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£ Preface

In 1967 the Indiana University Press published What Is Language?
And Other Teaching Units for Grades Seven Through Twelve; in 1969 a
second printing appeared. That book contained a series of ten teaching
units written after consulting »ith a state-appointed committee on teaching
the English language. Four teachers on the committee submitted drafts of
two units which they asked me, as chairperson, to revise and expand.
Then teachers in more than fifty pilot schools in Indiana and in the
Archdiocese of Cincinnati tested the units before | made final revisions
before publication.

This volume contains recent revisions of four units taken from the
book mentioned above: “What Is Language?”, “So What's a Dictionary
For?", “How Words Are Formed,” and “How Words Change Meaning in
Time and Context.” A new unit, “l No Understand Your Idiots,” has been
written specifically for this book.

After the original volume was published, teachers of students in
the middle and upper grades told me how they used the units in their
classrooms. ‘

Teaching the Units in the Middle Grades

Students in grades four through six enjoyed working through the
unit entitled “What Is Language?” At least a dozen teachers told me that
their students became so invoived in constructing their own languages
that they spent up to two weeks on the unit. Some of the experimental
languages were quite complex, with a variety of sentence structures and
with vocabuiaries of as many as four hundred words.

Using class sets of dictionaries or bringing their own dicticnaries to
class, fifth and sixth grade students worked through all or parts of “So
What's a Dictionary For?” Several teachers reported that they asked their
students a number of questions about dictionaries before deciding that
their students needed instruction on how to use dictionaries. Then they
used a section of the unit each day, or one or two sections a week until
they were confident that their students could use dictionaries effectively.
Three teachers told me that their students seemed to learn more about
using dictionaries when they had a variety of dicticnaries in the classroom
and students could compare lexicographers’ different approaches to
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placing information in entry words. Several teachers who used classroom
sets of a single dictionary reported making transparencies of entry words
from three or four dictionaries so that students could compare them.

To test three of the four units in this book, | volunteered, one
summer in the mid-sixties, to teach an ungraded class of fifth, sixth, and
seventh graders in what was then Indiana University's laboratory school. |
did not teach “What Is Language?” but focused instead on the dictionary,
word formation, and change units. By asking questions at the outset, 1
could determine which parts of each of unit | needed to teach. |
discovered that students needed to examine entry words in dictionaries
very thoroughly since they did not know much about what they contained.
After | taught parts of the dictionary and word formation units, | combined
the teaching of part of “How Words Change Meaning in Time and
Context” with the study of Conrad Richter's historical novel, The Light in
the Forest.

Teaching the Units in the Upper Grabdes

Teachers in pilot schools were not surprised to learn that their
ninth, tenth, and even eleventh grade students did not fully understand
how to use dictionaries. By asking questions, they learned that most of
their students approached any dictionary the same way. Students tended
to think that the arrangements of the entry words in all dictionaries were
identical, and they displayed ignorance of much of the information in entry
words. Some students were surprised to discover that their own
dictionaries—especially paperbacks—do not contain as many meanings
of words like run, set, and turn as unabridged dictionaries do. Through
questioning, teachers decided whici parts of the unit they needed to
teach.

In grades nine through twelve, more than two dozen teachers
reported to ime that they taught nearly all of the units on word formation
and meaning changes in time and context. Several said that teaching the
unit on meaning change before having students read a Shakespearean
play was very effective.

At least six teachers in grades nine and ten said that they taught
“What |s Language?” after they learned that their students displayed little
or no knowledge of the nature of language. Like the students in
elementary schoo!, the secondary students who studied the unit became
quite excited and deeply involved when they created their own languages.
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= WHAT IS LANGVAGE?

Objectives

What 10le does language play in our lives? Why
would it be impossible to have a civilization without
language? In this unit, students discover what language is
and why it is important.

Introduction

Language plays such a constant, vital role in our daily lives that we
rarely—if ever—pause to think about it. Most of us simply take language
for granted. Asked to define it, we would probably dismiss the question as
being silly. “Of course | know what language is. It's ... well, it's ..."

We teachers of English may not be able to define language to the
satisfaction of linguists, but we and our students do know a great deal
about it. However, we may not have explored the nature and miracle of
language with our students. That is the purpose of this unit.

Seventh graders, for example, have been listening to,
communicating and playing with, and learning language from birth. They
have been studying aspects of language in school for seven years. Yet it
is highly unlikely that they have ever been asked, “What is lJanguage?"—a
guestion they would probably consider stupid.

Why trouble seventh graders or students at any other level with a
discussion of language? Why lead them to form their own definitions of
language?

If language is basic to civilization, we and our students should
understand what it is and how it works. If language is humankind's most
important invention, we and our students should know more about it than
the fact that we use it every day. If problems in communication arise
because people fail to understand the nature of language, then we need
to discuss language with students at the earliest age they can contribute
to the discussion.

11
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Work:ng With The English Language

This unit is designed to help students discover for themseives
what language is. As the teacher, you serve as guide and referee,
keeping the discussion on the right track, giving every student an
opportunity to contribute and helping students arrive at intelligent
conclusions; thereby they can enjoy personal discovery. To put it another
way, by giving students challenging questions and by creating a climate
conducive to discussion, you can encourages students to find out for
themselves how language operates instead of making the discovery for
them and passing along information.

The Initial Discussion of Language

How did language begin? This section suggests
ways for students to consider how early humans might
have used different sounds to communicate with one
another.

To launch the initial discussion of language with students at almost
any level of instruction, you might ask questions like the ones listed here.

