
was written after the kids had had a good rest during Easter 

v,cation. Dr maybe the moon had something to do with it. 

Seriously, I would not discount any one of these reasons, even 

though they seem silly at first glance. But teaching could have 

been a factor too. Now that I think about it, that's what it 

n~rl to be. Great teaching . 

Although I think that we can improve on it, a one per cent 

r dte of error in spelling isn't bad. I doubt that a cross section 

of the adult population would do any better. I think we should give 

credit to the teachers in the Willmar Elementary Schools, the 

s eventh and eighth grade teachers in Willm~r Junior High, and the 

students themselves. 
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TEACHING MFM ~FANINGS FDR WORDS 
Randa 11 J. Ryder 
University of Minnesota 
Minneapolis, Minnesota 

(This is the second in the series of articles on the work in 
teaching vocabulary being done by Professor Michael Graves of 
the University of Minnesota, Mi~neapolis, and his qr~duate 
students. In the introductory article in the spring iss~c c ~ 
MEJ, Professor Graves identified four types of vocabu l~ r y -
(l) words which are in ·the studerit"::l;s , oral vocabulary but whi c:1 
she/he cannot read, (2) new meanings for words already in the 
student's vocabulary with one or mort meanings, (3) words in 
neither the student's oral vocabulary nor his or her reading 
vocabulary but for which she/he has an available concept, and 
(4) words in neither the student's oral nor his/her rea~ing 
vocabulary and for which she/he has no concept -- and discussed 
the first of these. The third article will appear in the next 
issue of MEJ. Ed.) 

This paper, . the second in the present series of papers on 

types of vocabulary to teach, discusses the teaching of new 

meanings for words which students already know. Reading authori t ies 

generally agree upon the importance of teaching new meanings -for 

words which are already part of students' reading and oral vocab

ularies (McKee, 1945; McCullough, 1957; Thomas and Robinson, 1976; 

Dale, D'Rourke and Bamman, 1975). nespite this agreement that new 

meanings should be taught, mv review pf research in this area 

produced few studies which indicate specifically how such words 

should be taught. It is apparent though that factors such as the 

learner's cognitive development (Betts, 1949), the learner's 

language development (Clark, 1973), and qualities of the reading 

material itself (Betts, 1959) affect the acquisition of new meanings 

for words. Detailed discussion of linguistic and cognitive devel-
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cp~erts 1s beyond the scope of this paper. However, in the sections 

that follow, I will discuss the effects of age and ability, two 

indicies ot linguistic and cognitive development, on the acqui

si tion of new meanings for words. Following these sections, I will 

consider the effect of the context in which a new meaning occurs. 

And following that section, I will consider the importance of various 

new meanings, ways of selecting word-meaning combinations that need 

to be taught, and methods of instruction. 

As already noted, age is one factor affecting the acquisition 

of new meanings. The sorts of new meanings that are most frequently 

encountered by primary grade children are ones that are very closely 

related to the meanings they already know. Good examples are the 

meanings of run in "The boy runs," "The water runs," "The train runs." 

Primary grade children are likely to recognize these new meanings as 

a result of their knowledge of the already acquired meaning and the 

content of the reading selection if, as is frequently the case with 

primary grade material, the content is easy and familiar. We must 

not assume, however, that new meanings and unfamiliar content can 

be learned simultaneously. If the content is unfamiliar to the 

student, then it cannot fu~nish clues for deriving new meanings to 

previously learned words. Thus simpl~ multiple meanings will 

sometimes have to be taught to young children. 

