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A THREE-FRONGED ATTACK ON VOCABULARY CEVELCFPMENT.
BY- KARLIN, ROBERT

FUE CATE MAY 67
EDRS FRICE MF-35G.25 HC-$G.64 16F.

DESCRIFTORS- #READING COMFREHENSICN, *GUICEL INES, *TEACHING
TECHNIQUES, #VOCABULARY DEVELOFMENT, *VOCABULARY SKILLS,
TEACHING METHCDS, WORD LISTS, STUCY SKILLS, CONC_FT
FORMATION, QUEENS COLLEGE CF THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK,

STATUS STUDIES CF THE RELATICONSHIF BETWEEN VOCABULARY
SIZE AND THE EXTENT <F READING SUFFCRT THE CELIEF THAT MIRE
AVID REACERS HAVE RICHER VOCABULARIES. HOAKEVER, STUCIES OF
DIRECT EFFORTS TO INCREASE VOCABULARY THROUGH WICE READING
ALONE HAVE NOT YIELCED SATISFACTORY RESULTS. HENCE, WICE
REACING COMBINED WITH CIRECT ANC INCIRECT APFROACHES IS
RECOMMENDED FOR A COMFREHENSIVE FROGRAM IN VOCABULARY
DEVELOFMENT. SUGGESTEC GUICEL INES EMFHASIZE THE USE OF
INDIVIDUAL WEAKNESSES IN CETERMINING THE DEGREE oF
INVOLVEMENT IN VOCABULARY STUDY, THE STUDY CF WCRECS IN
CONTEXT, THE STUDY OF WORKING RATHER THAN ESOTERIC
VOCABULARIES, AND THE AFFLICATION OF WORD LEARNING. THE USE .
OF CONTEXTUAL AND STRUCTURAL CLUES, THE STUDY COF WOiC CRIGINS
AND MULTIFLE MEANINGS, THE STUDY CF WCRD LISTS IN RELATION TO
STUDENTS' ACTIVITIES, AND THE USE OF FROGRAMEC MATERIALS ARE
RECOMMENDED TO HELF STUDENTS BROACEN AND EXTEND THEIR
VOCABULARIES. REFERENCES ARE INCLUDED. THIS FAFER WAS
FRESENTED AT THE INTERNATICNAL REACING ASSCCIATION CONFERENCE
(SEATTLE, MAY 4-6, 1967). (NS)
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"in all prcbability, an inadeguzic wecobulary is the greatest sinle

)

cause for failure to read with compreicrsics in cither general or tecinical
A

fieldse" This belief is commonly heZl by clazsrocn teaciers and readingz

authcrities on the basis of theiz expcricnccs with siudents and the results

and Isiications of vocabulary rescarcile

Zzch of us = waether we are teackers ¢f Frnclish or science or socisz)
gtudies or 4Sczchers of reading « is eonesracd with oo siuzdents!t cormznd cver
their l:nguages 4And one aspect of thic Zuwjuage is neanding vecabulary, tiat
ie, ucrds which have meaning for those o hicy, tse or yead thel, e imoy 1
that soeaidar end writing vocabuleries = ay measured by actual use « ao
excecsed In size by listening and reading voccbulariess but the size of owr

v

r2zi school students? reading vocadbulsory is a matter of dispute, deperdins

uson te way in which it has been nezcsurcde Istimates vary. Dale quesiicans

>

Scechore's fizure of 80,000 words known by btuelfth graders and suggests a

1, Liciz Coies The Ilcumentary School Subicctse lew York: Rinchart, 1946, 10,
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mmber sorewhat larger thun Thorndike and lorge's estimate of about 15,000,
Regardless of the actual figure, an avcrage is no incdicator of whab your
students can manages 2esides, we are not as smch interested in how many
words students know as we are in thelr ability to cope with the reading
demands school and soclety mokes. These demands at the secondary level
become increasingly Breater as students sample larger varietles of narrative
and expository materials containing words used in specizlized ways. Serra 2
came to the conclusion that the "concept burden of instructional mzterials is
too heavy"” while other students of vocabulary reported a decrezse in tiae rate
of specialized vocabulary growth during the later high schcol ycarse

