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A unit for teaching dictionary skills through the compilation of a slang dictionary
was written with the purpose of providing an inductive learning situation. The students

are to begin by defining slang usage and bringing in slang words and definitions on

cards. Small groups are to be formed to evaluate the definitions and make additions.

In preparing to assemble the dictionary, an investigation will be made to determine
what should be included in each entry and how 1t should be arranged. The various

elements of pronunciation, syllabification, speling, inflected forms, parts of speech,

synonyms, etymology, literary allusions, and levels of usage are to be discussed, with
the teacher providing examples for study. An innovative test construction is described
for evaluation of the unit. Different situations involving a boy with whom the students
can identify are described, and multiple choice responses are listed. Another evavative
method described involves role playing.References are included. (CM)
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introduction

Slan; dictionaries are not new. The idea of a slang dic-
tionary is not new to most ol the readers ol this paper, who
are probably familiar with articles in journals describing vhe
methods which some English teacher used to ercourage his stu=
dents to put together a dictionary of slang terms, Or, if
they have not read of these undertakings, they have hesrd of
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other temchers who have attempted this project, or they have

“. - .

tried it themselves., The unigueness of this partlcular paper,
in the author's opinion, lies in the ~remise that the slang

dictlonary should not be ar end in itself, but instoad 1t
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should serve as a device toward the study of the dictlonary.

SR

That is, b; having his students complle a dictlonary of slang,

b o,

i the teacher will be teaching at the same time skills which

%‘ his students c¢an use with any dictiomaryo

Much of the methodology employed in this umit 1s hope-
} fully inductive, In other words, the instructor expects hils

i students to arrive at certain gemeralizations by themselves
without having the teacher tell them everything.
The major objectlives of this unit.awe the following :

To lesrn standards of usage in spoken language

To learn differences in dlctlonarles

To learn the elements of word entries in most dictionarles

To zaln a baslec understarding of the history ol the
English languape
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Many English teschers probably introduce a dictionary unit
i} with some enthusisstic=-inspiring senténce as, "and now, boys end

girls, today we are going to digcover what is Inside s dictionary."

They then proceed to distributas thirty dictionaries; one to each
pupil and have the studert s work on mimeographed exerclzes an-

swering such questions as, ¥On what pge is the word locﬁtion?"

bt 1 4 . kAR
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or "How meny syllables does phylopteryx have?” This tybe of
procedure has little meaning for most students, since there is
little relationshlp between the exercize and the studentsf? world,

The dictionary unit that is being proposed in this paper

%e starts out with having the class write lts own dictionary fram
words wlth which they .re most famlliar, particularly slang ex-=

pressions, This paper i1s a description of the activities which

may be 3lnvolved in the unit,.
To begin with, the studemts are asked to bring in three or
moxe oxamples of slang expressions which they use or nve heard,

They should te informed that they are going to compile a dice

tionary of slang with the words they bring ino. Thils assigrment
could result from a discussion of slang, along with why certain
expressions are acceptable in some situations but not in others,
The toplec of slang could be initiated in numerous ways, ¥For

example, the clk ss may have been reading a short story in which

the characters spoke in diaslect. Or possibly an editorial from

a nswspaper was read in vhich there wes charged language. Novels

also can lead students into talking about language. The novel

The Light in the Yorest contains an excellent example or how

’ language can be emotional. Poetry can serve to illustrate cone

2 notative versus denotative meanings of words., Any one of tho
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above gubjects, plus a myriad of others, can introduce the
topie of meanings of worda, and In particular, slang.

Once the tescher has led the discussion to a psint at which
he can introduce the assignment, he can agk the class to define
a few slang expressions., Wor instance, he may ask, "What does
flop mean in this sentence: ®The play was a complete flop??"
While attempting to define this word, the students may suggest
other uses of rlop, for example, "He flopped on to the bed," or
"He lived in a flop<house." Other exsmples of words the teacher

could use are fling as in, "He went out on a fling"; gends me,

"His music sends me"; dig, "I don't dig this book"; pad, "Where
is his pad?" Students will more than likely readily add théir
owWn exemples,
The assignment to bring to ckass at least thiree examples
of slang expressions can now be made., Om a 3.by 5 note card,
the atudent should indicate what part of speech the word is ard he
ghould use it in a sentence., ior example:
rat fink, n. a person who informs on others: Thab
rat fink squealed on Spider for stealing the hub-
caps.
Using one card for each expression will facilitate alphabatizing.
After the cards have been hended in, the teacher might
qulckly edit them for expressions which could have obscerne cone
notations. Durling thls time the studert s could be btreaking up
into small groups. The cards are then distributed to the groups,
each group recelving aprroxim:tely the same number of cards.
A proup leuder then resds each expresslon, and the students

discuss the meanin: s, A consensus might be arrived at as to
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whether or not the student who turned in the card defired the

h word according to the way the group thought it should be, They
might also determine 1f the student used the word correctly in
the sentence., That is, did the definition apply to the meaning
g of the word in context? Also, if it was called a nour, was it

