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No Dull Lexicon °

'In the last ‘ten years or so, 'English teachers have
raised the level of language instruction; in the English

program>beyond the grim past of grammar and vocabulary drill
and workbdok exercises. Now all that progress is endangered

by the "back to the basics" obsession that continues to grip

education in the eighties. "Progress" may seem like a.-

o

foolishbword to use at a time when. there are reports of

'falliné scoreéz oﬂ‘ ét;ndérdiZed tests énd columnists for
major_néwspapqrs and cbllege Engiiéh professorg teétify to
the fact that modern® students at all l;vels, kindergartéﬁ
‘through graduafe school, have both limited vocabulariés and
alﬁost non~existent~compoéifi0n skiils.; "Proéfess".in the
face of- the famous-"rising tide of mediocrity"? wa, bne
miéhﬁ,aék, can anyone maiﬁtain that'prcgféss has been made

- in the study of thé}Enélish lanéuagg.ih o;r schools? But
prodressnphere has been. éince‘about 1960, English teacheré
haQé‘definiteiy improved the;lanéuage part of  the English
program, despite ciaims to the-éontrary.

o
i

The Content of the Traditional Program

Ef you do’ not believe that progress has taken place,
think. what the study of the English language was twenty plus
s - . ,
years ago, when; for instance, I was 4 struggling high

school student making B's in English. It boiled down to

-
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dull drill and memorization; it consisted of something like

»the following disaster.

Spelling. Weekly'memorization and test; on Spelling words
taken in alphabetical groupings of 25 per week composed the
| traditional spelling program The words were unrelated to'
each other or 'to the'needs of students. 'All,that drill}'the
. evidence 1is clear, produced little carry over to correct
spelling.invany other context._ Students still misspelled
/wordsvin compositions, howeVer‘well_they may have done on
the tests; and they passed or failed those tests depending"
on their-need for.a good grade compared:to'their need to use

their time in some other wayl such as haying<a good time.

Q

Vocabulary. The study of vocabulary usually-was based on

iweekly memorization of definitions.of v0ca5ulary words in a
workbook. Many of.the words werejunrelated to the ideas the
students  had in"their heads. . Unattached “to concepts-‘in :

- their minds and, therefore, to any-need,td use them, the

BN

words and their definitions rapidly faded:away.

Grammar.‘ Grammar study consisted of constant reyiewlofﬂthe
parts of 'speech- and ‘a heavy _emphasis lon' memorized
definitions 'This dreary work was. followed by exerc1ses
requiring the &abeling by students of the part of speech of

every~word in a series of sentences, parsing '"as’ it is




sometimes called.. Phrases,: clauses, and sentences

categorized by typer again with %emorizeq.definitions'and

identification exercises, were also an important part of

this aspect of language study. The nominative and ijecti?e.

_cases of nogps carried great'impbftancé, although the value .

=y
of such knowledge was never made clear.

. B
Dictionaryr_ The dictionary was treated "as a mere reference

A

work, absolute in its authority like the laws of physics and
unrelated to ‘human effogts and judgments. ' The émphasis-in
the study-of‘the dictionary was on.the @echaﬁics ofjits uéer.
drill on head woxd$, not on how>it caﬁe into beingfor what ‘L
relation it might have to the aaily activitieé ofv'rea}.

- v

7péople.

Usage. Usége was preéented as a sét of inviolable do's and
_ E ) i ' .
don't's' that it was financially,, socially, and ethida.lly

wrong to 1gnore The use of aln\ﬁ" in speech or wrltldgf
ror.example, was’ +hen only sllghtly\betterothan 1ncest and,
"if the ‘actions of. some teachers‘t:in.be trusted, perhaps

worse. Ce : : ; \

e

The Weaknesses of the Traditional Program

" And that was preﬁty much all that ‘there was to the

language pfogram. Do you‘diségfee? Well, I remember it




clearly. What,- some traditionalist might .ask, was wrbng
withjsuqh a prdgram for tne study of the English language?
"Everything," I am inclined to answer. Uhless.boring and

~misleading kidg is al. one wants from 'education, the

traditional language program failed any way one lbqkéham;tlm;_lﬂmﬂu;

It was . o .

Ineffectual.',The traditional program was not effective in
the production of m'perfect spellers ;with ; extensive
vocabularies, composers of clear and effective prose, or:
speakers and writers’ of 6nly the most faultless of
.upper-clgss usage. in fact, the traditicnal program of dull
- drill on mostly useless material produCéd ;tudents‘whb were
ﬁot'cémpetent=in'any dimension’ of ranguégéu Nothing was
more common than Engliéh teachers complaining ?hét their
students did not know grammar:'@esp;té the f#ct that otﬁef
Ehglish teachers, in mdst cases their” own colleagues, Had
tfiea"dutifully to teach those stu?ents grammar. In
'additioﬁ;.every”carefully planhed study of this épproach to
languége ﬁroduced"the‘ same f:dncluéion: powerful ,evidence_
that the driil/memofization approach - to ' language study
produced no growth in Vocabulary,'.no“ improvement .in
spelling, né.greate; cohformity to standard“usage, and no

expansion in composition skill.

o

Incomplete. Although the traditional language program
touched on several aspects of the hature of language--word



;language.

'meanings,.spelling, grammare-it‘also ignored>many others.

It condemned certain words, exXpressions, and .constructions

but rarely dealt with the varieties and levels of the

-~

language, gave‘almost no recognition to the fact that the

language has a history, and ignored how meaning is conveyed~

P - ,-

‘by language Spelllngs of”ind1v1dual words were emphas1zed

R .
s
R NN

"but not much attention was given to the spelllng system )

-

English. Use of dictionaries was drilled on, but .their

<

nature and relation to what real people do in gatherlng

,wordslwas,ignored, The tradltlonal language study program

overlooked more. than it taught ™ students about their

i
!