As students progress to the intermediate grades, acquiring 

new meanings for words becomes ~rucial to their understanding of 
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content area material. Moreover, intermediate-grade students may 

find acquiring new meanings more of a problem. There are several 

reasons for this. First, the frequency with which students are 

presented with previously learned words with new meanings is far 

greater than it was in the primary grades. Second, the new 

meanings may not be as closely related to the old meaninqs as was 

the case in the primary qrade materials. The meaninq of blank in 

"blank verse" could only be guessed at from the common meaning of 

blank as "empty." Third, readinq is no longer viewed as a process 

which is taught to the student. Less time is spent on reading 

instruction, and more time is spent on reading textbooks to learn 

content. Consequently, when words take on new and different 

meanings in each content area -- "cell division," "division of 

infantr y ," divisions of a corporation" -- students may become 

confused. Finally, there is a decrease in the amount of vocabulary 

control in the material that children read. Unlike the basal 

readers and their supplementary materials, most literature, science 

social studies, and math texts fail to control the vocabulary which 

is presented to students . As greater numbers of new words are 

presented in the reading material, students are provided with fewer 

clues to use in discovering new meanings for previously learned 

words. 

As students move into the secondary qrades, these same problems 

persist and, in fact, are intensified. Of course, by this time, 

3 1 



many students are becoming quite competent at ascertaining new 

meanings of words . This is also the time, however, when students 

are increasingly required to work with figurative meanings, par

ticularly of course in English classes. Such metaphors as, "He 

received- the news with his eyebrows," or "The darkness was piled 

up in the corner like dust" are much of the eslence of English. 

But working with words in strange and unfamiliar contexts is 

extremely challenging, and students may n~ed a good deal of help 

from the teacher. This does not mean that teachers should assist 

stud~nts with every instance of figurative language. For one thing, 

students need some practice in dealing with figurative language on 

their own. For another, with prose at least, teachers need to 

consider the advisability of drawing attention to a new meaning which 

may be unique to a particular selection. 

turn now to the factor of ability as it affects readers' 

acquisition of new meanings. As average and above average students 

progress through school, learning new meanings is facilitated by 

their ever increasing reading and oral vocabularies. When there 

are relatively few unfamiliar words in the reading selection, few 

words act as "stoppers" to.comprehension, and contextual clues can 

be used in unlocking new meanings of words previously learned. 

Additionally, ever increasing general knowledge will aid students 

d i If the Conte nt of the reading is in acquiring new wor mean ngs. 

familiar, or can be readily related to previously learned informati n , 
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greater amounts of energy can be directed to acquiring new meanings. 

The situation is very different with poor readers. Poor 

readers have reading vocabularies which are substantially smaller 

than their listening vocabularies. Consequently, these students 

must attempt to use phonics skills to identify many words within a 

sentence. Once a word is decoded, it can be matched with its 

meaning in the student's oral vocabulary, and the word in print is 

given a meaning. If the readinq material contains a large percentage 

of words which are in the student's oral vocabulary but not his· or 

her reading vocabulary, comprehension comes very laboriously. 

Moreover, contextual clues are less likely to be noticed as a result 

of the reader's attention being directed to word analysis. With 

fewer contextual clues available to the reader and with comprehension 

taking real effort, the poor reader has difficulty gaining new 

meanings. Even though the poor reader continues to acquire new 

meanings to previously learned words, he or she does so at a much 

slower rate than the average or above average reader. Consequently, 

the range in the number of ~eanings students have and in their ability 

to acquire new meanings increases as students proceed through school . 

Several comments have already been made about the effect of 

context on the students' ability to gain new meanings. I have noted 

that the difficulty and familiarity of the material are important 

factors to consider. Consider the meaning of ob j ective as 

"microscope lens." This meaning might well have to be taught if the 
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word appeared in a contextually weak sentence such as, "Harry 

went to the store to buy an objective," but it would probably 

not have to be taught if it were used in the rich context of, 

"Harry had to buy a new objective for his microscope because 

the old one got scratched, making the image blurry." 

Another factor of new meanings that needs to be considered 

is their importance . The new meanings that are most suitable for 

teaching will vary among teachers and across subject areas . For 

example, the sentence, "The infantry mounted the cannons on the 

railway with an ev anoP. i ism theretofore unwitnessed," would be 

treated differently in a social studies class discussing tactics 

of warfare than it would be in an English class examining character 

traits. The social studies teacher would be relatively unconcerned 

with the ability of the students to acquire a new meaning for 

ev anoelism, as would the English teacher with the word mounted . 