Word meaning involves percepts and concepts. While a delineatian
between the two is not sharp, students of lanpuage developnent define the
former as ®what is knom of an object, a quality, or a relationship as a
result of sensory e:perience."3 Concepts grow out of percepts which icad
to generalizations about objects, qualities or relationshipse Before children
arrive at school they learn percepts and develop concepbs naturally, that is,
by listening, speaking and exploring. Firstehand ’éxpériences aceount for
almost all they acquire. Thelr horizons broaden upon entrance into schools
Lirst-hand experiences contimie but vicariovs ocnes begin to shape their ideas
more and more until a stage is reached wheréin the latter dominates That mean-

ing vocabulary grows during these periods is establishedj that precision of

e - n : s "
¥ary Serrae “The Concept Burden of Instructional Materials " Elementery
School Journzl, LIII (May 1953), 508512,

3¢ David Russell, Children's Thining, HNew York: Gim and Co., 1956, 66e
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: meaning keeps pace with this grouth is no% as readily defincds
The work of Piaget and others suszost the close relatio cnin betscen
vocabulary and concepte. Word meaning ezn be provided by definition and
explanation - the use of words o cplain words e bub definition and
explanation do not make up compleiely for deficiencies in concept wezite

ness which could be the result of experiential deprivation. Tt becarmes

clear that owr task as teachers of lanzuage includes attention to concept |
developnent, for without a referent to which voczbulary can be tied,
mearing is unlikely. Of course we deal with several levela of mezning,
and to expect all our students to reach these same levels in the face of
variations in experiences and intelligence is herdly realistic. Some
vague understandings of words mizht be realized without the acquisition *
of fira concepts. DBut the results are necessarily su srficial and
account for some of our frustration as we seek %o help students better
understand what they read,

It would appear, then, that one main attack to improve vord wrdere !

stending shcrld be directed at developing some concept understending, A/
And this teachers of different subjects can dos For years now they have
been urged to provide experiences - both direct and vicarious - that

would better prepare their students to deal with the content they were

expected to master. This building of backeround prior to reading can

make a significant cifference tetween merely reading words and truly
establishing meanings, '
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Hethods of Voczbulary Developmeat

Research studies on vocsbulary development have sought to test ways
by which irprovement might be realized. The results of these studics show
that it is possible to increase meaning vocabrlary through several avemies,
However, it seems clear thal dependence upon a single formula, regardless
of 1ts szpparent valves, 13 not as likely to bring recults as multi-pronzed
attacks of a sustained nature. With regard to this last points hiteanderun
tactics such as devotlon to vocabulary building for sixeweek or similer
periods carnot be expected to produce lasiing outcomess

Wide reading in cozmbination with direct and indirect programs cone
stitute a three-pronged attack on vocabulary developuence IFor reasons
detailed earlier, we would not expect deep iuroads into vocabulary wea!méss
without accompanying efforts to expand concept formations. To rely uwpon a
go=called "best" means reduces chances even more. Leb us now examine each

of these prongs as bases for a comprehensive vocabulary development progrem,

& — Wide Reading

The fact that children acquire meaning vocabularies in an easy amu
naturai way prior to and during the early years of school « by listening to
anc oxperirmenting with words - that words require a context and repeatec_l

settings and that some intensive vocabular:( prograing falled to produe expected

‘results might have led to the suggesticn oy a number of reading and language

students that wide reading is one of the best ways to develop vocabulery,
Perhaps thls conviction receives even greater support from the observation
that avid readers appeaxr to be mesters of c;onsiderably more words than thelr
less reader-oriented brotherss Status studies of the relation between
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vocabulary size and extent of ¢ acinz would be likely to support this
belief even though causality could not de snferred from such invesiie
gations, However, studics of Gircet effcrts to increase vocabulary
throuch wide reading dlone have not proved fruitful,