[y

ety sy,

Shallow. Not only did the program ignore whole dimensions

of language; but, what it did treat, it treated in the most

- superfdcial and shallow = fashion possible, both in the

content that was presented ‘and in -the type of learn1ng it

asked of the student. Think of the confused 1deas about the
strupture'of language presented in the typical high school

grammar . book. This grammar--sneeringly referred to by

scholars of grammar as "school book grammar'"--has been

rejected as shallow and misleading by grammarians of all

types. That shallowness was an inevitable result of an

attempt to teach people something that they could not. learn
i

i

and that had no relationship to ‘their lives: It' was

bastardized to make it palatable.
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~ The shallowness did not come'aonly  from—what_ was

presented, - however. Unfortunately, we rarelyv asked, our

students to understand the ﬁoncep:o that they stud1ed We --

settled .~wfor=~—_memorlzatlon ...of " def1n1tlons and'

[l

DR

A . 3 \ .
1dentificatlonSr—usually by rules of thumb or.‘tricks=:o£

types of words and groups of words in exercise "sentences. - T
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R ”MUnlnterestiﬁ@liziheftradltlonal orogram presented languagef

study as dreary, un1nterest1ng, and polntless ‘as something S

no sens1ble person could pOSSlbly care to spend time W1th

It ls now, in our baslcs era, fashlonable -£0-- cast stones .at.

all efforts to make°learning fun.i Surely, however, no one

\
«ﬂamong“us_would_want_students_tQ_iearn that knowledge about .

yes skill in the “use of——the

SN IR S gy

= Engllsh language are 1nherently dull and“w1thout 1nterest

“Would we.want our students to believe that exc1tement3and

joy in discoveries about the English language are impossible
ekcept to strange incomorehensible people called scholars?

hBut hardly anyone ‘could catch the excitement and fasc1natlon

@ Rl

'of language’from the trad1tlonal school program, and few if
any students ever did. Consequently7 the"Work of . the
linguist and semanticist fremained‘ beyond‘ most people's
understanding or interest." Those students who did develop a

fascination with words probably did so at home from parents

for whom word histories, puns, and puzzles were fun. ‘ A

o
o
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The Modern Languaqe Program, the Modernaﬁanguage Teaoher_'

E}

Allnthat_hegan to‘change some time ago. In the last”

- oo
N B -

dozen years ‘or ‘so, 1nformed Engllsh teachers have begun toA

add d1alect uni%s and j theaactual ‘making of dlctlonaﬁnes to

< o RS

the currlculuma Therefore, the shallowness, lncompleteness“

and lack of interest that resulted from a too exclus1ve

L =

attention to memorization and mechanical skill has in some

programs been - remedied in recent yearscby this broader and
deeper type of language study.-wNow,.unfortuﬁatelyt'we are

under pressure to throw all of that progress aWay ' But, it

seems clear, the current challenges to the | Engllsh program

are based on ignorance of-the Engllsh langu%ge and of the

process of student language development. The critics know -

nothlng of the classroom and llttle of the dynamic nature of

)

language They show a surprising 1gnorance of the nature of
'and the scholarship‘involvedtln developing a’ dlctlonary and .

- so misuse it to support their criticisms. Areas of Language

étugy for High School - ' _ o
The modern study of a language involves a look at all
of its'aspects, its sounds,” its words, its symbols. Aand

tha} seems to be -a worthwhile focus of attention for our

students. A fully developed language 1s what makes

humankind unique, not g\ur thump or our invention of the

wheel; and our students need to know' more apout their

language, esteem it more h1ghly, find it more interesting,

]
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see its potentigl for play as more appealiné,;sénée'the»joy
R (RIS : ) ‘n . . . > . i . \ -
of it far more than they do.

A

{

~

into eight dimersions or specialities. Despite the

studegtslin any grade level to some degree of depth. Each

Q

&

St Y

Now, linguists usuaily divide the  study of ‘language-

complexity of each,~ they are all ‘suitable for study’ by~

one should be included -in the school language brogram at

several levels in increasing degrees :o0f ° depth ~ ard

complexity. Let's Jook at what those areas are.

Syntax:

Study of the various 'systems that have been designed to

<D

between and among - worcds that produce additional

A
Y

meanings. The traditional. program of grammar. studf

falls within this area. In the modern approach,

students do not necessarily master any one'System but do

gain insights into :the ways in which <*he fuhctioning of

. languages may be described.

Phonemics: 'fwﬁf N A . v
study of the sﬁgnificént sounds'of a language, that.is,
those that native speakérs reEognize as ,méking a
differenCp ' in meaning.- Students explore the .entire

sound system of English, examining puns, onomatopoeia,

etc., as well as chandes in sounds__caused by placement——> =
'in words and relations to other 'sounds in a word. o
\ .
A\
N ) \ .
FY - 8 - ,

explain the inner workindgs of a langudgé, “he relations



. _understand

./_/.

: g - ' » 7 . - - i -
Graphemics: . - : . e /

¢ ’ £

. S . f ) _
Study of the symboIs used to record a lagguage. A bit:

, . &% the traditidnal study of spelling falls within this

e .
» . .

area. In a modern program, students ,‘explore the

. . Ve L N : i v e
) patterns that exist in English irr the Uuse of letters and
-, . ‘/ . . 5
combinatfons:of lette;s-to recoré soynds and Jdook at the

~

, ~ more complex.systems developed by linguists t5 record

o~ .

.not based on the idea of recording=soundé,.that is,

syséems based dn the concept of ideographs.
- ' ' .

N

Morphemics:

-~

. ' * ’ _ 8
Study of the units of meaning in a language: A bit of

G

the ytraditional - study of grammar falls within this

field. In. the modern' program, ~students explore root

;

“words, prefixes, verb and noun endings, etc. as a means

to undertandingvlangQagé as a system for conyeyinglsome'

‘types of meaning by variations ih-Qprdskfnot just - as

3fmechanicalﬂclqes.to spelling.

Semantics:

study of the meanings of words and of pr words acqguire

- ]

and transmit those meanings. The traditional VOcabula§§

study falls within this-.field. The objective of the

modern program is, however, for students to come  to.

relationship, between words as symbols" and meanings.

R

0

N ' . N . /

small variations in sound. They also examine systems

Méémething of the compiexity of the:
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Vocabulary improVepent is also .an ‘objective of the

i

L R
- program.