1. What kinds of noises can we make with our mouths? Do all of the
noises mean something? Why or why not? Why are some noises
more meaningful than others? Do you know exactly what’s wrong
when a baby cries? Why or why not? What kind of cry tells you
something about how the baby feels or what it wants? If you hear
a person whistle, what—if anything—does that tell you about the
individual?

Explain why some whistles mean something while others do not.
How can you communicate with a neighbor just by whistling?

What noises do you make when you hurt yourself? What noises
do you make when someone tells a funny story? How can you tell
when a person, without using language, makes noises that might
indicate pain, happiness, or sadness?

2. Do you make noises when you talk? Or, to put the question
another way, is talking just making noises? If so, what kinds of

noise? What do you call those noises? When did you start learning
how to make them? How did you learn to make them?

12
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What is Language?

Why is talking a form of communication? What is communication?
How many kinds of communication can you name? How many
different methods can we use to communicate our thoughts and
feelings? Must we rely solely on spoken words? Why or why not?
(Note: As you ask the following questions, you might suggest that
students give examples to illustrate possible meanings.)

39 What feelings can we
communicate with facial \
expressions such as a scowl, an \. .
arched eyebrow, or a smile?

/\\
S
3 What feelings can we \/

communicate with gestures? —_—

J What can we communicate with classmates by
tapping a pencil on a desk?

O What feelings can we communicate with the clothes
we wear? with a hair style? with hair colors?

How do animals communicate? How do you think animals learn
how to communicate, or do they simply make meaningfu! noises
naturally? To clarify that question, we can ask: Why do you think a
puppy learns from its mother to growl when a stranger is near? Or
why do you think a puppy juct growls naturally?

Do human beings communicate instinctively or do they learn how
to communicate? Or do human beings communicate both
instinctively and non-instinctively? To clarify trat question, we can
present this situation to students: A small baby cries for food long
before it learns how to talk. Does it cry instinctively? Why or why
not? Later, it leams to ask for milk, or a sandwich, or a steak. Does
it do this instinctively? Why or why not?

More than four decades ago, Chariton Laird wrote a book entitied
The Miracle of Language. Why do you think he gave that title to a
book about the origins and nature of language? Why do you think
Professor Laird and other scholars say that language is
humankind’'s most important invention? Why do you think that,
without language, we would not have civilization as we know it?

13




Working With The English Language

Designing a Situation for
Language Exploration

How would you go about developing a new
language that could express specific thoughts? In this
section, students practice making up their own languages
and, in doing so, discover the many probiems that must be
sofved.

Thus far, our questions have concentrated primarily on
communication in its various forms. We should have led students to see
that they communicate with the noises they make with their mouths, but
they can also communicate thoughts and feelings in other ways. We have
more questions to ask if we want our students to discover for themselves
what language is, how it is developed, and how it works. But if we want to
ask those questions in a context that will free students’ minds to explore
language and discover some basic concepts for themselves, we need to
set up a situation that can lead to the process of discovery. The thrill of
discovery should not be minimized, because students are more likely to
remember concepts if they are given the opportunity to explore a subject
themselves and arrive at their own conclusions. Therefore, we can set up
a situation for our students, and we ask you to guide them on this mental
journey by saying something like this:

Let’s pretend that this class has been transported
back in time more than ten thousand years. Each of you
lives in the same area. All of you want to get along. You
nod at one another, you may grunt, but you do not
communicate by any means other than grunting, pounding
your fists on logs, nodding your heads, grimacing, and,
perhaps, hitting one another with clubs if two of you decide
that you want the same thing. Now how would you go
about developing a system of communication? In other
words, how would you develop a language?

With student interest aroused, you may decide to describe the
problem further before students attempt to answer more questions. You
may wish to say something like this: Let's suppose you want to tell your
neighbor that you are hungry. You could rub your stomach or smack your
lips, or you could do both and also cry. But your neighbor might think you
have a pain in your stomach instead of thinking that you are hungry, so

14
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What is Language?

you try verbalizing. You say, “Adzik.” Now what does that mean? Does it
mean “I'm hungry,” or just “hungry.” Or perhaps you say, “Ee adzik” or
“Adzik ee,” either of which could mean “I'm hungry.”

Suppose you and your neighbors agree that when you say “Adzik,”
this utterance means “I'm hungry.” But when you say “Adzik?" with a rise
in pitch on the last part of the word, it means “Are you hungry?” And if you
say “"Adzik!” in a very high tone with a stress on the last syllable, it means
“I'm starved.” If you say “Adzik” in a very low tone with a stress on the first
part of the word, it might mean “I'm not hungry.”

All of this may seem like nonsense, but it does focus students’
attention on a problem that probably had to be solved hundreds of times
by the ancestors of all the peoples of the world. (Thousands of early

inhabitants of earth apparently
had to solve problems of
communication. Linguists
have estimated that there are
more than 2,500 different
languages, excluding

How did people in
different parts of the
world with
different
cultures
learn to

communicate
if they had no language and had to form their own? To rephrase an earlier
question for our students: If you had no language, what would you and
your neighbors need to do to devise a system of communication? What

methods of communication are possible? What are the problems that you
must solve?

That line of questioning could continue until students realize that,
put into the situation described above, they would need to agree on what
sounds stand for certain things; on how the sounds are to be put together
in a pattern or system; on whether they would rely on word order,
inflection, intonation, or all three.

15
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Working With The English Language

The Structural Principles of the
Englich Language

So far, students have considered some general
guestions about how language might have begun and how
a new language might be constructed. Now they will look
more closely at some of the important technical features
that make our fanguage intelligible. In the foflowing
sections, students briefly explore word order, inflection,
intonation, ‘the silent language,” and writing systems.