* ) used as a noun in the sentence? If any member of the group dis-

agrees with the definition given, his definition should also be

recorded on the cird. As the students are working, the teacher
can go from group to group to offer advice or tc ansmwer guese

tions,

The responsibiliéy of each group 1s to present these cards
to the class with notations on what the group decided about whe-

ther or not the‘nxpreaéion is apﬁropriate”for thelr slang dic-
tionary. The group should also eliminate any duplications of
expressions, Further discussion with the total class can be

held about the decisions of each group.

The cards can easlly be collected and alphavatized in this
manner. The teacher can call for all cards begimning with A,

If there are more than one, they can be further broken down into

? v alphabetical order, This procedure can be followed throughout
] the alphabet., One can easily.soe what the teucher 1s accomplishe-
ing here-«an inductive method of teaching alphabatizing with
“ total cooperation of the class.
The next step involves puttin; the dictionary together,
This process pmmotes the investigation of various dietionaries
\ to see what lexicographers include for each word., An ODHOP =
tunlty to study dletionaries of slang 1s also presented. For

this purpose, the teacher should have availsble a class room
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set ol dictionaries. In addition, there should be aingle coples
of four or flive other dictionaries, The following is a list
of dictlionaries which would te helpiful in this unit:
The American Gollege Dictiona
funk and kagnallts Standard ﬁollege Dictlonary
The Random House Dictionary of the Enclish Languase
The_Thorndike-Barnhart High School Dictiomary .
Wabster's New World Dictionary of the American Language
Webster's Third New International Dictionary
Webster's Seventh New Collegiate Dictionary
A copy of the Dictionary of American Slang, edited by Harold

Wentwerth and Stuart B. Flexner, would be extremely useful,

although othe:r dictionaries of slang will sufi'lce,

Agsgsembling the Dictlonary

Probably the first step in assembling the dicticnary is
to determine how the entries should be arramged. For this
task, the students should examine various dictionaries., In
locating this information, the students will also find a sec-
tion which explains what is included with each entry, 1In
most dictionaries, this will include the followirg:

l. *ronunciation

2o Spelling

3o Syllecication

I, Plctures, dlagrams, maps

5. Inflected foris

6. Parts of speech

7o Synonyms, antonyms, homonyms, homographs
8, Etymology and derivatives

9. Literary allusions
10, Levels of usage

As the students find these elements, the teacher may 1i:t

them, using elther the chalk board or the overhead projector,

Prorunciuation

L e o

The teacher now could direct the lesson toward which of

these elements the students thirk they should include in their




s Y T N‘,‘.M,A.
o S, e MR o

5

slang dictionary, This 1s the point at which the teacher can
irduce the students to really find out what the elements mean.
For exsmple, the teacher may ask the studenta; "How do dice
tionaries show promunciation?" MNore than 1llkely, most of the
studonts will be rfamiliar enough with this element of a word
entry that they will be able to answer this question. However,
usually students know only that the "115tle marks" atove the
letters indlicate row they should be pronounced, but the puplils
are not familisr with the guilde to pronunclation. They may
know a long or short vowel sound, but they can not identify
the nuances of sound between words like @are and ale. A
study of the pronunciation key and the war ds used to lllustrate
the sounds now is in order,

As part of this lesson students should rote rrimary accent
and secondary accent marks., To illustrate how the accent
can change when used in different contexts or when another

syllable is adced, the teacher could wrilte the word contract

on the board and ask the students how‘they would rroncunce the
word, Obvlously there will be disagreement, some students
saying con(tract and others, contracﬁ: both of which are correct,.
The next step is to have the students check the dictionary;
Also, have them use each word in a sentence. Horefully, they
will arrive at the generalization thet sometimes the pronun-
clation 1s determired by the way the wofd 1s used in a sen-
tence., The term context might be lntroduced here. To further