History: T -
Study of the develbpmént‘of a language, touching on all

e aspects of, language "but in terms of sources and of

)

R changes that have taken place over time; The bbjective'

:

’Aof_the program :is for students to develop- an awar<ness
- " iy

of the complex progess by which the language .that they

speak has come into'beihg.

texiqggraphy:' 1%1 . i

N

Study of the art of dictionary making. - After work in
. s ) : ; [
this’ area, studernits see tﬁé'-prpblems .involved"‘in

s

developing a dictionary, view a dictionary as much more
T - _ : ; ! X
‘ . 3 -
- than a word book, gainég greater understanding of what

, they are doing when they use a dictionary, and diyelop

greater skill in the use of it.
. * G 3 7
: >

- -Dialectology: ' ' . ,' : E o

,””Sthdy of the regional, sbcialk%and functional varieties
. of a language.‘ Thi$) area relates toé the traditional

usage program; but therhoderﬁ pfogrhm.hés an entirely
differént philosophigal base. In»tﬁé»modern'bfégéaﬁ!
étudénts_explore the'man; variet{gs éf Eggiish,glea¥n
wgére thoéé ;ggiéties h;;e_gdée ffdﬁ; and;éonsider,thé

'

concepts of "Yight" énd_"wrong"'inffelatibn fq language.




English teacheré must be able to design lanc

lessons and units that are based both on what lanc

is

]

and on what students are. A well designed lanc

unit must incorporate what we know about education

students in general but :go beyond that to embrace f

}ﬁhe nature of language and langdag& learning. Sex

principles suggest themselves.

1.

\
\\

\

N

Each student has a broad resource of lanc

competencies in ' all areas, especially diale

.syntax, semantics, sociolinguistics; and, there!

'activities should draw fully on the resource ali

there in ;tudents.

Formal, abstract sys}ems describing the funqti<
of’lahéua@e comé topstudents last, if ever, and :
a study of lénguage has begun. Many students:
nevér be able to deal with'these abstfactions, e;
in a very simplified version, beéau;e those con
are  beyond utheif', abstfacting . abilities
inclinations. -

(<Y

Most use of language takes place outside the En
classroom,, indeed, ‘outsidé the school; and i

there that trué language is i entified and learn

S



4.

Language is whatever happens in the real world that
students inhabit, not in a dry-as-dust world of

grammarians and English teachers.

The study of language is multifaeéted (encompassing
at least history and devel?pment; syntax; spelling
principles; semantics; - the dictionary; varieties,
dialects, and social conventions or usage) and should-

be studied in all its dimensions. °

Correctness, that 1is, producing iénguage. of a'

preferred form rather than some qther form, should

not be a part of language study activities. Teachers

may help students to look at concepts of correctnéés,
gzpeCigliy from a social pefspective, if they can
handle the subjéct in‘ such a manner that thgir
students do not see such discussions of ‘lanéuage,”
variefies éé'negative comments on their own lahguage.

Drill on the details of preferred usage, sometimes

called "language etiquette,"/belbngs elsewhere in-the
-

program, as a subject analogous to prbofreading in

- f
the written composition program.

All language is learned slowly, especially after
that amazing surge of command that takes pface in
early - childhood. 'Therefore, to demand immediate,

concrete evidence of improved language command as a

result of any particular activity is to misunderstand

the very hature of languade. ‘ .

- 12 -

4. -



8.

10. Languageuvactivities must involve the students in

11. Knowing about language and enjoying knowing about it

Tests- of minimal competehciés, although not

necessagily bad %p thémselves, must not be tied to
the curriculum in language. Indeed, a genuine study
of lahguage may - cause a temporéfy decline 1in
competency as measured by éuch tests because it
shakes o0ld notions that linguistic; has mléng' ago
exploded. The insecurity in langﬁage resulting from
the death of o©ld principles mayw'produce less

competent. test takers despite the fact that such

insecurity is a desirable result of a profound study -

of language.’

<

Students need to think of‘ their language as

R R

something interesting, even possible of*?provid;ng

fun, if they are to undeﬁ%ﬁéﬁd it and master it.
-y " - .‘\":.'f K - ) .

doing things with language rather than ﬁassively

learning about it, so that they can be brought to

"sense that using language is an activity"fully as

important and exciting ' as, for example, playingv

ybaskeﬁball.

are worthwhile' ends in themselves. Théfeforé,“ to
‘study language merely'aé a means to some other end,
such as improvea composifion or higher social class
identifiCatiop,?is to. devalue such study.

- 13 -
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127 Language is part of everything that sfudents do in
school, tied to sciénce, history, the cafeteria,
football games. Engiish~in every classroom may.be a

_quéint old notion,..but for ‘lanéuaée study {t is

essential.

If we can accept that set of principles; .then
we can begin to "build into the curriculum an

effective_pfogram o}_study of the English language:

» " The materials Vare there, although perhaps not as
e plentifully as we might wish. DeviCes'in many media
now provide us with the support we need.to undertake
with our studenté‘an exploration of our- language.
Books, filmstrips, 'transparenciesf' and films, as
well as prog;amé for micro-coﬁputers, exist.in the
catalogues‘-of ‘many publishers. Thé results of
‘linguistic studies are now availabie iﬁ'a host of
books and articlesh there £oiguide us in deciding
wHat to teach apa how to teach it. . Finally,
interesting and effective 'activitiés have been

invented in every area of linguistic studies.

o

No Dull Lexicon

e And, for me, the dictionary is the best focus of this
Hienewed”%tudymo£~pur language. The aictionary? How odd!
ThessesssE = T , S

——

WeLl, Dr. Johnson called those wﬂa ¢reate it "harmless
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drudges." Children universally have to be forced to use it,
d :

and adults go to it ;eluctantly to check a spelling or a

disputed meaning of a word. But the dictionary, despite its

general reputation for utilitarian dullness, is  a

fascinating thing, individual, controversial, surprising.

In. one dictionary or another one can find not only the

spellings of words, often several spellings ~of . the same
word, and their varied'meanings, but aléo whefe they have

come from, what tybes of people use ‘and misuse them,
examples of their use, pictures of the objects to which they
refer, Aand,-particularly in specialiie?’<iictionaries, how
tﬁey interact with other words to‘prédgce meaning. Why then

is the dictionary seen as respectable but dreary?