Word Oroder

Word order is one of the most important organizing principles in
the English language. It is the single most important factor in determining
whether or not a sentence “makes sense.”

To lead students to an understanding of word order, you might
note that a mythical group of human beings agreed, thousands of years
ago, that “Ee glizzlak dong” means “I chased the dinosaur.” (Several
teachers who have taught this unit noted that one or more students might
point out that dinosaurs did not co-exist with human beings. So have the
students select another animal, real or imagined.) Would it mean the
same thing if they said “Dong glizzlak eek?” Or would that mean “The
dinosaur chased me?”

By developing questions of this type, you can help students
understand the importance of word order in some languages. They might
be led to see that English relies heavily on word order by examining
several sentences like these:

John loves Mary. The boy hit the ball.
Mary loves John. The ball hit the boy.

The little girl gave her father a watch.
Her father gave the little girl a watch.

A brief discussion should illustrate that the position of a word as
subject or object does make a great difference in the meaning of those
sentences. Or, to put it another way, the order of the words makes a big
difference in meaning. In the sentences above, the first nouns in the
sentences perform the action, and the nouns that follow the verb receive
the action.

16
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What is Language?
Inflection

Although English relies heavily on word order as an organizing
principle, a number of other languages employ different ways of showing
relationships among words. Many of these languages rely more heavily on
inflections: endings which show the function of words in the sentence. For
example, one inflection would be used to show that a word is the subject
in one sentence, another inflection would show that the same word has
become the object in another sentence, still another inflection would show
that the word functions as the indirect object, and so on. For example:

ee glizzlak dongun |
dongun glizzlak ee % all mean: | chased the dinosaur.
glizzlak dongun ee |

but

dong glizzlak eek

eek glizzlak dong % all mean: The dinosaur chased me.

glizzlak dong eek |

- In the first three sentences, the spelling ee shows that / is the

subject and dongun (with the inflection -un) shows that dinosaur is the
object, no matter where these words appear in the sentence. In the last
three sentences, the spelling eek (with an added k) means that / has
become the object and dong (without any inflection) shows that dinosaur
is now the subject, no matter what the word order.

Students should readily see that in English we do not have
endings like those. Nor can we change the meaning of a verb like glizzle
simply by saying, as the Romans might have said in Latin:

giizzlo = 1chase
glizzlas = You (singular) chase
glizzlat = He/shefit chases
glizzlamus = We chase
glizzlatus = You (plural) chase
glizzlant = They chase

17




Working With The English Language

Remind students of the principal inflections used in English with

nouns, adjectives, and verbs:

Noun: -s and -es to show plural forms

Singular

dog

cat

boy

girl

glass

bush

Plural

dogs

cats

boys

girls

glasses

bushes

Adjective: -er and -est to show comparative and superlative forms

big bigger biggest
strong stronger strongest
pretty prettier prettiest

Verb: -5 to show third person; -ed to show past tense;
-ed and -en to show past participles; -ing to show present patticiples

walk walks walked walked walking
speak speaks spoke spoken speaking
ride rides rode ridden riding

Those are only a few examples of inflection in the English
language. See the third unit in this book, “How Words Are Formed.” for
more on the use of inflections in word formation.

18
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What is Language?

You can conclude this section by showing students how inflection
in the English language is combined with word order to produce
sentences that convey intelligible meaning. For example, we do not say:

Ran the field across the cheerleaders enthusiastic.
A home run boy the strongest hit on the team.
The high hurdles easily very athletic girt the swift won.

Instead, we say:

The enthusiastic cheerleaders ran across the field.
The strongest boy on the team hit a home run.
The swift athletic girl won the high hurdles very easily.

Intonation

Even though we may not be aware of it, we rely on infonation to
convey particular shades of meaning every time we speak. This means
that we change the level or “pitch” of some words to let the hearer know
that we want to convey something more than the usual literal meaning.
For example, questions often end with a rising pitch: “What are you going
to do?” We can emphasize certain words by saying them more loudly:
“You're not going to do that, are you?” We express disappoint or dismay
with a rising and falling sound on a single word: “Oh, no!”

To illustrate the role that intonation plays in language, you might
note that when mother receives a present, she might
respond by exclaiming, “That’s nice,” or “It's beautiful,”
or “That’'s great " How would a mother say each of those

... expressions if she were happy?

Students might say each sentence
aloud, noting what they do with
their voices to show they are
defighted. Then someone spills
' coke on the rug and mother says,
“That’s nice,” or “That's beautiful, just
beautiful,” or “That’s great.” How would a

mother say those phrases if she were unhappy? Again,
students might say the phrases aloud, noting what they do
with their voices to show that they are unhappy.

19




Working With The English Language

To experiment with intonation, students might think of a nonsense
word such as driznik. What does it mean when it is said with no vocal
inflection on either syllable? When the first syilable is accented and the
voice rises markedly? When the second syllable is accented and the voice
is lowered noticeably?

By playing with a series of nonsense words, carefully noting
intonation patterns and the changes in meanings they give the words,
students can begin to understand tonal languages that rely primarily on
intonation to change meaning.

Suggested Activities

i.  Encourage students who speak or are studying another tanguage
to give a brief demonstration, illustrating how that language uses
inflection and/or intonation to convey meaning. Ask the students to
write several sentences on the chalkboard, illustrating how an
inflected language differs from English. Ask the students who
know something about a tonal language tc select several words
whose meanings change with different intonations. (inviting
speakers of languages that rely on inflection or intonation to talk
about their languages is an effective method of illustrating how
inflection and intonation work.)