As another example, consider the importance of teaching the meaning 

of _theme as "a short melody in music"in an English class as 

opposed to a music class . 

Everything that has been said to this point suggests guidelines 

for teaching new meanings .. turn now to the matter of selecting 

specific word-meaning combinations to teach. One technique is for 

teachers to simply follow their intuition and go through selections 

before students read them and pick out words and new meanings to be 

taught. A second and more objective technique is to use intuition 
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and then to verify it. To do this, pick out the words as before, 

then co ns t ruct a test using the sentences in which t he worrls 

occurred. Present students with multiple-choice alternativPS 

for the words ' meanings in these contexts. Shown below is a 

sentence in which the word pas sin g may have a new meaning a~d a 

multiple- choice item. 

He remar ked in pass i ng that the funct i on of the marriaqe 
broker was ancient and honorable . 

passing means 

A. to overtake 
B. to let through 
C. in the reqular course of events 
D. without m~ch unde r standing 

This assessment can ide ntify those word meanings which are 

generally difficult for s t udents as well as speci!i c students or 

groups of students who will be hav i ng part i cular difficulty with 

the new meanings. While exam ini~ g t he t ext for ne w meanings and 

testing students ' know l edg e of th os e meaning s prov i des the teacher 

with useful information, i t is ext remely t i me consu mi ng. However, 

one doesn't need to do thi s re peatedly . Each time it ' s don e , the 

teacher gains a better under s tand i ng of ~rat the s t ude nts do n't know . 

And eventually the teacher's intuit i on becomes extreme ly accurate. 

Another technique is to get student s' ass i stance i n identifying 

word-meaning combinations that may need t o be ta ugh t . This can be 

done either by having a stud ent or group of stu de nt s scan mater ial 

the class is about to read and picl out words that seem t o be used 
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with new meanings, or by having students simply jot down such 

words as they are actually reading a selection. If the former 

approach is used, the new word-meaning combinations would probably 

d h l t . n If the latter be taught before the class rea s t e se ec 10 • 

h d Coul d be discussed after the class approach is used, t e wars 

had finished the selection. Note, howeYer, that this latter 

procedure will not help students with the initial reading of the 

selection. Note also that either approach leaves the teacher with 

· h be used .again when th.e selection is a list of words that m1g t 

next used by a class . 

The final technique I'll suggest is use of The Living Word 

, k 1976) This reference work Vocabulary (Dale and O Rour e, • 

l Of test s used to ascertain students' knowledge presents the resu ts 

b . t· It contains over 43,000 of various word-meaning com 1na ions. 

entries. Each entry lists a word, a meaning, and the grade level 

of which between 67 and 84 percent of the students tested knew the 

word with that meaning. The following shows the entries for the 

word E,_Qg. 

Grade Score Word Meaning 
artist --r -S-0 pose to sit for an 

6 80 pose to pretend 

8 84 pose positfon 
l 2 78 pose to present 

By using this reference, the teacher would be able to determine the 

new meanl·ng he or she was considering teaching is likelihood that a 

d l ls For example, with sixth known by students at various gra e eve • 
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graders, the teacher would prohably need to teach the meaning of 

~ as "to present" but nnt the meaning of~ as "to sit for 

an artist." 

These, then, are some of the factors to conside r with respect 

to teaching new meanings for words which are already in students' 

oral vocabularies with another meaning. This final section of the 

paper will present methods for teaching such wor~s. Methods of 

teaching new meanings can be classified as direct or conte xtual. 

Direct methods teach new meanings of words outside of the 

context of normal reading . There are two possible purposes of 

such instruction. One is to teach specific new meanings, and the 

other is to alert students to the fact that some words have 

multiple meanings and that they need to take this fact into account 

when determining the meaning of a word in a particular context. 

Teachin g of new meanings for specific words in isolation should 

probably be fairly rare in Entjlish classes, since English does not 

frequently employ common words with special new meanings. Suppose, 

however, one wanted to teach the word~ with the meaning "to 

present." The general strategy for teaching multiple meanings is 

to relate the new meaning to the already known meaning, showing 

first the similarities and then the rlifferences in meaning. The 

teacher's explanation to the class would be something like the 

following. 

