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Nuala:  Hi, I’m Nuala O’Sullivan and you’re listening to ‘Exam Skills’. In this 

programme, Use it or lose it, we focus on how best to build your vocabulary. 

Well, no surprises here, first you have to learn it. Polish student Anna tries 

to learn at least a handful of new words every day.    

 

Student 

I think it’s really important. Even when you study for ten minutes vocabulary and you learn 

five words every day, it’s really useful.   

 

Nuala:  And to make the most of what you learn, you have to have a system, a way 

of remembering your vocabulary and being able to use it. Otherwise you’ll 

soon get into difficulties – even at the higher levels of learning English.      

 

Margaret John 

Do you know why so many Cambridge Proficiency students struggle with their Use of 

English section of the exam? It’s because they never learnt their vocabulary properly in the 

first place. So I’m going to tell you today: never learn a word in isolation.   

 

Nuala:  That was teacher Margaret John with our first tip for today: never learn a 

word in isolation – never learn just one word on its own. Sounds like good 

advice, but what does it really mean?     
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Margaret John 

All words in English have got little words attached to them – things like prepositions, things 

like articles; they might have adjectives that are important for that particular description.   

But most importantly you have to begin by learning every word with its dependent 

preposition, the preposition that must go with it.  

 

Nuala:  OK, concentrate on the little words that go with other words. Especially 

prepositions. You’ve got to know how these little words change the meaning 

of words they’re used with.  

 

Margaret John 

If you don’t do that, you can actually change the meaning of the words. For example, if I say 

to you, ‘to get away from something’, I mean ‘to avoid something’. But if I say ‘to get away 

with something’, I mean ‘you didn’t get caught or punished’. 

 

Nuala:  To get away with something or get away from something. Those 

prepositions make a big difference to the meaning of ‘away’. And learning 

vocabulary means learning things like that. 

 

Margaret John 

So remember: Don’t waste your time. When you are learning a word, learn it with the 

preposition that goes with it. And, if you really want to know how to use it, write 3 or 4 of 

your own examples.   

 

Nuala:  It’s a very good idea to try to make up your own examples – after all, that’s 

what you’ll have to do in an exam. Here’s examiner Mark Shea. 

 

Mark Shea 

You need to write down new words, perhaps including an example sentence for each of them, 

and you need to check with your teacher that your example sentences are correct.   



 
 

Exam Skills – Use it or lose it © BBC Learning English 
 Page 3 of 3 

bbclearningenglish.com 
 

 

Nuala:  To really acquire vocabulary you need to use it.     

 

Mark Shea 

You need to practise using this vocabulary. Writing it down once isn’t enough. You need 

example sentences and you need to make sure that you try and use your new vocabulary on a 

daily basis, perhaps in class or perhaps outside of class. So remember, be systematic about 

vocabulary.  

 

Nuala:  And practise it!  

Now here’s a summary of the advice given in this programme. 

 

Margaret John 

Never learn a word in isolation. 

 

Mark Shea 

You need to revise your vocabulary on a regular basis, perhaps once after twenty-four hours 

and once a week. It’s not enough to write a word down to learn the word. You need to use the 

word to really acquire it.    

 

Nuala:  Good luck and good revising! 