The cause of this undeserved reputation lies in the way

. in which we have taught it and modeled Vits use. The

dictionary has been treated as a mere reference work, .
absolute in its authority like the laws  of physics and

unrelated to human efforts. The emphasis in its study has

' been on the mechanics of its use and not on how it came into

béing or what relation it might haye to the daily ac;ivfties

of real people. From the typical dictionary unit, one would

have to conclude pﬁat nothing but mechanical recording

skills went into its production and that only a similar set
of low level skills are required for its use. Drill and

memorization have  been all that we havéf'required of

" students. In fact, profound ﬁatters .of philosophy,

17
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especially the high abstradtions of semantics,  underlie
every éiement of evefy dictionary ever maae. The study of
‘the dictionary need not be so’'drab or sUperfic&al. Students
can catch the excitement of words, their méanings,'their
histories, theif soundé,‘and the conﬁroversies that surround
them. Indeed, 1 believe that the dicfibnary can serve as
the focus of neafly every ‘aspect of l;;guage study and,
handled pfbperly;‘ can add néparkle té tha£ part of the

curriéulum. Why do 1 think so? !

Well, . let me say a word about how dictionaries are .

Dictionary Develoﬁment

developed. A project to develop ‘a new dictionary or

extensively revise an existing one is t%yly a major

‘undertaking. For example, a new cbllegiate'dictionaryzwill
- cost ten million dollars or more to devélop.‘ An unabridged
dictionary much, much .more. " The devéidpmeht of an

unabridged dictionary is a task bf many yearé, ten at least.

Webster's - Third took  twenty-eight. A large “team of
linguists will spend years reading books, magazines,
newspapers, in fact, any type_of written material. The size

of  the team of linguists--who must also be -skilled
editors--will range from 50 to 100 orumore; 'In addition,
hundreds of consultants from hundreds of fields ‘will be

asked to hélp with the ‘pfocess 'of"developing a new

dictionary. Consultants will - represent the knowledge of




wq;ds;ﬁromwsggééal{zed figldesuchuas botany and zoology--an

expert on mosses and one on breeds of canines--and ffom
naval history——typeé.of éailing Vesgels-and,tYpes of waves.
The editors will éften'turn‘for help tQiexperts who are not
schélérs in the'tfaditional.seﬁse such as chefs, sailors,
and(;horeograbhersﬁﬁ When the membéré of the team encounter
Qhat seems to be a néw word ér_a new use of an old word,
they record it, the paésage-iﬁ whigﬁnitjapééar57 and the -
source. Fof‘fWebster's Tﬁird. nearly- ten miiiiaﬁ*“sugh

citations weré used.
Then.the editors must decide abéut'pronunciations. In
receht years, ih addition to listeniné and“interviewing,'the
editofsﬂhave collected recordings from radio,.telévision,
speeches, énd ordinary.conversation. Those_sounds are then
bconverted into symbols for inciusiqn'in the diCtiénary. The
editofsﬁalSO-ﬁse'the work of etymologists to decide upon the
derivations of t%e words they ‘include and épply the
principles of a;grammar‘System to determine grammatic uses,

particularly the parts df speech.

Develqphent of a dictiénary also fequires collection
and ’review of altérnate _spellinés pf wordsb and decisioné
~about the frequency and acéeptébiliﬁy of those altérnatives;
And,.éf course, fhe'lingﬁiéts working on é;dict%onafyrmUSg
éttémpt to gather ail éf the distinctly différent"meanings
of the w0rd§.théi plan to include. Common-WOrds like "run"

4



and "fast" have dozens of meanings. Each meaning must then
be described ir other words that make_ the distinctions
clear; and each must be documented. Often, especially in
unabridged dictionaries, quotations must be selected to

illustrate the meanings.

New WOrds.present a special problem. The editors must’
decide when to include slang, jargon, bureaucratic and
military coinings, and. new neanings for 'existing w0rds;
Would you have included "atomic bomb" in a dictionary from
the eariy part of this century? Probably not nor did the
dictionary editors. But the expression did ex1st as an

. early citation substantiates. On the other hand, "Sputnik"

~
.

'hit\the\papers and the dictionaries almost s1multaneously

-~ . —

\

Slang is a major\prggiem for diotionary editors Most 1is
. . ) \\\ ‘ o . )
ephemeral. Some lasts. Soﬁe\seems to be lasting and then

dies a sudden death, leaV1ng the dictionary with a\forgotten ‘
word, although that word, unused as it may be, may ai;;\\“\\
appear in a novel that is verv much alive. .Thus even dated

slang and jargon may have a purpose in_a dictionary.

Generally, dictionary editors wait until the citations
they are accumulating show that (1) the WOrd isjoften_used

(that is; number of citations),.(2) the word is used by many

/

_mmdiééefent people (that is,'geographicaIiy distfibuted=and
used in-: a variety of ©places suth, as -magazines  and

newspapers), and'(3) used over a period of time. A lot of

20




use for a year or two and thg& silence will not get a word
into a dictionary. But alWays the editors make subjective

judgements. They guess that a word will be used a lot, for

a long time, by many people.

1

When meanings and spgllings and pronunciations have
‘Nbeenmdetermiﬁed, the editors need to goﬁsider the level of
usage for . each .Spélling, . pronunciation, and
meaning--"standard"? “subétanaard"? "redional"? "obsolete"? -
: : . ‘ 7, -

"archaic"? The‘results of thi%aset of decisions may be more

controversial than any other the editors make.

And, of course, there are hany other decisions the
editors must make: How many words to include--Webster's
Third has nearly half a million in over 2,600 pages; a
collegiate dictionary usually has about 150,000.  Which
wordé to inclgde--obsolete words? _ bbsolete meanings of
words still used? names- of historicél. and mythological
figufés? ’ |

Illustrations may be used, bﬁt they take up space.

yShould there be an essay on llngulstlcs at the beg1nn1ng7 a

.

~ grammar? Should there be a dgazetteer at “the end? Should
f\\\\ words made by . adding -prefixes and suffixes Dbe listed and

\\\\éefihea separafely‘or.should readers be~left to combine the

§>é\ix.;éndA the root and draw their own - conclusions? Or

should hly those "that are very ‘common be included? Or

those whereé the combination of root and prefix produces a




meaning not fully clear from their separate meanings?
Should the pronunciation guide appear-on every page\or not?
(b trivial decision? Well, Webster's Third left if off and

received a storm of criticism.)

