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" _HOW.TO REDUCE ° VOCABULAR '1‘,' NTERFERENCE IN THE CONTENT AREAS
o iy .
T 3*! by Sharon Kossack, Richard Campbe]]
v i ~and Edward Reichhach Florida Inter-

# nationa] University

¢ \

- Teachers of the content areas (science, social studies, mathematics)
express gréat concern about students' Tack of mastery of vocabu]ary Since

" the concepts of .the subJect area are subsumed within its vocabu]ary, this

can be 2 ser1ous problem. Students’ 1nab111ty to remember the vocapulary

may be symptomat1c of their inability to understand the content. WEat

causes th1s "amnesia"? What steps can the content area teacher take to e

alleviate ‘the problem? ' ) ' '\\\\

Teacher Awareness of Vocabulary Levels

As teachers express frustration over forgotten once- 1earned wgrd'ﬂ‘they
.+ most freduent]y are describing students' performance with only one level of
‘ vocabu]ary encountered in the cont@ipt area: technical terminology. To fully
" understand stufients’ d1ff1cu1ty when dealing with the terms withig a subject o,
~area, content easpers must be aware of the five levels of vocabu$ary that -
students must simultaneously cope:with in order to appreciate the students’

P 1earn1ng_task with regard to vocabulary. Each of these five levels is
qua]itatﬁve]y different from the others; teaching strategies must differ
accord1ng]y ' | ' . | . SN

The'least complex level involve the use of stahdard words. These terms ~
are comdpn everyday words used by students' in their speaking, writing, and
reading’ They would include words like and, are,.in, now. The reading
dlsab]ed Tearner would exper1ence difficulty at 'this level of vocabulary and
woqu bé unable to deal with terminology on any of the other four levels. \

-The teaqher would find thatsuch a student would be unable to cope with text
content’ because basic reading difficulties render the task far too d1ff1cu1t.

o : Cons1der1ng that the subJect area teacher's task is to convey 1nformat1on,
instruct1ona1 adjustments must be made in order to be sure that the poor reader's
d1sab111ty will not hampér him/her from gathering subJect ‘information. The
content teacher may wish to pair the disabled student with a more able reader.

The more able reader could read the wr1tten—text mater1a1 aloud to the disabled’
‘student: so the read1ng disability will not keep the disabléd student from

\ga1n1ng oontent Such a.-buddy system can be an avenue for the teacher to

record/{he oral presentat1on session so that 1iier disabled readers can 11sten

‘e

'y

to the %ore ab]e reader on tape, thus gaining
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_orally, via tape recording (a- variation of the impress method). Certainly,
the content teacher will wish to gather eas1er to read materials for the y
) . . disabled student. These can be from library sources, or a rewritten version
- df the text material used for the larger class. ' o
The next level of vocabu]ary involves words which the student m1ght *
. encounter in their daily exper1ence but the meanings change when they enter
the content area. These trahsitional terms cause difficu]ty, because -the o,
. | . students tend to assqciate their "everyday mean1ngs" with the subject area
‘ context, which results in a loss of meaning. Table may eévoke the concept ¢ ,
of furniture, exercdse a means of allowing the body to be active. If the .
student brings-these 1deas into content area.reading, is it any wonder that
the directions: ' ‘
lUse this tab1e to solve the following exerc1ses |

cause 1nterpretat1on difficulties?

To ease students .into my]tip]e'meanings, depending on context, the
teacher may wish to scan text materials prior to instruction to identify
such terms. A brief period of time should be devoted to checking students’
meaning of these. words prior to their attack on the text materials. Should
students indicate that they perceive the meaning of these terms in a non-
content area context the teacher must take the time to he]p them readjust
their views.