You all know that the word~ means "to sit for a photographer" 
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as in the sentence, "I always have to pose for pictures on 
my birthday." But the word~ can also mean "to present" 
as in the sentence, "He pose~solution to the probl~m." The 
similarity between the two meanings ts that both include the 
idea of presenting. One presents himself to a photographer 
to get his picture taken and one presents a solution to a 
problem. The difference between the two meanings is that~ 
meaning "to sit for a photographer" has a very restricted 
meaning; one can pose only to get one's picture taken or 
drawn. On the other hand, po·se meaning "to present" has a 
much broader meaning; one can pose a question, a problem or a 
solution. 

Note that while the example presented here is teacher centered, the 

general strategy could be followed in an approach which more fully 

involves the students. That is, students can be asked to give 

sentences using each meaning and to note similarities and differences 

in the meanings. 

As noted above, another purpose for teaching new meanings out 

of context is to alert students to the fact that words have multiple 

meanings. One way of making students sensitive to multiple 

meanings is to give them lists of multiple-meaning words and their 

definitions and have them write sentences illustrating the various 

meanings. A slightly different way to accomplish the same purpose 

is to give students pairs of sentences illustrating different 

meanings of words and have them define the meanings of the words 

in the various sentences using dictionaries. Note that this latter 

procedure familiarizes students with using the multiple meanings 

dictionaries provide, something they often need help with. 

The second sort of methods for teaching new meanings of words 

are called contextual. Contextual methods teach new meanings of words 
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when such meanings are used in the material students are reading. 

Work with new meanings for words that occur in the context of 

students' normal reading should be quite frequent in Enqlish 

classes, particularly in the lower qrades and with less able 

students. 

There are a number of contextual methods that can be used. 

For the most part, the actual instructlo-fl. takes place either 

before the students read the selection in which the new meaninqs are 

used or both before they read the selection and while they are 

reading it. This is so because instruction that takes place after 

students read a selection, while it mav help students to learn new 

meanings, cannot help them with reading the selection. They have 

already read the selection. On the other hand, instruction that 

takes place before or while students read can help them both in 

learning new meanings and in reading the selection. 

One method of teaching new meanings before students read a 

selection begins with the teacher identifying the new word-meaning 

combinations that will need to be taught and extracting the sen

tences in which the words occur from the selection. Assuming that 

students do not know the meanina of beat as "to search," the fol

lowing sentences might be extracted from a mystery. 

The search for the missina heiress continued for days. The 
police beat the countryside looking for her. 

Having extracted various segments such as this from the text, the 

teacher gives them to the students and then discusses each in turn 
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following the general strategy noted above. That is, the teacher 

elicits from the students the known meaning, the new meaning, 

sentences using each, and comments on the similarities and dif

ferences in the meanings. 

Such a method is appropriate when n~w meanings are likely 

to prove very difficult for students and when the new meanings 

are likely to be fairly widely used. But, of course, the method 

is time consuming. A less time consuming method, but one which 

produces less lasting results, is to simply give the students 

lists of the new word-meaning combinations they will encounter 

before they read the selection. 

Another method which is appropriate when the new meanings are 

not likely to prove too difficult is to pick out sentences in which 

new word-meaning combinations occur and have students arrive at 

the new meanings with the aid of small group discussion and dic

t ionaries. And a method which is appropriate when the new me~nings 

are likely to provide very little difficulty is to simply giv~ 

students a list of the words which may be used with new meanings 

and tell them to be alert for these new meanings as they read. 

Of course, there are a variety of other techniques that can be 

used to sensitize students to the -fact that words often have mul

tiple meanings and to teach specific new meanings. Some are listed 

in Dale, O'Rourke, and Bamman (1975), and others can be derived from 

the suggestions given above. The main purpose of this paper has 
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been to stress that students do encounter words with new and 

different meanings, and these new meaninas will at least in some 

cases need to be taught. the paper that follows this one (in the 

next issue of MEJ) will deal with the teaching of words that are 

themselves new to students. 
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