{1lustrate accents, the teacher might write these two words on

the board: rascal-rascality. Probably the students will tind
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the gecond word difficult to pronounce if they place the accent
on the first syllsble., The dicticnary will show that the em-
phasis is placed on the second syllsble when we add the 1ty.
Rapid and rapidity illustrate the same point. Students could
be asked to suprly other examples. (Mentioned might be these:
morbid-morblidity; insane~-insanity; sensible-bensibility; sen-

sltive-sensitivity; solid~-solidity).
When the teacher feels that the students have understood

the guide to vromunciation, he should then let the class decide
1f this element is important enough to be imecluded as part of
their slang dictionary. The class may then move on to another
element cof the entry, possibly syllabliecation.

At this point the teacher mipght want to break the class
up into their small ;roups. lach group could study two or
threo olemert 8 of a word entry, decide upon its dmportance,
la~ter report to the whole class, and vresent thelr opinion

about the relevancy of the ltem.

Syllablcation

More than likely the term syllabication will need to be
defined. (The reader will note that the primary accent in
syllable changes from the first syllablé to the second syl-
lable in syllabication, as in the words rapid and rapidity.

The teacher might atbtempt to get the students to note the
parallel.) By having the students look up certain words in
various dictionaries, the teacher shouid help the students
to undurstend how words are syllabicated, Ior example, how

is the word tobacco divided? wnat mark is used between the




syllables? When the teacha:r feels that the students have
gained an understanding of syllebleation, he should have the
class decide vpon ircluding this element as part of the word

entry ir thelr slang dictionarye.

Spelling
The group may want to discuiss spelling next, The studert s

should discover thst there are varliant spellings to some words
(inciase, enclose) and .should find out how dictionaries ine
dicste which is preferred., Also, british apelling (flavor,
flavour) should be noted. To assist the students in spelling
their slang words, they should refer to standardlzed spelllngs

‘n the dictionaries they are using.

Pictures, Diagrams, Maps
The students will probably rot want to inelude any plee

tures, dliagrems, or msps to help defire thelr slani expresslons.
Howev.r, if they feel that there are some terms which could be
better explalned by use of these alds, by all means include
vhem., The students will note that some dictionuries contalin
few plctorial explanations whiie othors contain many. Algo,

the teacher may have syudents decide why some dlctionary edl-
tors include visual aids and what kinds oi words are usually

selected,

Inf'lected forms

How are the plurals of nouns and the principal purts of
verbs formed may be another element to be dlscussed by the

froup. Questions guch as the followir; could serve as iulde=

N—_




1ines, How do most dlctionaries indicate the plural form of
nouns? If the plural is given as ies, whut does this mean?
If the plural is not listed, what should one assume for its
formation? How do many forelgn words form taeir plurals?
(pacterium=bacterlaj p:renthesis-rarentheses; alumnus~alumni;
alumna~alumnze; crisis-crises) Do most dictionaries snclude
a section which lists some guidelinas ror forming plurels?
(The students uight further hypothesize as to why there is

¢nconsistency in the formation of plurals. Thelr guesses
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i might create interest in a study of the history of the language.)
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The iniflected forms of verbs could be learned in much the same
manner as the plurzls of nouns, suideline words which the

atudents may look up to base their generalizations upon =re

ricachet, climb, dive, see, open, pattern, and hang,

Parts of speech

Therparts of speech a word may be used as may be consld-
ered, Students should discover that some words may be used as
. thres or more parts. inding words to illustrate this pbint

should present no vpoblem.

Synonyms, Antonyms, Homonyms, Homo: raphs

The terms synonym and antonym are probably familiar ones

i to most students, Meny oI them may also know wh-t homonyns

; are. The mearing of romoyraphs will probatly not be known.

The students should discover that the pronunciation of homoﬁﬂwPhs
depends upon the context. To i1llustrate this, the teacher

msy use sentences such as, "He read the book," or "Will you

read to me?" Another ccmmon examnle 1is, "The melted lead was

Vb ey e ey Y



poured into the mold," and "Lead the wey to the cabin." (The

reader will note that tlre word mold in the exam-le above could
alsovba used to illustrate mariant spellingso) After studying
these four terms, the students may want to include synon.ms in

their word entries.

ktymolosy and Derivations

The study ol the history of the &nglish language and ol
word derivations is a cours: in itseli, For this particuler
unit, howeve:,; one would not be expected to trest the m:terial
in derth. The teacher might attempt to interest the studentis
in word origins and might provide some exercizes such as the
followin. to serve this purpose. Have studen:s look up these

words: Lilliputian, helium, moony, lunatic, ponchoy cougeg

Are these English words? If not, Ifrom what languages do they
come? Can you tell how lohg they have been a part of the Eni-
1ish language?