2. Working in groups, students explain why they think that language
is necessary for civilization. They can consider these questions:
What would the world be like today if people had not learned to
communicate? Why? How would people organize their
communities without language? How would they communicate
their thoughts, feelings, emotions? Would there be cities, towns,
states, and nations if there were no languages? Why or why not?

20




What is Language?
“The Silent Language”

As we say words, we can emphasize them, change their
meanings, or soften their harshness. We use facial expressions, gestures,
body movements, and eye and mouth movements among other ways of
conveying meaning. (In 1959, Edward T. Hall called those methods of
communication “the silent language” in a best-selling book by that title.) To
help students understand the pervasiveness of “the silent language,”
much of which they already know, we might ask questions like these:

1. How can we tell someone no without saying the word? How many
ways can we express no without making any sound? (The same
questions can be asked for yes.) Students should discover that in
some cultures no and yes are signaled in exactly the opposite way
that they are in our culture. The gestures that we make with our
hands and extended arm ta mean come here or go away mean
exactly the opposite in some cultures. As another example, in the
tiny country of Lebancn, no can be expressed by arching the
eyebrows, by tilting the chin up, or by sticking the tongue against
the upper teeth and making a slight sound. An absolutely emphatic
no is conveyed by making all three movements simuitaneously.

2. How can we tell someone lo stop whatever they are doing without
making any sounds? How can we teli someone to come here, to
go away, to sit still, to remain calm without making any sounds?

S)l

How can we express the following without making any sounds:
boredom, anger, happiness, love, hatred, sadness?

4. How can we show someone that we do not believe what they are
saying? that we are not interested in what they are saying? that we
like what ihey are saying?

5. What do our choices of clothing tell other people about us? the
colors? the styles? the care that we give them?

©. What do our hairstyles teil people about us? What do we want
them to think?

7. When we talk to other people, how do we stand? What does that
tell the people with whom we are talking? What do we do with our
arms? Why? How much space do we keep between us and the
people with whom we are talking? Why?

21




Working With The English Language

Writing Systems

Legend tells us that Ts’ang Chien invented the Chinese alphabet
by examining the patterns in the stars, the marks on the backs of turtles,
and the footprints of birds in his garden. Legend also tells us that when
the Hindu god Brahma decided to write down his teachings, he invented
letters that came from examining seams in the human skuil. Finally, a
Greek legend says that Cadmus, a national hero, brought sixteen of the
Greek letters from Phoenicia to help him form the Greek alphabet.

No one knows for certain just exactly when early human beings
began recording, in some form of writing, the world around them.
However, archaeologists have discovered carvings on bones and pictures
on caves that date back more than twenty thousand years. Attempts to
record life advanced from drawings and carvings to pictographs and
hieroglyphics and uitimately to alphabets. About fifty different alphabets
exist today, with our own alphabet being the most widely used throughout
the world.

(We must point out here that linguists do not consider writing to be
part of language. They call it a different system altogether through which
people use symbols to represent the sounds they make when they talk.)

1. Working in groups of three or four, students create a brief skit (two
or three minutes) in which they tell a story without any oral or
written fanguage. Restricted only to “the silent language,” each
group presents its story with gestures, facial expressions, stance,
clothing, colors, and so forth. After each group presentation, the
other groups attempt to explain the skit.

2. For oral or written reports, individuals or groups ¢f students may
explore the beginnings of writing from drawings to pictographs to
alphabets. National Geographic is a good source for information
and pictures on early cave drawings. Several dictionaries show
different alphabetic representations of our letters at the beginning
of each alphabetical section. School librarians should also prove to
be most helpful in finding information. One of the most fascinating
books in my collection is The 26 Lefters by Oscar Ogg (New York:
Thomas Y. Crowell, 1948). Copies may still be available in school
and public libraries.
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What is Language?
Desisning a Language

Now students can try to develop real languages,
with inflections and rules of word order and everything else
that is needed. Have them work in groups, with each group
sharing the elements of its language with the class.

After students have arrived at some understanding of word order,
inflection, and intonation, you might have them review the problem of
designing a language. They need to determine just what they must know,
and on what they would need to agree, before they could begin
communicating satisfactorily with one another in a new language. You
might divide the class into groups of three to six, assigring each group the
task of attempting an initial design of a new language. To get started,
each group might answer questions like the ones given below.

1. How will we express such basic feelings as “l am hungry,” “l am
thirsty,” “l am sleepy,” “ am sick,” “l am afraid?” As students begin
supplying words for those sentences, they should note the
emergence of a pattern. For each of those statements, for
example, students need to agree on one group, or several groups,
of sounds to express “l am.” They also need to decide on the
arrangement of the words. Do hungry, thirsty, sleepy, sick, and
afraid come before or after / am?

2. What sounds will we put together to designate boy girl, young
man, young woman, man, woman, old man, old weman? Is there
any pattern to the sounds students designate for those words? Did
one group use the same word for girl, young woman, woman, and
old woman, for example, but say each in a different tone to signal
the difference in meaning? If a group is so inventive, the teacher
might want to spend several minutes talking about tonal
languages.

What sounds will we use to designate various animals? Again, do
the sounds have anything in common? A pattern may not become
apparent until students attempt to distinguish age and sex of the
same family of animals, e.g., cow, calf, bull, steer, heifer. Of
course, it is readily apparent after saying those English words that
a pattern of sounds may not emerge.
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Working With The English Language

3. What sounds will we use to name the objects immediately around
us?

4. After we have named objects around us and have decided on
sounds to express basic feelings, what sentences can we make
with the new words we have invented? What patterns begin to
emergz? Do students rely on inflection, word order, intonation?
Can they find a pattern in their new language?