—

But the linguistic decisions "are the ones that, as
teachers of'English, we are most concerned with. Yéu‘can
see that every diménéion of linguistizs--history, spelling,

‘semantics, usage, sound, grammar--is a part of the act of
dictionary develOpmeﬁt. It is for +that reason that the

dictionary séems 'to me to be a volume worthy of serving as

r,&

the core of the language program, not one desérving

treatment as .a matter boring to teach and boring to study.

'Building Dictionaries

The core of any study of. the dictionary'should be the

creation of dictionaries by the students. By this means
they will not only learn about dictionaries but also come to
see theh as human creations and, therefore, interesting in
thgmselyis. quLing individually, -students can develop
their own dictionaries of specific types of words of

interest to them such as automotive terms or words about the

sea or animals or sports. The resulting dictionaries should

LS

Bl

have the elements ofv;a régular' dictionary, including"'

illustrations, a gazetteer, and'biographicalnihformation.

- >




in order to allow the students to
in their
bl

At the same time,
practice tdgether the they will need
individual projec;s,'a dictionéry unit should élso provide
for - the students to worﬁ'.togéther to develop a class
The focus of this ’class 7proje§t could be a

skills

number of things, of course; but many teachers have employed
By

dictionary.
the conceﬁt of words most often used By'téehagers;uincluding
slang, as the subject for- the class  dictionary;
practicih§  éé-va group ‘on words that theyﬁ use regularly,
students can write entfies for such wéfds as ‘"car,"
"teacher," "girlfriend," and "teieyision," general slang,
such as "rock, " ﬁgrass,"land "disco," a;ﬁwell.astheir'bwn
current slang. .Special‘school‘tenms énd slang aséwéll as

k

more géneray teenage slang and words peculiar to the'town,

L

B

' state, and region should also be included. ' A discussion of -
comparison c¢f individual efforts at defining and spelling

each. step of the dictionéry building, process, -including  a

Qill reveal the problems involved in each'step before ‘the
students work on that aspect of their individual projects;
A bulletin board can be:devoted to the words'and.additions
made over a period of weeks. ‘As a part of the gétﬁering and

defining process, students should interview other students

parenfs, and other membefs of the community and study
\\ > . . r . ‘
< . . .

newspapersfand magazines.---

a

In order to get some idea of wHaf their dictionaries

L]

should ;ontain,'the é}ddents will have'to take a look at




——

-

.se.z2ral mocirn c ‘naries to see what they do and what

they do not do. 0f courée, they.-will find that dictionaries

differ, a worthwhile insight in itself. They should also

examine' the many specialized dictionaries that already

exist, such as those of railroad terms, spellings only, and

musical terms. They might also look at textbooks from other

- courses to See how they present new terms. Most will shave

glossaries, but some students may come .to see ‘that, in many

ways, textbooks in méﬁy subjects are really specialized

dictionaries. Finally, the teacher will want to discuss the

history of dictionaries .and examine how dictionaries have

changéd from the earlv books of unusual words for the partIy

.

all of the words of the langauge and illustrate howAthey»

should be used to the modern corporate effort and itg

Y

various ways of dealing with proper use.

Selecting words for inclusion will be the first problem:

v

the students will have to deal with, and they will find that
establishing principles to gbverﬁ;ﬁnclusion and exclusion

will not be easy. From discussions of this broblem will

come a realization that dictionaries are human creations.

Defining words is a process. that is’ far more difficult

than most students realize. »SamueL Johnson, in fact, is

known to have admitted to having made at least one mistake.

J(the-word "fet1Qck") and to have included a few personalizea

) .8 - .
educzted through J . »n's effort, working alone, to gather

~.
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‘definitions ("qats" and "lexicographer"). Studénts.can gain
insights inp6 the process éf defining and into the use of
the dictiohary by creating thgir‘own définitionS. They will
probably'~be' ‘tempted to writé;upersonal ér humorous
definitions of many of these térms!(for e#ample, "car: whaf

my father won't let me drive on Saturday nights"). That Dr;a'

-

Johnson indulged himself in this regard may seem to them
-—. adequate justification. The class.  will héve to decide

‘whether or-not to include such definitions.

*In their own personal dictionaries and in the class

dictiona}y, the” students will find that they have to do more

‘than select énd define. They willchaQe to-determine»thé.'
spelling or spelliﬁgs of the words-that.ére generally in
use, canidef and find aiway of Writing.down:the-wa§é in
whidh the words are pronounced; decide én the forms of the, 
words, and make: all of.'the"o?hér- deCis;ohs that the -

lexicogfapber/must,makéf A bit-pf gramméf will éléonbe'
.hecessary,' since the- sfudents will'jhéve lto 6onsi§er 'the

 various;grammatiCél uses bf thé Word and.tfy to’determine
~*-—#‘f”lwhether of‘not ;E-i§ ever used as a verb, fo; ekamble,béf
| . uéed'oﬂly as a~nqﬁn.  o '.ﬁ"v ““v ;

The,qpéstion bf.dpfrecthesé.is one fhét wiil have to be

‘faced at “each’ stage of the .building of the dictionaries.

The class _p??jécﬁ will allowv'fofl;a vote};on .dispﬁted

.spéilihééj meaniﬁgsf;etc.; but the-ciass-wili have to deciﬁé
o o .. o S




‘the students will want to

- . -
~ .- .

I3

whether or not majority rule ‘makes sense, in ‘relation to.

s N

words, 'a concept. that has profound implitations for their

attitude toward ahd understanding of lang&age_in géheral.

o

Equally important, they will have %o make é decision about

what correctness means in relation . to words. They will have

to decide whether or not they 'afe'goingb‘to incdude all

¢

meanings, spellings, .and grammatiCal'thes that they

encounter without making judgements about thém, include them:

but condemn'éertain ones, ‘or exXclude the ones tha; they
determine are incorrect. And they will have to decide how:

to recognize incorrectness.

-
-

Words, of course; change their mean;ngs over time.

Teachers usually use examples fromibld.and'Miadlé Englfsﬁ:to'

illuétrate such changes. In fact, mgny“of the WOrd$§%hét;7

°

dictionaries and the class project will have changed their

meanings or,” at’ least, acquired new meanings. Those changes

include ih  both theif o

will often have taken place in relatively recent_tiﬁes*and .

~-will, therefore, vividly .illustrate the concept’of languagé

chgnge.?1Many of the words thatf%ill be included in the .

