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Vocabulary competence plays an important role in successful foreign language communication. However, a common problem in high school English language teaching is the gap between students’ passive and active vocabulary. Many learners can recognize and understand a large number of words while reading or listening, but have difficulty using these words on their own in speaking and writing [4]. As a result, students’ speech often remains limited and repetitive, which reduces communicative effectiveness. Therefore, activating passive vocabulary becomes an important goal of English language teaching at the high school level. In this context, paraphrasing techniques can be seen as a practical and effective tool for developing students’ active vocabulary and improving their overall communicative competence [1].
In order to better understand this problem, it is necessary to define the concepts of passive and active vocabulary. Passive vocabulary includes the words that learners can recognize and understand when they read or hear them, but do not usually use in their own speech or writing. Active vocabulary, on the other hand, consists of the words that learners can use correctly and confidently in communication [2]. The difference between these two types of vocabulary explains why many students understand more than they can express, which highlights the need for effective methods to activate passive vocabulary [4].
The main difference between passive and active vocabulary lies in the level of control and use of words. Passive vocabulary requires recognition and understanding, while active vocabulary involves the ability to recall and use words accurately in different communicative situations [5]. Passive vocabulary is usually larger, as students are exposed to many words through reading and listening, whereas active vocabulary is smaller because it requires regular practice in speaking and writing [4]. Without purposeful activation, many words remain passive and are not transferred into active use, which limits students’ ability to express ideas clearly and flexibly.
One effective way to activate passive vocabulary is the use of paraphrasing techniques in English language teaching. Paraphrasing can be defined as expressing the same idea using different words or structures without changing the original meaning. When students paraphrase, they are encouraged to recall known vocabulary, search for suitable alternatives, and reformulate ideas in their own words [1]. This process helps learners move words from passive recognition to active use and supports the development of more flexible and confident communication skills.
For high school students, paraphrasing techniques offer several important benefits in the process of vocabulary activation. They help students become less dependent on memorized phrases and encourage them to think actively about language choices. Through regular paraphrasing practice, learners improve their ability to recall words more quickly and use them in different contexts [7]. In addition, paraphrasing increases students’ confidence in speaking and writing, as it allows them to express ideas even when they cannot remember a specific word [1]. As a result, paraphrasing supports more active vocabulary use and contributes to the overall development of communicative competence.
One common paraphrasing method used to activate high school students’ passive vocabulary is lexical paraphrasing. This type of paraphrasing focuses on replacing a word or phrase with a synonym or a similar expression while keeping the original meaning. It encourages students to recall known words and choose suitable alternatives instead of repeating the same vocabulary [2]. For example, the sentence “The task was very difficult” can be paraphrased as “The task was very challenging”. Another example is changing “Students were happy with the results” to “Students were satisfied with the results”. Such activities help learners actively use words they already understand but rarely produce, supporting the transition of vocabulary from passive to active use.
Another effective paraphrasing method for activating high school students’ passive vocabulary is grammatical paraphrasing. This technique involves changing the grammatical structure of a sentence while preserving its original meaning. It helps students focus not only on words, but also on how vocabulary functions within different sentence patterns [6]. For example, the sentence “The teacher explained the rule to the students” can be paraphrased as “The rule was explained to the students by the teacher”. Another example is transforming “She was too tired to continue” into “She was so tired that she could not continue”. Grammatical paraphrasing encourages flexible language use and supports deeper vocabulary activation through varied sentence construction.
A further approach to paraphrasing that supports vocabulary activation is definition-based paraphrasing. In this method, students explain the meaning of a word or expression using simple and familiar language instead of naming the word directly [6]. This is especially useful when learners understand a word but cannot recall it during communication. For instance, the word “environment” can be paraphrased as “the natural world where people, animals, and plants live”. Another example is explaining “a colleague” as “a person you work with”. By practicing this type of paraphrasing, high school students develop strategies to express ideas even with limited lexical resources.
Contextual paraphrasing is also an effective method for activating passive vocabulary. This technique requires students to reformulate an idea by changing the context or adding a short explanation, while keeping the main meaning clear [8]. It helps learners connect words with real situations and use them more naturally. For example, the sentence “He missed the deadline” can be paraphrased as “He did not finish the work on time”. Another example is changing “She refused the offer” into “She said no to the offer because it was not suitable for her”. Contextual paraphrasing encourages deeper understanding of vocabulary and supports its active use in meaningful communication.
In classroom conditions, the use of paraphrasing techniques creates an environment in which students are encouraged to think about meaning rather than memorized forms. When learners are not allowed to repeat the original wording, they must search their existing vocabulary and make conscious language choices. This shifts the focus from passive recognition to active production [8]. Paraphrasing tasks also allow teachers to control difficulty by adjusting the length of texts, the level of support, and the amount of guidance provided [6]. As a result, paraphrasing becomes a flexible classroom tool that fits different proficiency levels and helps systematically activate students’ passive vocabulary within regular English lessons.
Conclusions. Activating high school students’ passive vocabulary is a crucial task in English language teaching, as understanding words does not automatically lead to their active use in communication. Paraphrasing techniques provide an effective means of addressing this problem by encouraging learners to reformulate ideas, recall known vocabulary, and use language more flexibly. Through different types of paraphrasing, students gradually transfer words from passive recognition to active production, which improves communicative competence and confidence. Therefore, the use of paraphrasing techniques can be considered a practical and valuable approach to activating passive vocabulary in the high school English classroom.
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