Technical terms, those words which are specific to the subject area context,
- - are-the level of vocabulary most often identified as the terps which glve\the ‘most
difficulty. Teachers.readily indicate that students have d1ff1cu1ty remember1ng
the meaning and use of such, terms as judicial, hibernate, hexagon. Since students

rarely have an opportunity to use these words in their day-to-day conversations,
lTedrning. techical terms becomes a task akin to 1earning‘a foreign 1anguage: without |
practite it is readi]y forgotten. Mo provide such practice, the teacher must
allow students to entéer instructional 51tuat1ons where they maximally use the
words in conversation. . , ' . :

Act1v1t1es like 20 Questions are helpful® in providing such pract1ce arenas.
Students take turns thinking of a term, and field Yes/No questions des1gned td
lead to the identity of the term. -For examp]e a student might think of a type
of number (prime), and field such questions as "Is it a multiple of two?" "Does
it express parts of a who]e?" v

!

v :
Likew1$e adaptattons of television word games 11ke Jeogardx provide Lo ,
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. .,"ExéeiTent vocabu1ary practice ~-Student'paihs.uork"together to identify -
categories of'terns If one partner gave a clue like "diamonds, squares,
rectangles“, the other partner would be lead to identify "four sided shapes *

Nhen working with technical terms, the ‘teacher must be aware of its
subcategories. Words derived from other Janguages (1ike mesa), symbols (like o
&//// %, +), and abbreviat1ons (1b., o0z.) each have their own pecu11ar difficulties o
~and must be act1ve1y.1nc1uded in ]nstrucﬂﬁon They “have a common. problem which
_ rendeps them difficult to hemember either they have no sound symbol relationship
- which enab]es students ‘to -sound out the1r pronunc1at1on (symbols abbreviations),
\yon once they are sounded they do not give clue to mean1ng (fore1gn-der1ved words)
Another category, changeab]e terms, appear very Similar to trans1t1ona1 '
~+ terminology, in that theijr meanings change. But it is the context of- this
change ‘that prov1des the d1fferencé)~ Changeable terms change meaning w1thin
" the specific content area. Race .carl be used in the context of a pres1dentia1
‘race, pr on the context of a person's. heritage in social studfes: Current
can involve the movement within a body of water, or the flow of electr1c1ty
in science. Prime involves the change in a set and a number of exactly two
factors when seen in mathematics. Students tend to operate from a m1ndset
- and are reluctant to be flexible once they have learned a set mean1ng foy a

" term within one area. The teacher must realize that such terms require a-
change of meaning and point this out prior to read1ng _
Phr'ases., groups of words that appear to have an adject1ve noun relationhship
but which, in fact, convey meaning only as a unit, can cause subtle and -
frustrating difficulty to students. The superior court is not a court that

is better than another court current e]ectr1c1ty is not e]ectr1c1ty that

occurs 1mmed1ate1y, nor is an acute tr1ang1e a tr1ang]e with less than 90 degrees
Students must be shown in glossaries that such phrases are granted a separate /

; definition, apart for the definition of each”of the words within the phrase.
 Teacher\Caution in Instructiofal Level \
}égchers must be cautious in enthuS1ast1ca11y app1y1ng any of the wide
variety of vocabu]ary techniques to the task of overcom1ng'students difficulties

in subject area reading. Some are more effective in helping students master -
“the terminology Unless the teacher consciously applies techniques which move
students beyond the rote memory level of vocabulary understand1ng, the teaching ',5‘,
has been va1ue1ess Teachers can evaluate the level of their teaching by '
contrasting the1r chosen technique$ with the levels of vocabulary understanding.

K ~
1dent1f1ed By Mangrum and Fdrgan: . :

pe;1f1c, This form o

1nstruct1on provides student pract1ce at .
the rote memory level.

' ;
The-student can memorize a definition and I
h - . )

5



~ can’correctly 1den tify the word when encountered in the content
~farea. . No person51 eaning is assoc1ated with the word; a paraphrased
defin1t1on cannot be given, “or can the word be used natura]]y in.

-

1., a student S general conversat1on I | T ;:f)d
Act1v1t1es which 1nvo]ve vocabulary \earning on .the spec1f1c~Teve1 S
are match games (where student matches def1n1t1on to term), word hunts '
(where students circlm words within a ggid of letters, d1rected by
a word'bank),'scramb1ed letters (students unscramble words to form