Furthermore, we can raise objections against the singuler decoendence
uvpon reading to build vocabulary. V¥e assume that if the rcader meclte a
word for the first time or an old word in 2 new setting, that he wiil
elther determine its meaning from the context or the dictionary., Context
is only useftl if it is familiar; in addition, context can provide imprecise
meanings which, when repeated, further reinforce then, To what extent
students will halt thelr reading to look up umlmown words 4in a dicticnary
i is problematice Some persons have suggested that to check dictionary

ings during reading interferes with one's thinking, The amount of

veading each student does will vary; so will its quality. Uneven and
ureliable results are predictable.

what then do we recommend? Wide reading by all meaw- within a
corprehensive vocabulary progran and for other reasons too. Wide reading
compgcments vocabulary activitles of a direct or incidentai idnde It

inereases our chances for providing meaningfiul learning through need and

epplication,

Direct and Indirect Approaches

Students of vocabulary developrient have been divided on the question
of the merits of direct teaching cf voesbulary and incidental treatment
of wordse By dlrect teaching some mean the deliberate presentatiim of
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of words taken from lists or other sources for study., Incidental treatment »

they say, involves the study of words which mpear in tre textbooks and other

sources students read, It seems to me that this differentiation is an artificizl
one, Who would question the cdesirability of helping stucents acquire initisl
LP ) and de;eper meanings for words which appear in daily recding? Uho would sugzest
that no gains are to be derived from efforts 4o hroadea vocsbulary if words are |

taken from other sources? The sources of vords do not seen as crucial to

f vocabulary building as methods teachers pursue to help students inerease their
understanding of theme Personally I prefer reeting vocabulary needs as they
E‘ occure What better time and reascn ere there for dealing with them? But this

preference does not preclude any attention one might give to so=called direct

e

approaches to vocabulary building,

A number of investigations provide support for direct vocabulary 1nstrixction.
But the research which provided little support for indirect instruetion was not
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comparing the sources from which words were drawnj they compared direct instruection

with casual or laissez-faire instruction. In the latter instance students were

left to their own devices for dealing with unknovm words. Who could not have
predicted the results under these conditions? For purpogses of this discussion,
we view planned efforts, regardless of word source, as .direct, and 1t is with
these that we are concerned, | ‘

Demonstrations and inveatigaﬁons on vocabulery development do not point

up overwhelming superiority of one method over another, They do appear to
suggest underlying guidelines that we might follow regardless of methode They ares
1, ail students are not required to deal with identical words since weake
nesses should determine degree of involvement in vocabulary studye
2¢ words ave studied in context rather than in isolation,
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3., Emphasis is placed upon working rather than esoteric voczbularye

L. Application of word learrning is stressede

Ietds twn now to procedures for helping students broaden and extend
thelr reading vocebvlaries. TFach has souc limitations but these do nob
preclude its use if we are ew.re of and toke steps to deal with them,

We acquire vocabulary tirough verbal contexts; it seems reasoneble to
teach students to use these contexts as thoy read in order to seek meanings
for unnown words. The key to word meanings in contexht are clues that might
be joincd to focus in on the unknown. II students require help in locating
these clues and generalizing from them, you night provide a text for them
in vhich several clues appear, discuss how these clues are related and then
decide through choiées what possible meaning for the unknown word the clues
offer. The example given below contains a nurmber of clues Ei.n bx'acket;l
which students can use to determine the meaning of subsidence. No:ia-hm the

larcer context provides multiple clues not ordinarily found in single sentences.
12-9 Coral reefs appear in mid-ocean

Rocks and land forimed by coral are some of the most interesting
deposits in the sea (Figure 12-11)s Study of cores taken by
drilling holes through coral reers down to 1400 meters tell us
of th. structure of these depositse These cores were taken from
Eniwetok Atolls [ Reef=building corals live only in tropical
waters and at shallow depths (to 80 neters)e Corals were found
throughout the length of the core from Enivetoke] The length
of the core and the presence of coral indicated to earth scientists
that conditions in the surface waters of the tropical seas had not
chznged for 60 million yearse