As they work on this exercize, students will note certain
sbbreviations, rfor example, ok, ME, OF, L, Gr, AS. The; should
at least know how to find out what these abbreviations stand
for. Hopefully, the students will see th:t English is a con-
glomeration of many languages, and that language has c¢hanged
tremerdously in 15 centurles.

There is a strong rossibilit; that the students will not
know the origins of thelr slang terms which they are including
in their own dictionary. If they do know the oritir, they

may feel that this element is imrortant enou h to be included

in the word entry. The Dictionary ol americ:n Slang may be

i
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of help.

The study or préfixes, suffixes, and root words zhould
probably receive only a cursory study for this unit, One ex-

cellent source of prefixes and suf{ixes is the Arco Courss-

1 Spelling, Vocabulary, and Grammar, Pages 2 throw;h 13 are es-

reclally helpful,

Literary Allusions

Only a few minutes need to be spent with literary ref-
erences in order to acquaint the students with this source orf
information., The time spent with this area can be quite pro-
I'itable when the students are readin.. The teacher may have
the students look up a few words in either the main part or
the dictionary or in the section on biographical names, if the

latter 1s included, Some examvles are paladin, Marathon, Gai-

ghad, El Dorado, satanic,

Levels of Usage

It is important that the students understand the role of
a lexicosrapher in putting together a dlctionary, Thset is,
dictionary compllers are only describing the lanyuage; they
are rot prescribing what peo-le should use, Their responsi-
bility lies only in keeping an accurat: record of what is in
common usage. The students should keer this in mind as they
are making their dictionaries,

This sectlion, levels of usaze, might be considerec the
most important outcome or this total unit, sirce the studeits
are nrimarily concerned with a varticular level, one that is
condsi dered mon~standard. They should become familiar with such
terms as slang, informél, stondard, colloauial, dialect, ob-

ERIC
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solete, archaic, poetic, and British. The follwwing actlvities

may help the students to arrive at an understanding of these

terms and of usage.

1. Look up Jjuke box in difrerent dictionaries. Whet

does collog. mean for this word? (Other words
that might be used are lorg shot, intended, bleed. )

2. Look up the words loaf, proch, ain't, adorable, 1
mizzle in various dictionarles. what usape latels
are given to these words?

3, Wmt is a slarjack? What is johnny cake? Whare
are these expressions used? Can a poke be .a bag
or a dack?

Lo Check several dictionaries for the mearing of bag-
man, In what country is 1t used?

5, #a t do different dicticnaries say about the mean-
ing of corn in England? in Scotland and Ireland?

6, Why sre dlctionaries revised occaslonally?
Since the students are compilin; a dictionary of slang;
they will not rfind it necessary to attack usage labels to

their word entries.

Printing the Dictlonary

when the taacher senses that the students have learned
some techniques r'or using a dictionzry as a tool to bebter
understanding, he can initliate the finsl steps in the publi-
cation of the slang dictionary. A rinal check sould be mmde
to see thut there is uniformity in all word enmtries., If some
students can type, they may be assigned the job of typing the
ditto masters or mimeo; raph stencils. If there are nc typlsts,
the teacher will be responsible for completinz thls task. It
might be advisable to follow the rormat of mest diction ries,
In addition, the names ®f the students who participated in
the project should be listed.
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Related Activitles

To stimuluate Enterest in the total project, the teacher
should see that copies of the slang dictlonary are distributed
to various people such as the principal, other teachers, or the
1ibrarian. These people might also be invited to visit the
class at different times while the students are working on the
project.

Phe students may also ask thelr parents to define some of
the siang terms., This may 1llustrate to the studert s the fact
that slan terms are many times restricted to certain groups.

Some students may want to read more books gbout the chang-
ing language and report to tiee class., Others may make bulletin
board displays, The teacher and the students could use their

ingenuity in devising related activities,
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Evaluztion

To evaluate this unit, the tyrical teacher could easlly
make up an objective exam usdl n; the commonly-usea types ol
questions, i.e., multiple cholce, matching, completion, or

true-false, Or he may have the students answer an essay-

: type question.