©n

class diCEiénary, if the project is a dictionary of teenage -

‘parents were ‘youhg. Students can, ¢ théréfore, use their
-parents as a resource to detect chanées in the meanings 6f 

-fWords such as "grass," "rock," and "disk." :

{
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speech, will have changed their meanings since“the studentsrA
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‘From the - actual process of dictionary building,

3

students will leara what they need to know to use a

:dictionary effectively. They will not be driven away from

learning. by this actualyinvolvememnt with dictionaries as
they‘havefbeen by the dull.drills and poinaless‘exercises of
the traditional dictionary lesson. At least they will come
to see that the lekicographen is no mere harmless drudge,

the dictionary, no mere dull compendium.

3

But there are many'other, less comprehensive ways to-

<ap§roach the’dictionary; Let me give you a few examples.

Dictionary Contents_

. Most students will probably believe *hat they already

know what is in a dictionaﬁy——definitions ' spelling,

-

'pronunciation, illustrations. Many w1ll already vave had a
formal lesson “ih dictionary use. _However, like most people,
theyiwill probablylnot be partioulafly_good at coping withm
the comblegity' produced by the 'variety” present in. a

p dictionaryi It never hurts to review what a dictionary has
) in it and how to make most - efficiént use of . that

o7 L L Al

information However, the extended formal dictionary unit

is generally not .very produchve for most students Rather,.r

¢
a series of short units of. one or two days on different

"aspects of the dictionary spread out through the year can

-

. allow for review, practice, and discussion of the', ..-"™as
that dictionaries present their users (and, for that matter,

their creators). ' S ' - e

- 25 -




I would suggest the following dbzen short units:

1. Organization andrarrangement

2j Spelling/Syllabification/Capitalization
3. Pronunciation |

4. Inflected forms (plarals, etc.)

5. Parts of Speech | |

6. Definitions

7. Pictures

8,’ Levels of Usage

9. Synonyms,'etc.

.10. Derivations

ll: " Likerary Allusions, Personal,Names etd.

12. Prefaces and Appendixes.

Rather than approach these topics formally, since this .

is being seen as a review, students should be asked a series

~

of guestions, both general and about spécific words, that

will result in a new look at the skills, principles, and

problems related td each of these topics. For example, for

the topic "Levels of Usage," questions aimut slang words and
P . questior

expréssions, regionalisms used by the students, verb forms

that : the- students have been told are5ihcorrect, words like-

"ain't," and so* forth can serve as much better ways than a

o

formal lecture for provoking discussions of usage, usage

labels, and what the students should do with this

25
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informétion. And, of course, there is always the question,
How does the dictionary-author know or decide how to label

various words?

Comparisons of dictionaries will be helpful if the
students discuss the variations they discover. The American
Heritage's use of panels should be examined,_as well as fhe
controversy tgat Webéter's Third created when it~maaifiea"
the ‘usual practice. Also, the students may wish to examine' y

usage dictionaries such as Fowler, A Dictionary of 'Modern

English Usage; . Nicholson, A Dictionary of Anglo-American

‘Usage; Evans and Evans, A Dictionary of Contemporary

BAmerican Usage; and Bryant, Current American Usage.

Various Dictionaries

‘Most of this discussion and these aétivities‘relate to
dictionaries of the English language. And, . of course, asg
English ,teachefé, it is natural that we would be mostJ‘
interested in such works. -HoweVeri it would Be unfortﬁhaté
if students did ﬂot at some time encounter. the vast array of
othef‘types' éf_dictionarie% and add to their cohcept of
Udictionéry" the fact that that array éxists. Such an
introduction migh; tékev the qum of having each student
choose the Bubject or activity that he or she is most
interested in--horse-back 3ridihg, automobile ehgines,
flying, tennis, football--and pick a term or two that are

pretty much restricted to that speciality. The definitions




" in a standard dictionary will probably be unsatisfying to

most of the students; and thus the need for specialized
dictionaries will become apparent to‘them. At this point,
the ”teaeher shonld_ be prepared to briné into class ,many"
different- dictionaries, matching some, at 'least, of -the
students' interests.- Any fairly good sized public library
or college or university library will have hundreds to
choese;from. The students should examine as many of these

§ . - b v

\ as time allows, looking to see what they do and do not do,

\ . , :

o \what kind of audience they are designed for, how specialized
! | 3 o | . | .

\the’definitions are, what other aspects of the traditional

"Bictionary-—parts of speech, usage labels, etc.--they do or
|

do not contain.

After a sharing of the "‘indings,'" such a unit might

Cdnclude Qr the students mlght be acked to VlSlt a nearby

arge library: and ‘_explore further the variety of
1:llonar1es available and bring back a report on ‘any

partdcularly interesting or unnenal_examples they find.

. N

For most students, a dictionary is a place where they
;Te meaning of ‘a word (flndlng the spelling probably
comes close secondf Yet few have thought'much about how
W rds ttain and convey meanings: Although they realiée

thiat some words have more than one meaning, few have

considered variety of meanings; that is, how we know which

- 28 =-




one is required in a sentence. Few will be aware of the
exXistence of connotations. Few will have thought much about
how authors of dictionaries . decide. what. words mean and what

meanings to include.

Consequently, a unit in meanings of words, growing out
of and constantly feferring to dictionaries, -can serve to .
‘deepen. the students' understanding both of words and of
dictionaries. The unit might start with a look at a list of
words they will recognize. How do we‘know they are words?
What do some of them mean? K_companion list of'made-up
WOras--”drinkle," "Prampf,"'etc.—-can be used to consider
the subject of word and meaning again. Then thgy might look
at a prd like "the" or "by" ;nd tr& defining ifQ. They will
find that writing definitions for such strucfuré words is no

. easy taskf

In the original list of words, there should be some
" that have,many_méaniﬁgs: "spring," "paper," "run" -are éopd
examples. Students might be asked to consider why a word
would have so many meanings. - Depending on student_intérest,
‘fhe teacher might explain a biﬁ aboutlthe history of wordé,
‘the bor;bwihé of Qords from\other:;anguages, the dynamic
nature of the English language. A more detailed unit on -
this subject?-again tiéd to the aictiohéfy—-shbuld also be a

part of the students' language prcgram, however.

