
Learning new vocabulary: 

 

     This is a problem for many people but the secret to this is to understand how your brain works 

and how you learn best. 

 

     Our mind has two memories: short term and long term. In order to remember a word it has to be 

‘transmitted’ from one to the other. This means that repeating the words at various intervals is 

essential. Also you need to be aware of the amount of information you can input into your short 

term memory. The general consensus on this is that 5 to 9 (7 being the average) bits of information 

are the maximum. Therefore you should not try to learn a long list of words at once. Some teachers 

I have worked with gave their students a list of 20 words a day. This to me is ridiculous for two 

reasons: 

 First, it discourages the students from learning as there is too much work to do on top of 

everything else one has to do. 

 Second, those who do try end up forgetting half the words. 

 

It would be therefore more logical to just give 10 words to begin with. Ideally 7 is enough. 

 

     When learning a list of new words in Russian (I am currently living in a Russian speaking country) 

I follow the rule of 5. This means following five steps. 

 

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4 Step 5 

 
Learn the list of 
words. 
 

 
Repeat after 3 
hours. 

 
Repeat before 
going to bed. 

 
Repeat the 
following morning. 

 
Repeat after 3 
days. 

 

One very important thing to do if you forget one of the words in either of the steps is to go back to 

step 1 and start again. Go through each step until you can remember all the words in each step. 

 

     By doing this you are allowing your mind to ‘transmit’ the information from your short term to 

your long term memory. 

 

     To help you remember the words better you need to use both parts of your brain. Our brain has 

a creative and a logical side, referred to as the left and right side of the brain. The left side is 

associated with logical thinking while the right with creativity. 

 

 

                       R                   L 

              Creative            Logical 

 

 
(source: www.ecole2012.wordpress.com) 



The problem when we are learning vocabulary is that we tend to use just the left side of the brain. 

In other words we learn the word, we translate it and we try to remember it; a logical process. This 

means that when we forget a word the brain has only tried to find it in the left side as we have not 

inserted any information in the right side. Our mind goes round in circles trying to remember. 

 

                       R                   L 

              Creative            Logical 

 

 

 

When learning a new word we need to use both sides so that if the left side can’t remember, it can 

send a message to the right side to see whether it can find the word. 

 

 

                       R                   L 

              Creative            Logical 

 

 

Doing this is not as difficult as it may seem, the key is to play with the words. As children we often 

played word games such as finding a word from a pictogram. As adults we lose this ability to play, 

which also reduces our learning skills. See how children learn things without hours of studying and 

worrying. This is what you need to try and recreate. 

 

What you need to do is this: 

 Find an unfamiliar word, in this example: padcheritsa (a Russian word) 

 Translate it: step-daughter 

 Think of the sounds the word is made up of: pad cher itsa 

 Try using your native language and find sounds or words that are similar: pad chair (p)izza 

 Make a pictogram:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                              Pad (note pad)                 Chair                                      pizza 

 

Using the translated meaning of the word and the three words from the pictogram you can then 

make a sentence. 

‘My step-daughter was drawing on a pad while sitting on a chair eating a pizza.’ 

 
(source: www.ecole2012.wordpress.com) 



     Doing this may take some time, but you will remember the words much more easily. This is 

because you gave thought to the sounds; you have tried to use sounds and words that you already 

know; you have used both sides of your brain. Another reason why this may work better for you is 

that words are just abstract forms, unrecognizable possibly because they are written in a different 

alphabet. Imagine going to a foreign country on the other side of the Earth where you are meeting 

many new people. Their names all sound the same, some of them impossible to pronounce. What 

you rely on to recognize each person is their physical appearance, usually their faces. When giving a 

word a pictogram you are basically giving the word a recognizable face. 

     One last point to think about: when you meet new people, what do you remember, their names 

or their faces? If you are like me and remember faces better, then pictograms will help you. 

 
(source: www.ecole2012.wordpress.com) 


