Increasing the student’s vocabulary

Talking Points

1. How can the student improve his vocabulary when working on his own? What are the techniques that can be recommended by the teacher for the purpose?
2. How is the dictionary to be used for the purpose of increasing one’s vocabulary? Should we just look up the necessary meaning or make a thorough study of the word?
3. What is the role of voluntary reading in improving the student’s knowledge of the language?

For most of us, the great source of new words is the printed page. Therefore anyone who wishes to increase his recognition vocabulary must do a great deal of reading. Your homework in all courses will probably require you to read more extensively and more critically than you have done before, but if you wish to make significant increases in your vocabulary you should supplement required reading by a program of voluntary reading. This reading should follow your personal interest and needs. It should be regarded as pleasure, not a chore, because what is required is to develop a liking for reading. A student who likes to read will find the things are most valuable for him, and as his reading experience widens, his taste in books will grow.

Once a student has the desire to learn through reading, he will discover the techniques of increasing his vocabulary – perhaps even without recognizing that they are techniques – in his efforts to understand what he is studying.

...Here are the three principle techniques for recognizing the meaning of new words: recognition by context, discovery by dictionary reference, and recognition by word analysis.

Let us consider these techniques.

Recognition by Context. For a number of reasons, the best way to improve tour recognition vocabulary is by watching context. First, it is the method you must use in understanding spoken communication, since you cannot usually not stop a speaker to look up his words in a dictionary. Second, it is the method used by lexicographers (makes of dictionaries), and far from being a «lazy» or «guessing» method, it is the only way to become sensitive to educated usage.

As you acquire skill and confidence in interpreting words from context, you will learn to spot the ways in which a speaker or writer helps to make clear the meanings of unusual words. Sometimes he will actually define the new word, as we did with lexicographers’ above. Sometimes he will explain the word showing it in operation, as when we are told that a scribe makes and preserves books. Sometimes he will repeat the meaning in other words or similar meaning, as in profound change and momentous alterations. By learning to look for aids you will not only become a better reader and listener, but you will begin to use these explanatory techniques yourself and so become a better speaker and writer.

Discovery by Dictionary Reference. When you look up a word in your dictionary toy should try to find out as much as you can about it. The more you find out about new words from your dictionary, the better you will remember them; and the better you remember them, the more likely you are to transfer them to your active vocabulary.

The things you most need to know about a new word are its pronunciation, etymology, and meanings. The pronunciation not only helps you to pronounce it conventionally in reading aloud or in speech, but also helps you to fix the word in your memory. Since the appearance of a word is often no safe clue to its sound, we have all had the embarrassing experience of making a very obvious mispronunciation when called upon to read an unfamiliar word aloud. The habit of checking pronunciation as you look up a new word greatly reduces the chances of mispronunciation.

The etymology of a word gives you its family history and thus makes your knowledge of it more complete. When you learn, for example, that critical comes from a Greek phrase meaning «able to discern» and was originally used for one who was able to discern the implications of a work or a policy and thus to judge it, you will better understand how word can be used today in such different senses as: «It is an excellent critical discussion of the problem», «He is a critical user of the dictionary», and «His condition is now critical».

Apart from its usefulness in making you a more discerning or more critical user of words, the study of etymology can be a pleasant hobby. It may not make the study of the calculus any easier to know that its name came from the Latin word for a pebble and goes back to the days when the Romans used pebbles to help them with their arithmetic; but it is interesting to be reminded from what primitive origins modern calculating machines have come. It is testimony to human intolerance that sinister originally meant left – handed and a barbarian was once a stranger. And it is amusing to discover that our slang phrase in the coop perpetuates the original meaning of jail, a cage or coop. It is not surprising that some people find it as much fun to collect etymologies as to collect stamps, and much less expensive.

Recognition by Word Analysis. Looking up an etymology inevitably leads to word analysis, the breaking down of a word into its parts and the recognition of the original meaning of each part. Thus we are analyzing preliterate when we recognize that it is a compound the prefix pre- (meaning «before», or «not yet») and the root litera, «a letter»; and we are analyzing docile when we see that it is made up of the root docere, «to teach», and the suffix –ile, «capable of», so that a docile person is literally one who is capable of being taught.

Because so many Latin and Greek words have been borrowed and assimilated by English, a knowledge of the most common Latin and Greek prefixes and roots (the suffixes are less important for our purposes) help us to recognize, at least in a general way, the meanings of many words. For example, the ability to recognize –cede(-ceed) and –cess as forms of the Latin cedere, «to yield» or «go», gives us a partial clue to the meanings of the English words cede, cessation, cession, accede, access, accession, accessory, antecedent, ancestor, concede, concession, concessionaire, exceed, excess, incessant, intercede, intercessor, precede, precedence, processor, procedure, proceed, process, procession, recede, recess, recessive, secede, succeed, succession, and their inflectional forms. One writer has estimated that a knowledge of fourteen Latin and Greek roots will help us to recognize over 14000 words.