- 29 -



Students should now be prepared to consider how the
ou IE S : ; }
authors of dictionaries decide onxmeaningsiio put in their

books. They should be able to guess at the éype of research

that must go on, although they may have to ée helped to see
what a mammoth tésk writing a di;tianaryl'ié. One
distinction that they will have to understand ié that
between denotatidns;—which can more orvless be understéod as
the dictionary meaning--and' connotations--which _might be

thought of as the emotions and images that many people have

‘"and see when they hear or‘read the word. An examination of
specific words that are likely - to cérry
- . o . . .
cornotations--"dentist," ‘candy," "storm," '"car"--should

help to establish this vital distinction.

v After they have_considered?what‘suChlwords suggest - to
fhem, they should look  them up in a variety of standard
dictionéries, cbmparing the meanings they.find to each other
and to the aséo;iated méaningslthéyzhavevgiven thé words.
Also importanf for the students to realize is that words may
have : personal or private,t connotatiohs -because ' of
associatibns that only one indivi@ual.is likelj to give to.
the word. Ahd,thgy should realize that it ié imporfant for
dictionary -makers to keep these digtictioﬁéb 5etween
d;notations, connotationé; and ﬁersonal meanings clear‘iﬁ

their minds.

QS
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At this poiht théybare'ready to carryrout a>proje;t to

gather the meanings of some words. First each student

«

should,choose some words to define. Tﬁe words should each
have a number of definiti;ns~—but not too many——aﬁd at least
some connotations  as Qell. The teacher will want to help‘
with this selection. Then each student will neéd.tb become

familiar with the definitions that appear in a number of

.dictionaries and to consider possible connotations for each

of his or her words. Thus equipped, the students can f;n

out into the school, gathering meanings from students and

teachers. After a few days of research, the results can be
used to review the concepts of "word," "meaning,"
"denotation," and "connotation." ’

Spellings

A major use of the dictionary for most students is to

find_standérd or acceptable spellings of words. Spelling is’

a sore subject with many ,students who are rather shaky in

their sense . of patterns of spelling and noi possessed of
very good visual_memories."ln most cases, students probably

believe that spellings are arbitrary and without reason.

They also believe that the dictionary -spellings are the true

>

ahd only wéy-to sbell words. Neither belief is, of course,

.correct.

A unit on spelling and dictionaries should contain two

main sections. First, students should examine a large

: \\
~ .

N,
N
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- will diséover Vériant spellings (see. variant Spellings in

o

numpber of-words, iooking for what usualIy_seems to be the
, S ~ - 0y
way sounds are spelled. They shogld try;to come up - with

~some descriptions--they might be called rules--of these

standard spellings. The " consonants are relatively -easy

(although, for example, the sound '/sh/ has at least 14

different spellings, including those in "sghoe," "sugar," and
"issue." The vowel sounds are much harder. " They should
“also discover  the - concept that position in . the

word--beginning, middle or énd, at least--is often the

factor deciding whether or not a particular spelling is

-frequehtly or eyer used. Although their sample will be too

small for them to do more-thah-speculate, they should also
try to discover which of several possible spellings is most

often used; which next most often, which very rarely. They

" should disédss their feelings about what theyfare finding

and come to the realization ‘that .selecting a spelling for. a
word not already known to them is not a matter of random
guessing but more one of playing the odds. Certain mistakes
of Spellingdfeveal a lack of understanding of what usually
happens, and others reveal that such an understanding does
. ‘.' Q V

exist.

As they look for patterns in spelling, they have to

decide how the words they are examininé should be spelled.

Naturally, they will have to go td_diéfionariés; and they

.“‘k

»~

Modern American Dictionaries by Donald Emery, NCTE, 1973),

- 32 - E

34



.\\\\
. - N :
alternatives given by one dictionary and disagreemén§s~among

N

dictionaries. They should discuss how this Variation\cpuld:

/ \\\ N
be and what it means. for the dictionary as a source of

\;

spellings. The teacher might also conside;'its implications\

- for marking compositions. The students might begin a list .

of variant spellings of words that they frequently misspell.
They could see this list as a way fo“justify their spellings
Qhen those spelliﬁgs are chaliengéd.~ ‘Such an{ examination
will, at least, help to impreSs some standard spellings on
their minds. |

\
A

In the.sedond phase, the, students might'undertake a

project to reform English speiling; ~Some of the histdry of

previous 'efforts-—Johhson} Webster, .= Shaw--might be

interééting to them; but such a review is not essential to
the,prbject. However, they might examine a reprint of Noah

Webster's firstidictionar%gsvto see how he respelled many

- - ) 5 A
lexacographer is in regard to spelling.  ° FA

-1En§lish words;and consider what the respoﬁﬁibili?v of the

Usiné their set of most frequeﬁt Spéllings, fheyAshould4
try éo‘decide how much varia*ion they will permit and under
Qhat circumstéhces‘ and‘ tlien beéinj reworking the bédy of
words they used as a source'for.their rules. THey will need’
to be alert to potentiaL.:pfoblems ‘caused - by Chahging
spéllings.' They should»tfy to draw éome conclusions about
such'référﬁ in terms of usefulness and pra;#icality.

Ny
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meanings--"fast,"

Essay on.a Word.

‘Many words have a very large number of meanings,

vespecially the siﬁ%le words that bind ouf’language togethér.

Students have $ometimes been asked to -find words -in

dictionaries that have the most meanings, However, mérely'

finding a long list is not really the point of a dictiohary.
Rather, understandin% what those many meaﬁings'are and how

those meanings came into existence is what the. use of
dictionaries- is all aboutL Therefore, stﬁdents can be given

14

the .re?lly clever short essay from the English Journal

3

titled "On With Up" by Marion Gleason (November 1966, pp;'

o

h 1"

run," "to"--the meanings of which can be

put together into a catchy essay on a word.

Classical Figures and Allusions

Webster's Third left out the names of people and

mythological figures, and this decision was controversial.

Students might look over the literature in’the textbooks and"
| \. . : . R

-elsewhere_and collegt a list of mythologicai andlothef such

references. Then. they could look them up in a number of

. : : A . . .
dictionaries to see what they find. If dictionaries left.

them out) they might~aék tﬁémselves, where would réaders go
to find out the meanings of thé\iéferences?