You will think of other questions to help the groups develop their
languages. In fact, teachers experimenting with this unit told us that
students posed a number of questions that helped not only their own
group but also the other groups to create their languages. Several
teachers also told us that some classes became so absorbed with the
project that they spent as many as five days on their creations and
learned a great deal about languages. Student groups also enjoyed
collaborating on a name for their language. It frequently combined
syliables from the names of the members of the group.

What Is Language?

Now that they have designed their own languages.
students can work on a definition of language in their own
words.

After students have developed their own languages, you might
want to conduct a discussion about the nature of language. What is
language? | have taken the foliowing elements from a variety of sources.
They are far from being all of the elements that some linguists include in
their definitions.

0O Language is a sysiem of human communication.

3 Itis human and non-instinctive, raising it above the noises
made by birds, animals and insects.

3 It consists of a pattern of speech sounds through which
human beings communicate.

3 Language is a form of human symbolic activity.
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What is Language?
The symbols are sounds arranged in definite patterns.

The connection between the sound symbol and the thing it
represents is arbitrary and socially controlled.

The arhitrary system of sounds is infinite in number, as the
large number of languages indicates. No one knows
exactly how many languages there are currently and how
many languages have vanished. (Linguists estimate that
there are more than 2,500 languages in the world today.)

Language is not only a creature of society but also a
creator of society.

Suggested Activity

As a culminating activity, you might have students write in their

journals or in a theme their impressions of this unit.

3

3

]

What did they learn about language?
What surprised them?

Why do they believe, or not believe, that language is
humankind’'s most important creation?

How would they define language?
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F SO WHATS A
DICTIONARY FOR?

Objectives

In this unit, students will broaden their understanding of
language by discovering how much information they can find in
their dictionaries. Here are some of the things they will do:

3 Decide what a word is and what it means.

7 Discover that words can have both denotative and
connotative meanings.

d Examine sentences and discover that one word can
be used to refer to a great number of objects or
actions.

2 Discover that they can sometimes unlock the
meaning of an unfamiliar word by examining the
entire sentence in which it appears.

0 Realize that dictionaries give a common core of
meanings to words.

3 Discover the multiple uses of a dictionary.

]

Examine spelling, pronunciation, and syllabication
and discover their usefulness in revealing meaning
in a dictionary.

Students will also find that they need to read the
introduction to a dictionary to determine how preferable—as

well as acceptable—multiple spellings and pronunciations are
indicated. Finally, they will learn how {0 use all parts of a

dictionary entry.
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Working With The English Language

Humpty Dumpty and Words

We live in a world of words. With words we imagine, we dream, we
think, we believe, we feel, we scream, we sing, and we cammunicate. The
maore we control words, the more orderly our own private world becomes,
the more we appreciate it, the more we expand it, and the more we
contribute to the public world. And the more we know about words, the
better we can control them and our worlds—both private and public.

But what is a word? How is it formed? What are its limits? What
does a word mean? Or a better question: How does a word mean?

In Lewis Carroll's Through the Looking-Glass, Humpty Dumpty
explains his concept of meaning to a puzzled Alice:

“When f use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in
rather a scornful tone, “it means just what | choose it to
mean—neither more nor less.”

“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can
make words mean so many different things.”

“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to
be master—that's all.”

The question really is, “Who are to be the masters?” Perhaps
Humpty Dumpty could make words mean just what he wanted them
to—for himself. (In “The Jabberwocky” we see Carroli's ability to coin
words.) But he had no control over Alice and her experiences with the
same words. So the question of mastery must take into account both the
speaker or the writer and his listener or reader.

Had Humpty Dumpty commanded Alice to bring him a table, for
instance, he could have meant a piece of furniture, or a systematic list of
details about a certain thing, or a thin, flat tablet of metal or stone to write
on. Had he meant furniture, he might have intended table to mean a
particular kind, such as kitchen, dining room, dressing, coffee, or writing.
And he could further have wanted a specific style of one of those tables.
But he could not have counted on Alice’s bringing him the right table had
he not been specific. For to Alice, table could have meant any piece of
furniture that had a flat top made of any substance set horizontally on from
one to four or more legs.
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So What’s a Dictionary For?

As children, we learned that the word table can refer to several
things. We learned the word by imitating the sounds made by our parents
and others around us, and we became aware of groups of sounds that
refer to certain things, or of sounds like at and fo that we constantly use in
sentences. As we grew older, we learned that these groups of sounds are
called words. As we continued learning language, we attached certain
meanings to these groups of sounds. Some of us grew up thinking that
groups of sounds have fixed meanings and that words can be used only in
certain ways. Some of us still believe, or have been taught, that we can
always check the “meaning” of a word by referring to a dictionary. We
sometimes further believe, or we are told, that if we cannot find in the
dictionary the meaning we intended a word to mean, we have used the
word incorrectly. And therein lies the problem.

Several Mceanings, Not Just One Mcecaning

No matter how hard we try, we teachers of English can never fix
meanings of words so that language study will be easy for students, nor
do we want to freeze meanings of words if we prize our living, changing
language. We can, however, help students understand what words are,
how they are formed, what and how they mean, and how they work in
sentences.

Frequently we hear this question: “What is the meaning of this
word?” (or “What does this word mean?”) The question is misleading, for
most words have not just one meaning but several meanings. And that's
one of the main points we want to make in this second unit of the
language study sequence.

This unit presents several steps in a sequence designed to
acquaint studenits with words, what they are, and how they work. The unit
includes basic material that all students regardless of academic ability
need. As the teacher, you can adapt the material to any class.