How do we Xnow this? How is it possible to find, at depths of
14,00 nmeters, coral rock that was formed within 80 meters of the
qurface? To Charles Darwin, who visited coral atolls in the
1830's as a young man of 22, it seemed that the sea floor and the
islands had slowly subsided. [The corals grew upward, keeping pace]
with the subsidence (rigure 12-12), He recognized three {gpes of
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coral reefs: reefs growing alcng the shores of volecanic islaundsj
reefs that were some distance from a volcaniec island with a lagoon
behind the reffj and cirenlar reefs, or atolls, which surrounded
legoons with no central island. Tarwin beclieved that atolls had
orlginally been shoreline reef's that were now at the last stages
of subsidences

A hundred yezrs of arpument £ollowcd the publieation in 1°%2 of

Darwints ide2s on atolls, EI'he borings on Iniwetok in the 1950%s

reached volcanic roux after passing through 1L:00 reters of corals]

Thus Darwin was proved correct and his idea was shown to be a great
exarple of scientific reasoning, [lore important, in provins him

right, we have learned that the sea floor does not slnk uriformly. i
Instead, 1t sinks an amount that depends on the mass of lava maling i
vp the individual island, stbsidence means: stopping, settling, raising. .

After students have learned to interpret clues which we have called to their
attention, we might provide other contexts in which similar clues zppear but ﬂa
which students now seek to ldentify themselves., Some teachers have offered
variations of 'bheée lessons with success: one is the presentation of possible
meanings for the unknown word followed by a search for clues to support one of
them; another is the removal from the text of the new word and from the clues
a meaningful word found for it from a suggzested grovp of words. We might
expect variation in approaches to contribute to motivation and learning, A
point to remember: discussing and exploring are likely to lead to better results
than mere telling or performing,

e Investizating The Farth, Farth Science Curriculum Project, American

630103103 ﬁ?smute’ 1965, PLe]l? o= 12“'130
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Recently, the desirability of raising to consclous levels that which

students seem to know has been suggestede Assuming such is the case, we
might oifer for study and discus;;ion exaimles of structural and langusge clues
which aid meanings through context: synonym and antonym, subordinate clauses,
pharases in apposition, definition, illustration, position, typography.

We do not know %o what ;xtent the context offers meaning clues. Backe
ground of experiences can be a delimiting influence. And some texts might
not contain clues or if ‘present are so0 elusive that most students will not
recognize them. And incomplete meanings might be products of contextual
study., But few will deny some values in spending time with students who have
not learned to take advantage of context mechanics and their interpretati@.

Perhaps more attention has been given to the stvdy of word oripins as a

vocabulary building technique by teachers and produeers of materials thén to
any other methods It is reasoned that a 1arge ménber of English words have
their origins in latin and Greek roots and affixes and that study of these
gsources will provide avenues through which .meanings are secured.

411 too frequentlﬁr students are required to memorize the meanings of these
prefixes, roots and suffixes and compile words containing them. This practice
is dull and boring to most students and has not been shown %o be a productive
means of enabling them to determine the meanings of new words not previously
encountereds Instead, some gains might be realized through a study of words
as théy méear in context in order to build relationships between the literal

meaning as determined through analysis and actual meaning. Fxercises in which

the roots and affixes of these words are sought might be prepared (mission,
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converts, intangivle)s In this comnection, students should realize that a

source might change in form and/or meaning, By providing a linmited mumber of
roots with thelr meaninzs as well as seniences and paragraphs we cas build
new wards and substitute then for mown words., In 2ddition, by addinzg prefixes
and s:fflxes to ¥nown words we can extend their meaning {form + al, hero + ic,
ante + date). lleaminzful application o word sources can develop insishts
which help some studente tnlock some wordse

A related vocabular;” develcpment prooran invelves the study of the
Mstoxy of wordse Pearhizps you recnll the punishment Tantalus, son of Zeus,
suffered in the lower world, OCut of this Creek myth comes our word tantalize,
It is poesible thet some studends will be spurred on by such cxpostres. But
to assune all students will,especially thcse who need help the most, is not
realistic, Intcresting and little~knoun facts about words can enliven the
study of words, tut they are not likely to be enéuring motivaborse ¥Fersonal
need has greater possibilities,