N
\,

\,
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Crossword Puzzles

\

bnlesé one ;s an absolute whiz at crossword puzzles, a
di;tionaﬁy is ‘a ﬁécessity for success 1in doiﬁg one.
Students. might work on  such puzzles (easy ones and
speéialized énes. are QVailable forJ younger- studegts) ahd
rgCord the help thgt the diétionary~provides. ‘What probleAS
do they have? Whaf'cbuid they not find? 2Whyé Then they
might look atVCro§sw0;d puzzle dicfionaries to see how.they

might help. .They might- consider ‘whgt crossword puZzle

dictionaries do not contribute. Using afdictiphary to make . -

a crossword puzzle is also an interesting exercise, although

not an easy one.

Pictdres

Many erds iﬂﬂdictionaries are“illustrafeq by pictures;
Many ﬁore'codld"be if space allowed. Student§,mi§ht each -
choose a word the definition of which could be helped by an
illustration and draw that illustration. Dictionaries could
then-.be checked for the. defiﬁitipn and the “existence of
illustrations. ‘Thé'class might then examine the definitioh
of each word, first aione{ and then the definition plus the

illustration to consider what illustrations contribute.

New Languages

- An especially good Way to discover how languages work
is to invent a new language. dbviously, as a part of any
- 35 -
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such.unit,- the student should prepare a dictionary of that

language, using' the full reduirements of a dictiénary;'
spelling, parts of speech, etc. - e

Prefixes, Suffixeé, and Roots

°

Although the making of words from p‘ref.ixeg, éuffixe‘s,

aﬁd roots is often taught-és a'dry subject, the process oé
.deciding how to include such wordé_and parts of words °in a
dictionafy is more a matter of-user‘needslthan lingUistics;-
Thus; students can consider how to deal with such made
wsfdé. Should "unconvehtiqnal"v be’ listed _?y5 itself, or

sho%ld the usérs of the dictionary be'expeéted to look up.

"un-" and then reason that its meaning can be added to

"conventional" to create a: new meaning? = Or should

N B <4

"covention" be listed, and . the user' expected té_add "-al" to

S

the root? Or should "convéne" be“listed, and the reader.
—+ “asked to add "-tion" also? And, of course, eyeg "convene"

is made up of "con-" meaning ."together" an?'"vene," which is

not a word in English but 4 modification lof the Latin word .
for "come." Since "vene" is not an English'Word by itself, =
4 ' - 7

it 1s not appropriate ' to suggest 'brééking the‘.word

"unconventional™ down that far for, a ~dictionary 1listing.

All of- the other‘listings_by parts are at least possible. -

Students can try out such ‘words on other students to
answer such questions. They will discover that_the'answéfs.

are’neithgr clear nor consistent. Then they can see what
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‘various dictionaries do. Again they will‘find-inconsistenc?
. i ) _ } : 1

within and among dictionaries. - )
Morphemes P 9 ' R
s ees oD : | )

Morphemes are the smallest groups of letters that carry

?

.meaning.  Not wérds ‘necessarilyy they consist of such
elements as "-s" or "-es" meaning plural or "re-" meaning
"again." A class might.be asked to réview a body: of words

to try to.make'a list of the mérphemes.that théy find. .Thié
iénalyéis is_éhalogoué to looking fbr»atoms”andrshould éppeai
to sbien&ifically minded students.: Réductidn to essential
Jﬁeaniﬂg'is Eﬂe key. T@en.the students should~;ook up each
morphéme £6 see what the diEtioﬁary. gays. about;>it.
Persistent students might search dictionafiés for ofher

morphemes.

- People Words

. . ’
“ i

- Many words have resulted from the xnames-”of’ people.

"Sideburns" from General ‘Ambrose Burnside, "boycott" from
T o ' ' . ] o
. the unfortunate Cpt.. Charles Boycott, "Ferris Wheel".for its

‘inventor George Washington Ferris, and "dieéql" for its
inventpf Rudéiph Diesel. . The list is endless, and students
“enjdy;disc?véring such sources. Thejteécher can’ﬁrovide

. » maﬁj suéh}.wordf to be - résearghed T in }an‘ dnabridged'

s ' dictionafy; students can guess at others and look them up to

5
4

see whether a person's name was involved. In addition,’

- . . ‘
- N . M

-
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students ;can> cohsiaerA Qhat'_worash the namee . of teachers,
fellow studentS"and iecal figures might give birth to and
:wrlte these WOrds up in full dlctlonary ‘entry form . Fo;\
xample, a teacher named Jones, famoes.fer;hls heav1ly laden \\i
lunch trays, might }end his name to the wOra "Jenesism,"
defined as "The act of loading up one's tray softha; nothing

is left for*those-waiting in line."

Re&lative Meanings

Many words mean very much the same thing{rbuf;fbeCause
. of subtle differences in'denotafioh or becahee;df commehly
understood connotations, -their meanings are really very

different. Bertrand Russell “illustrated this.'fact by a

famous "conjugation" that starts

I am sparkling. You are unusually talkative. He is
drunk. . . S ' o

"I am beautiful. You have good features. She isn't bad *
looking if you like that type. e :

I day dream. You - are an escapist. .He ought to see a
psychlatrﬂst o L

Once etudents‘ get the idea--plumpd fat, vobese--they can
create éueh'sequences fromlgooa connofation to bad. Each'
werd sheu]d. nf-' ﬁﬂnrﬂé, l{e looked up -in the dictionary to
.see-if the deflnltlon there glves any h1nt abgatwfhehextra
Ameaningyft Earrres. A more 51mple version takes the form of
""You are ____ but I am __ " as in "You are stubborn but I .
am sfeadfest."‘ Such an exerc1se_1s,also a good opportunlty.

to introduce students to6 the special type of dlctlonarymwijxw~f




o

o

called a thesaurus and to c¢aution.them about the danger of,

using the words listed as synonyms without checking oﬁ?exact

meanings. o .0 . -

Well, there are some examples of why I believe that the
. ’ . ‘

.dictionary is a fascinating document and a wonderful
. ' . )

resource for the language part of our subject. You méy not

feel, as I do, that it can serve as the focus of the

- program; but'j hope the dictionary will become‘at least a

bit mére important in.your classes and students will get -

over their boredom with it’and;develop some enthusiasm for

LR }

lexicons and lexiéogfaphy.

-
NN
o
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