- words currently be1ng stud1ed), and 1ooP1ng up words—def1n1t1ons in
1’

the d1ct1onary : .
Functional. Student is ab]e to paraphrase the def1n1t1on or use the
word.in natura} conversat1on within the content area. The student
understands the- word on a use 1eve1 and can 1dent1fy variations of
“the term (in terms of use). That is, chairs can be rocking, overstuff!d
~ or ladder back. At this level, the student can bealwith only-one |
_meaning--within the content context. T :
Activities which involve vocabulary learning on the fuhctional Tevel

include Archie Bunkers (incorrently used terms in a content situation
that may cause humorous responsesh 'Example "Aw, Meathead" You'don't
know noth1ng about good p]aces Lo move., Ca11forn1a has them there t
earthquakes because of the St. Andrews fault, there. "), 20 Questmons
(students must phrase questions to identify the m1Ss1ng term) Fill In
" The Blank context exercises (The farmers used the _____to harvest the

- grain.). ) \ L .
Conceptual Student at this level is aware of overriding concept that
link$ terms, by use/mean1ng Multiple meanings for words, depend1ng on
context, is understood—-student can relate terms w1th1n'the content ‘;(
area to terms outside the area.

Activities which involve, conceptual'uocabu]a learning 1nc1ude:\

$20,000 Pyramid (student pairs take turns giving clue words; partner, must

. 1dent1fy the category; Examp]e* Whale, dog, h&r§ e, person Category: mammal),

Ana]og1es (pres1dent Uu.S. _____iEngland). - ) .
“Research hiis shown that if teachers 1nsfruct using exercises only et the .
specific level, studepts will not progress adee that level. Teachers who gain :

-sensitivity to the students' task Of simultaneous translation of five levels
of vocabulary, and who strive to~4nstruct at levels above the spec1f1c wil]

%

find theijr students are better able to deal with content area, vocabulary

4+
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Conc]us1ons and Impl1cat1ons _ : | o : f | B

. The “levels of vocabu]ary and the level of 1nstruct10n cr1ter1a have admitted

use in raising teachers' awareness. of the 1earn1nq task 1nvo]ved in masterlnq '
content area vocabu]ary But their potential funct1on is qreater than that,
_ (1) . Taxonamy. Both frameworks can be cons1dered as taxonom1es, which .
"« . help prafessionals converse about.the interrelationships and complexities ‘
“within wr1tten ‘materials. Taxonomies ‘enable us-_ to describe the tasks, levels
“and 1nterre1at10nsh1ps ‘involved within a content area for the purpose of ..
, examining, adjusting, and expanding same. The mode]s described in. th1s presentathy
.+ enable professionals to do so. , |
(2) Eva]uat1ng,Instruqt1ona1 Pracfices. The hierarchy” implied 4n the
taxohomy certa1n1y could ass1st teachers in cr1t1ca11y self-evaluating present

: ~} ~ instructional practices, with the aim of focusing teaching techn1ques -on h1gher -
. Tevels of vocabu]ary understanding, thus 1mprov1nq student performance
(2) Eva]uatlng Instructional Materials. The same criteria could be used

1

to evaluate materials under consideration for purchase If instructional mater1a1s
suggest techn1ques~wh1ch are orimarily at the spec1f1c level, pérhaps the purchase

price would be better invested e]sewhere .
(4) Improv1ng/Creat1ngﬁInstruct1on;J Matérials. = If mater1als current]y being

used are evaluated and found want1nq, they can be supp]émented with h1gher-1eve1
techn1ques to improve the level of student vocabu]ary understand1ng Teachers can
also use the criteria for 1nstruct1on to créate.high- 1eve1 mater1a1s~out of non- .

,traditional sources: -telephone books, driver's manua]s Governmeng -printed materials,

etc: - ¢

(B) Readabi]ity The 1eve1s of vocabu]ary categories might present a fruttfu1

avenue of 1nqu1ry for readab111ty One of the greatest drawbacks of reéadability
formu]ae today is their "surface,samp11héa”‘The formula measure surface eleménts
(Tength of sentence, number of syllables in wordsy-and not mean1ng Since the. 1eve1s

L}

of vocabulary are defined in terms of the meaning task required for mastery, we
stiggest that these levels miqht be used tomgauge the relative meaning difficulty of
content passages. That is, passages with high 1evels of changeablge, trans1t1ona1

, and technical terms would be more difficult to understand than passages with Tower

/ . percentages of such terminology._ .t _ , . Yo 7
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