Breadth and depth of voczbulary becares -a major éonce;-n in the middle

grades and continues therezfters One aspect is tied to mulfiple meanings of

wards. As materials becose rore complex, words take on meaninzs not comacniy
associated with then. There has been some research to suggest thet general
vocthulary knowledze and knouledge of m:ltiple meanings are not intimately |

reisted. Assistance in extending meznings can be provided in conjenction with

ciction:ry uses Obviously, a2 curriculum in which provisions for varied activities

exist will include reading of all types, and words that are familiar in one

gense will appear in contexts that require others. The examination and study
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of different meanings for such words « the word tzke, for example, is c2id
to have 106 meanings = in order to deternﬁ:.;e' an aoprosriate one could be a
meanin;ful e:@erlexice. Context clucs, if prr<ent, in conjunction with
v wOnEYry cnolces will yield goced resuitis,
¥e need rob only wait for werds $o supear in new contexts.e We can
provide contexts ia wh.ch fa-a.l:u.r words Ippearing in siundeats?! readingz are
- used in different wayse daus a word such as charce whose wmeaning 1s known

mansithie

in such contexts as charge five dollars or chorszed up the kEill is presented

in less familiar contexts: charged ¥ith rmrder, charge the jury, set off a

charge, Total contexts plus meanings provided by the dictionary will suggest
the sensc in which the word is used, Additionmal experiences - orzl, wriit

and read «» will tend to reinforce the new meanings stoedents acquired for old
Ifriends,

The study of list3 of words for which students are rejuired to provide
dictionary mcaninzs and on which they ere tested periodically bhas not proved
to be a productive process when these words are studied in icolation and with-
oct prrpose. lLists of words cocron €o 2 particulzr area can be compliled by
subject-tzatter teachers and studied by students in relation to their reading
and writing. Graphic aids, models, descriptions and in some instances
dramatizations can help to reduce verbtalizations, Soe educators have
gvggested exercises that reguire studcnts to secz analogles aeng worcs,
compare and categorize them in order tc provide multinle exposures. How
effectivec these approaches are will depend upon the exten® to which they

are neaningi:l, thet is, tied to what sindents are doing, There is 1iitle

[Kc o
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Justification for expending time and enercy oa learning speclalized uses ol
words if ti.c words are not those whlch arc rclcrent 4o topies beling studied
and on knowledge of which completion of tasls depende

A more recent development in vocsbulary covelopment is the introcuction

-~ s~

of pro~r-mcd raterials, These materials ccasist of iters, cailed freres,

which are placed in sequential order and are intended 4o elicit resperses

that are verified immediately. Usually on the basis of a given gtatexent

respcnaes interded to dwelon vnderstendinz are made 4n order of difficuliys

These words contain pretfixes: noctpaid, pestdates

3. Which of the following words contain a prefix?

R R L P . N

suim, postwar 1. -

2. The nrefix in the word postmorien is

2e

Additional frames built on preceding ores will Gevelop the cozcept of e

prefix rs well as its specific mezning, -
It is »nossidle to create prograned materials wiich stress relationsiips
among werds and their meanings. How effective their use is will depend on- ;
a maber of factors amch as student motivation and }ale§ancy of content,
It has been shown that some students seem to learm wore thyough programed
than other modese. Perhaps we need to experinuwnt more wiih the process in
order to ascertain the conditions needed 4o i)romote effective learainge
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Vocabulaxry butlding is an intezral pexrt of the readingeleaining
process. Its Zmportance to continucus growth in reading has led to a
recogniilaon oif the contributions nature and nuriure make to Du1fillnente
Ve teacbfars knGe that the sole responsibiiity for + seabulary development i
is not ours; acwever, we share this respougibility. Cur task is to offer
as meaningful and comprehensive a vocebulary teveigpzont procram as
possible. We ought not to setile for less,
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