The first part of this unit deals with denotations and connotations,
leading logically to answers to the question, “So what's a dictionary for?”
This unit and the preceding one on “What Is Language?” lay the
foundation for the units that follow in this book and in its companion
volumes.
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Working With The English Language

Vsing Dictionaries, Not Just One Dictionary

Familiarity with only one dictionary
does not give students an adequate
introduction to the study of words. Therefore,
this unit considers dictionaries, not a
dictionary. In preparing this unit, we have
referred to these dictionaries:

The American College Dictionary

The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language

Funk & Wagnalls Standard College Dictionary

Macmillan’s School Dictionary 2

Merriam Webster's Collegiate Dictionary— Tenth Edition

The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, Third Edition

The Oxford Universal Dictionary on Historical Principles

The Random House Dictionary of the English Language—
College Edition

The Thorndike-Bamhart High School Dictionary

Webster's New World Dictionary of the American Language

Webster's Third New International Dictionary:.

7z = We recommend that you have a
class set of one of those dictionaries and &t
- least two copies of two or more of the other

dictionaries, excluding The Oxford English
= Dictionary, which may be available in the
school library in at least its shorter,
two-volume edition. (Note: We have more
than forty dictionaries in our collection.
= Some are no longer in print. Even so, we
referred to two of them throughout this unit
- because of the variety they offered in their
——___—| entries)
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So What's a Dictionary For?

What Is a Word?

To launch this unit, you may wish to write a list of words iike this on
the chalkboard:

spring friend average no
astronaut hate cat old
love insubordinate  enemy green
falil contact television run

to strike jazz bank

What do we czli each of these groups of letters? Students may
think such a question ridiculous since it is obvious that the answer is a
word. But the question and its answer are basic to the understanding of
the material that follows. If students agree that every group of letters on
the list is a word, how do they know this? What do these letter-groups
have in common? What is a word?

Any definition of word will be controversial from a tinguist's point of
view. For years, linguists accepted Aristotle’s definition that a word is the
smallest significant unit of speech. Today, however, linguists refer to the
morpheme as a significant unit of meaning smaller than a word. For
example, unlocked contains three morphemes: the prefix un- (meaning
“not”), the base word /lock, and the inflection -ed (which shows past tense
or past participle). Each of the three morphemes contributes something to
the meaning of the word.

For the time being, however, it would be useful to have students
examine the letter-groups on the chalkboard and attempt a definition of
word. Typical responses might include: “A word is a group of letters that
has meaning,” or, “A word is a series of sounds that we produce and that
make sense.” Such definitions are acceptable.

Wordos and Nonsense Words

Let's leave the first list for a moment if students agree that it
contains words, and let's ask them if the following is a list of words:

wamtupper  erg zax clarkle
iggle ogn img swicky
adz doncuted ziggurat syzygy
31
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Working With The English Language

Students will laugh when they see this second list and will probably
agree that each of the letter-groups is a nonsense word.

It's not likely that many students will recognize that adz, erg,
syzygy, zax, and ziggurat really are words. However, Scrabble players and
crossword puzzle solvers may have immediately spotted these five words
and may even know their definitions:

adz A heavy, curved tool for dressing timbers or ptanks, with
a broad, chisel-like steel end mounted on a wooden
handie.

erg In physics, a unit of work or energy equal to the work
force one dyne when its point of application moves
through a distance of one centimeter in the direction of
the force.

sygzy In astronomy, the conjunction or opposition of two
heavenly bodies; 2 point in the orbit of a body, as the
moon, at which it is conjunction with or in opposition to
the sun.

zax A tool used for trimming roofing slates. Obsolete: knife,
dagger.

ziggurat A temple tower of the ancient Assyrians and
Babylonians in the form of a terraced pyramid with each
story smaller than the one below it.

How Do Worbds Get Their Meanings?

Confronted with a list of nothing but nonsense words, students
may conclude that no letter-group on such a list is a word. But let's take
four words from that second list and write them on the chalkboard.

iggle ogn img swicky
Now ask students to give one or more meanings to each of those
words. After they have given meanings to those four words, ask them if

the words would still be nonsense words if people in the community began
using them and attached meanings to them. Through discussion, we can
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So What’s a Dictionary For?

help students understand that a group of letters has no meaning or
meanings until people decide what the group of sounds means. Words do
not automatically have meanings in and of themselves. People give
meanings to words.

Worods That Indicate Relationships

Now let's return to the first list. Do all words on it have meanings?
Students will probably answer yes. But what about to? Can students
define to as it stands alone? Or can they only tell what it “means” when
they see it in sentences? Even in a sentence, does to actually “mean”
something, or does it indicate relationships between words, or does it
show the position of one thing to another, or does it indicate the result of
an action? Does to have “meanings” in these sentences?

1. He wanted to help the woman across the street. (Here, fo has no
meaning per se; it is the sign of the infinitive.)

2. CalRipken, Jr, ran to first base. (To is used as a function word
indicating where.)

3. The early Greeks built temples to their gods. (To is used as a
function word to indicate purpose.)

4, The prisoner was sentenced to death. (To is used as a function
word to indicate determined end.)

5. She rose to fame rapidly. (To is used as a function word to indicate
condition.)

We could give many more examples of the multiple functions of to,
but each example would only show that {o does not, by itself, denote or
connote anything; it serves to indicate some relationship of the word it
connects to the rest of the sentence. Students can find denotations of to
in dictionaries; however, they will note that in almost every instance an
example of the word as it is used in a phrase is given to indicate its
meaning in a particular context.
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Working With The English Language

1. Students divide into groups and write at least three sentences for
each of the following words. After re-examining the sample
sentences for to, students make certain that the connecting word
is used to show a different relationship with the other words in
each of the three sentences.

at from in of on with

2. Each group of students, in turn, presents its sentences for a
particular word to the class. Students in the other groups try to
determine the “meaning” of the word in its context.