Eowever, the tyre of examination th:t is being proposed
in this vaper is somewhat difrerent from the traditional kind.
Hopefully, it will give the tezcher an lndlcation of whether

or not his methods were successful, The test is to be organ-

ized in this manner: The test items will te based upon
various situations with which a student can identify. These

situations will revolve around Mickey, whose age could be

o o s 2

about the aze of the studert s in the celgss., The flrst part
of the test item will present Mickey ir a situation 1n which
he 1s expected to react to a statement or a question, There

will then be two or three possible responses for him to make.

The student is to select which response he feels 1s most ap-

v propriate for the situation, and which on is inanpropriate,

tor exzmple:

vy

“ituation A: Mickey is a Junior in high school,
He 18 applying for a Job as a stock
boy in a department store near his
home., He is beln: interviewed by

| the manager of the store., The man-

é ager asks him why he needs the Job.

i : wWwhich reply to the managert!s ques=

! tion do you think Mickey should

L give? which one would not fit the

’ occasion?

¥ Manager: Why do you need this
Job, Mickey?
Mickey: &o ‘cause I need the jack
i for my wheels,
b, I am plannig to buy a
car thls yeare

ERIC

Full Tt Provided by ERIC.
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Situation B: Mickey is st his home with two of
his friends. They are in the base-

ment watching TV and playing pool.

‘ Jack asks Mickey what iick plans to
r do Saturday night. what might Mick's
reply be?

-;

\ a. Oh, I think I*ll Just goof off

% around here,

; b, Oh, T think that I will stay at
home 1dly passing the time,

ivg!
-,

To test the students! lanowledge of dictionary skills,

the teacheir could employ the“same technique., .or example,
to test the students!'! :hility o break a word into syllables,
an item such as this could be used.

Sjtuation: Mickey is writin; a report for his-
tory. He wants the paper to look
neat and 1s very concerned about the
width of msrgins on the paper. He
wants to use the word congtitutional
but can fit only about hall ol the
word on the line. where should he
break the word?

a. const-1tutional
b, constit-utional
c. consti-tutional

To test preferred spelling:

Situation: Mlickey does not know whicli spelling

* 18 preferred-girup or syrup. Accord-
ing to your dictlonary, which cne is
. preferred?
' 8, sirup
b. syrup

To test knowledge of synonyms or antonyms:

Sltuation: Mieckey needed to know how to write
r the plural form of elf. What dld he
; £ind in his dictlionary?
| 8., elfes
b. elves
co alfs

] The above are only a few examples or the types of questions

that the teacher could compose for this test.
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The actual construction of the testing situation needs

to be described at this point, Instead of puttir; the test

items on a ditto master or a stencil and reproducing the test

or. a piice of papor as most tests are, the teach:r could make

the te.t seem more like an actlvity., Many students are fright-
& ened Yy normal testing situatlions and tend to do poorly because

of tiis fear, Instead, the teacher could put the items on

3ty 5 cards. (A ditto m: ster could still ce used.) The

gsjcuation would be described on one card and each alternative

aiswer on serarate cards as illustrated below:

2
Situation A: Mlckey 1s a
Junior,..
1 1l
Situation A Situation &
a8, 'cause I need the bo I am plannirmy to buy
Jack for my wheels, a car this year,

(3]

Wwhen he récelives his packet of best cards, the student

For

places the preferred responses in one pile and the inaporo=-
priate responses in another, 4When the student i1s finlshed,
a rubker band or a paper c¢lip could be used to keer the plles
of cards separated. Checking the test would involve taking

the curds in the "preferred" pile to sed ir they match the

teacher's answorsa,

©
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After the test has been graded, the te.cher could have
the class divide into smsll groups to discuss thelr responses,
particularly the items nertalnimg to levels of usage.

Another method of evaluaticn could involve role=playing
on the mpart of the studenss, They could set up situatlons
in which cne student could play the part of a person asking

directions. Another student could reply using different levels

of usageo.

Summary
This paper has described a method for teachin, dictionary

skills by having students compose thelr own slang dlctionary.
The length or the unit is flexible, depending upon the ; rade
level, the mental capacity or the students, and the amount and
kinds of relsted activities the teacher and students conduct,

It is hoped that the students will lzarn the materlal inductive-
1y, and that what they do learn will help them to become better

rgaders and to live nmore productive and rrofitacle llves,
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