct noun phrases on the right to form 

natural English collocations. 
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Verb Noun Phrase 

1. Make A. a goal / an ambition 

2. Achieve B. a decision / a mistake 

3. Acquire C. an interest / a concern 

4. Express D. knowledge / a skill 

Answers: 1–B, 2–A, 3–D, 4–C 

Exercise B: Sentence Completion in Context 

Fill in the blanks using the correct collocation from the options provided. 

1. After hours of negotiation, the board finally ________ a tough decision. 

(a) made | (b) did | (c) took 

2. Consistent daily practice is essential if you want to ________ your goal 

of reaching C1 fluency. 

(a) win | (b) achieve | (c) perform 

Answers: 1–(a) made, 2–(b) achieve 

2. Word Families & Morphology 

Exercise: Derivation Chart 

Complete the missing derivative forms for each word family root. 

Verb Noun Adjective Adverb 

to create 1. ________ creative 2. ________ 

3. ________ analyse / analysis analytical analytically 

to produce product / production 4. ________ productively 

Answers: 

1. creativity / creation 
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2. creatively 

3. to analyse (UK) / to analyze (US) 

4. productive 

3. The A-R-U Method (Activate – Relate – Use) 

Production Exercise 

Apply the A-R-U framework to the target word below by completing the steps. 

Target Word: Resilient (adj. — able to withstand or recover quickly from 

difficult conditions) 

 Step 1 (Activate): Identify the definition and word class. 

 Step 2 (Relate): Write one original sentence connecting this word to a 

real-life personal experience or observation. 

o Example: "My grandmother remained resilient despite facing numerous 

hardships in her youth." 

 Step 3 (Use): Frame a discussion question using resilient that could be 

asked in a classroom or speaking exam. 

o Example: "What personal qualities help someone become more resilient 

in times of stress?" 

4. Comprehensive Quiz: Strategy Check 

Choose the best answer for each question based on the methodologies 

discussed in the paper. 

1. According to the Ebbinghaus Forgetting Curve, approximately how much 

new information is forgotten within the first 24 hours without review? 

a) 20% 

b) 50% 

c) 70% 

d) 90% 
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2. Which learning method focuses on reviewing target words at expanding 

time intervals (e.g., 20 mins, 1 day, 3 days, 1 week)? 

a) Rote memorization 

b) Spaced Repetition System (SRS) 

c) Grammar-Translation Method 

d) Decontextualized listing 

3. Why is using a monolingual dictionary recommended for Intermediate 

(B1+) learners? 

a) It simplifies spelling rules. 

b) It prevents direct native-language translation and builds target-language 

cognitive processing. 

c) It reduces the total number of words a student needs to learn. 

d) It automatically inputs words into flashcard software. 

4. What is the primary purpose of studying "collocations"? 

a) To memorize dictionary definitions faster 

b) To learn individual words in alphabetical order 

c) To understand how words naturally pair together in native speech 

d) To replace grammar practice entirely 

Quiz Answer Key: 1–c, 2–b, 3–b, 4–c 

CONCLUSION 

Mastering vocabulary in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) is not a 

passive consequence of time spent studying; rather, it is the direct outcome of 

applying structured, cognitively aligned learning methodologies. As demonstrated 

throughout this paper, relying solely on decontextualized rote memorization creates 

an unsustainable cycle of learning and rapid forgetting due to natural memory decay. 

To achieve genuine lexical competence, learners and educators must 

systematically transition from passive recognition to active production. Integrating 

evidence-based strategies—such as Spaced Repetition Systems (SRS) to counteract 

the Ebbinghaus forgetting curve, collocation-driven contextualization to ensure 
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natural phrasing, word family expansion to maximize efficiency, and the Activate–

Relate–Use (A-R-U) framework to drive spontaneous output—dramatically 

enhances retention and linguistic precision. Furthermore, transitioning to 

monolingual dictionaries reinforces target-language cognition, eliminating native-

language translation bottlenecks. 

Ultimately, effective vocabulary acquisition is an intentional, structured 

process. By replacing fragmented memorization habits with these six strategic 

pillars, language learners establish robust neural pathways, bridge the gap between 

passive understanding and active speech, and build a resilient foundation for long-

term fluency and communicative success. 
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