After students have performed the two activities, an appropriate
question for the class to consider is: “Are sounds like o and at words?” In
discussion, student should decide that of course they are words, but they
do not “mean” in the same way that most other words do. A connecting
word “means” in a different way from a word which by itself has a core of
meanings. The “meaning” of to and at derive from their use in sentences,
not from a core of definitions that we give those words.

More about Meanings

Now let's look again at that first column of words on the first list:

spring astronaut love fall to

If we ask students what spring means instead of asking for the
meanings of spring, at least one student might ask what kind of spring we
mean. The student should be congratulated for seeing that the word
spring can refer to a number of things: a season of the year; a leap or
jump; an elastic or bounding movement:; a stream of water flowing from
the earth; or a device, usually made of wire or steel coiled spirally, which
recovers its shape after being compressed or bent. These, of course, are
only a few meanings of spring. The American College Dictionary includes
fifteen entries for spring used as an intransitive verb, ten as a transitive
verb, thirteen as a noun, and two as an adjective. Consequently, we can
see that spring does not have one meaning, but several meanings.
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So What's a Dictionary For?

For the second word, astronaut, we can find two definitions in
Webster's Third New International Dictionary: 1. “a traveler in
interplanetary space,” and 2. “a pupil, devotee, or advocate of
astronautics.” Although we do not plan to go into connotations until iater in
this unit, you may wish to ask students what they think of when they hear
the word astronaut. Students will probably respond with words like hero,
brave, courageous, superman, and so on. Some students may become
quite excited and want to talk about the latest exploits of male and female
astronauts. You may simply note at this stage that the mere mention of
astronaut excites some students. Why? When students hear the word, do
they think only of its dictionary meaning? Or do other thoughts enter their
minds?

1. Let's take run as an exampie of a word that has come to refer to a
number of different things. Yocu may want to make copies of the
following sentences or of sentences like them and give them to
students, or you may prefer io read the sentences and ask
students what the word run refers to in each sentence:

1. The shortstop’s single scored the winning run.

“That was a good run,” the track coach said.

She told her husband that he should not run up big bills.

That man never stops; he is always on the run.

That ill-mannered child has the complete run of the house.

The run on the banks in 1929 caused serious trouble for

the United States.

In the long run you are better off if you do not buy too many

things for which you cannot pay cash.

8. That musical composition is difficult because of its intricate
run.
9. The mine had a huge run of silver.

10. The candidate announced that he will run for state senator.

11. When the smelt run, the fishermen in northern Michigan
get excited.

12. The rapid reader is one who has learned to run his eyes
down a page quickly.

13. He wants to run up to Chicago for the weekend.

14. The trainer says that he will not run the horse in the next
race.

15. She had a run in her stocking.

o0 hwN
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Working With The English Language

Students will have little difficulty making additional sentences in
which the word run stands for a different action or thing. By examining
such sentences, they should see that humans have extended the
meaning of run to refer to a great number of objects or actions.

Students can find more than fifty meanings of run in some
dictionaries. The American Coliege Dictionary lists 104; Macmillan's
School Dictionary 2 gives 54 plus 16 idioms; The Random House
Dictionary of the English Language, Colfege Edition has 135 definitions:
The Thorndike-Bamhart High School Dictionary lists 37; and Webster's
New World Dictionary of the American Language gives 87 definitions.

When students hear or read the word rur in a sentence, how can
they tell which run is meant by the speaker or writer”? By reexamining the
sentences above, they should conclude that they can learn the meaning
only from the entire sentence. Thus they have concluded that words
sometimes can be dealt with only in context. In other words, the listener or
reader can only infer what is meant after examining all the words
surrounding the word in question.

Note: The fourth unit in this book deals with how words change
meaning in time and context, sc we wili not go into contextual meanings of
words in great detail now. However, we feel that it is necessary for
students at this stage to recognize that the “meaning” of a word can
frequently be determined only after a careful examination of its use in a
sentence. Other clues to meaning must also be considered. For example,
words change meaning in time and they also change meaning by
intonation. Students will become well aware of these changes after they
have studied the fourth unit in this book. For the time being, it is necessary
only for them to be aware of other clues to meaning besides context.

2. Students divide into groups and give as many meanings as they
can to these words:

iron set turn draw bank follow

Then each group selects two of those words and creates as many
sentences as they can for each word. For each sentence, they use the
word so that a different meaning is obvious. Then each group shares its
sentences with another group, asking the second group if it can determine
the meaning intended from the context.
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So What's a Dictionary For?

Why Some Words Have Many Meanings

Why do some words have so many meanings?
How do the makers of dictionaries decide what these
words mean? How can we be certain that we are using a
word correctly if it means so many different things?

These are some of the questions that should occur to students as
they become aware of the many dictionary definitions of a word. We will
not attempt to answer these questions fully at this point; however, we will
try to give students enough information to stimulate their interest and to
make them curious about words. The answers to the three questions we
have raised in this paragraph, as well as answers to additional questions,
will grow clearer as students work through the language sequence in this
book.

Let’s take those first three questions one at a time and give
students some information.

Why do some words have so many meanings? Language is a
miracle—a miracle of humankind. As early humans examined their
environment, they learned that they must give names to the objects
around them, to their thoughts, and to their actions in order to
communicate with one another. For years linguists have advanced various
theories about how humans attempted to affix a series of sounds to
objects as oral symbols for the object. Many of those theories have been
discredited. However, it is safe to theorize that, as humans gave names to
objects, people accepted the series of sounds that were put together to
make the names and that they agreed that these sounds referred to
specific objects, actions, ideas, and so forth. As humankind developed a
more complex society, they discovered that they needed many more
words, or series of sounds, to name the objects around them. People
formed new words, borrowed words from other languages, and extended
the meanings of existing words in their vocabulary to refer to different
objects. Thus, in many instances, a single word could be made to refer to
a number of different objects. Therefore, a speaker using a word that
could refer to a number of different objects found it necessary to make it
clear by the rest of the words in the sentence which object was being
referred to.
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Working With The English Language

The Multiple Mcanings of the Word Nice

Let's take nice as an example of a word to which human beings
have given a number of different meanings in its four hundred year history
in the English language.

In 1513, for example, a writer might have used the word nice to
mean that a certain piece of work required or involved great precision,
accuracy, or minuteness. Therefore, if a writer wrote that something was
“a nice piece of work,"” the writer meant that it required great skill to make.
The word nice still retains this meaning in some contexts today. Only
thirty-eight years later, in 1551, a writer may have used nice, in referring to
a person, to mean that the person was extremely careful and precise or
that the person was punctilious or difficult to please or satisfy. Nine years
later, in 1560, people also used the word nice to mean that a person was
foolish or stupid. By 1604 the word had acquired the additional meanings
of unimportant and trivial. Not until 1830 did people use the word nice in
the way that we most frequently use it today, that is, to mean kind,
considerate, or pleasant.

Since words change meaning in time, it is necessary for the
sensitive reader of literature to be aware of these changes to fully
understand what the writer means by a certain word.

Another important clue to meaning comes in oral discourse. We
can frequently tell what a person means by the ways a word is said.
Again, let’s take the word nice as an example. Upon receiving a present
for her birthday, a mother may exclaim, “That’s nice.” In such a context,
the student’s mother is probably very pleased with the present and she
means that not only the giving of the present was a pleasant surprise but
that the present itself was appreciated. On the other hand, if a student
comes home from school late and gives a lame excuse for being tardy,
the student’s mother may exclaim, “That's nice.” By the way that she says
the word and by the expression on her face, the student can immediately
infer that mother does not accept the action as being something pleasant
but that she is using the word nice sarcastically.

Words, then, take on different meanings in context, in time, and
through intonation patterns.
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So What's a Dictionary For?

How Are Dictionaries Made?

So far we still haven’t found out how dictionary makers decide the
meanings of words. Dictionary makers, or fexicographers as they are
called, collect many examples of different uses of a word in books,
magazines, journals, newspapers, and printed speeches. They study
these uses very carefully in context. After studying numerous uses of a
word, they arrive at definitions of the word which are recorded in the
dictionary. (To compile a dictionary like Webster's Third, Webster's New
World Dictionary, or The Random House Dictionary, large staffs of
specialists spend years examining many uses of words in context before
they arrive at definitions.) These ¢an be called dictionary, or lexical,
definitions. They are also called the words denotations; more about this
later.

In a dictionary, each entry provides the objective meaning or group
of meanings for a particular word. For example, the word sleep has a
definite meaning: the act of bodily rest that we perform in the evening in a
reclining position. If we check the entry for the word asleep in The
American College Dictionary, we find these definitions: “1.in orinto a
state of sleep.-ad;j. 2. sleeping. 3. dormant; inactive. 4. (of the foot, hand,
leg, etc.) numb. 5. dead.”

Core Mcanings

These entries give us the common core of meanings assigned to
the word asfeep. From this core we can infer what writers or speakers
mean when they declare: “Harry was asleep at the switch and did not do
what we wanted him to.” Or, “His mind was asleep during the test.”

Let's look at a very common word that has a definite core of
meanings. The Thorndike-Bamhart High School Dictionary lists these
definitions for cat. “1. a small, four-footed, flesh-eating mammal often kept
as a pet or for catching mice. 2. any animal of the group including cats,
lions, tigers, leopards, etc. 3. animal something like a cat. 4. a mean,
spiteful woman. 5. catfish. 6. cat-o’-nine-tails. 7. tackle for hoisting an
anchor. 8. let the cat out of the bag, tell a secret.-v. hoist (an anchor) and
fasten it to a beam on the ship’s side.”
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Working With The English Language

According to The Thorndike-Barnhart High School Dictionary, the
word cat has the above core of meanings. The dictionary also defined the
word cat as it is used in the idiomatic expression “let the cat out of the
bag.” But are these the only meanings of cat? What associations do we
make when we hear the word cai? If students understand that the
dictionary definitions give us the common core of objective, specific
meanings for each word, then they are ready o move on to another group
of meanings that are equally important.

Denotations and Connotations

Most words have clear, specific meanings—‘dictionary definitions,”
so to speak. For example, when we look up the word hAouse in a
dictionary, we expect to see that it is “a building that serves as living
quarters,” and most of us agree that this is its most commonly used
meaning. As we've said, these literal, objective meanings are calied
denotations.

In addition, many words ¢an acquire connotations that go beyond
their literal meanings. Connotations are the subjective, purely personal
meanings we associate with certain words that bring back strong
memories or remind of us significant feelings or events. For example, the
dictionary may say that a vacation is “a period of rest away from work,” but
the word will have one connotation for someone who remembers a
pleasant, relaxing week in the mountains and a very different connotation
for someone who remembers only bad weather, travel delays, lost
luggage, and all the other hassles that can descend on unsuspecting
travelers.

To intro