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A WORD IN SEASON:  CONCEPTS, CONTEXTS, AND COMMUNICATION
OF MEANING
WILGA M EIVERS
Harvard University

wiords seem to have a e ot thelr own. We speak of cutting words,
#1538 words, sweet words, sott words, ugly words, words in season and
untirmely words, odd words, taboo words, and overly farmihar words, ‘wards
are ot the ecsance ot aur personal and protessional hives, of our inhermast
feehings and of our courteous exterior. ‘we speak of word power, of being
at a loss for words and bewng feft wordless. we do not eveﬁ know for sure
hiwe many winds there are (n our tanguadge, nor hdw many we ourseives know.
Adere | am using the term “words™ to cover not only individual words, but
aizo phrases and short sentences that serve many purposes _ set
2xpressions or texical phrases {Nattinger 1958) as we sometimes call them.
wiords i this sense are ouniding blocks that combine to form the structure
ar meamngTul messages.

wiords play trcks onus. Because we know the words or understand
the wards, we thonk we understand the message or the speaker’s intention.
we unaderstand many words for which we are at a toss to qive a precise
meEanIng.  changing circumstances boing us new words with which we have
to gevelop tamiharity to feel comfortable _+"rungible” and “wvirtual” reahity,
ror tnstance. Ohd words change meanings as we grow older. A younger

qeneration reels at home with "heawy metal”, as theiwr parents did with

rock”
Mo weonder that acquiring words and their meanings 1s the most
ireportant part of language learming, and the most difficult for a nonnative

spegker to contrat To learners o7 & new language, even onomatopeic wards

@ !

L

ﬁ'{ h M. Qivers

~

P
ol



are a new experience and not necessarly obvious i meaning, although
cottext helps.  An Enghish-speaking chiid will wave 3 prece of wood and criy:
"Bangt Bang!” while a French-speaking child will cry "Cract Cract”  An English
sheep witl “baa", while a Spanish speaker will hear "meee”. {rsc, Hang”
Mege _ knowing the meaning of the action and the sound represented
by these expressions, ve may declare some similarity, but sbiectively we
st admit that 1n phonological shape and graphic representation, they have
fttle i common We are all familiar with the concept of the arbitrary
elationship between sound-form and meamng. Even so-called ohomatopeic
wards are specinic to particular fanguages and only represent the sound that
the speakers of that particuiar language have chosen to perceive. This is
the simplest of aur problems.

Unfortunately, meanings tn first and second languages rarely occur as
one-ta-nne equivalents o substitutable words, even for simple concrete
abects. Such common 1tems as fesd and Jfemian have different meanings
Tor persons of different languages and cultures. "Bread ” to the French
represents the warmth of family togetherness over a meal; “lemon” to an
AR |:.3$e€pr'eaents'samethmg disappointing — an object that fails to be
ehat 1118 waunted to be and feaves 3 "sour taste in the mouth”. Beyond
these culturally rich connotations, meaning 15 aiso personal and covert,
sometimes dehberately concealed 1n euphemisms or prevarcations,
2zpeciatiy in subgroup jargons ( amang children, or sports fans, among
doctors or prisonerst; at other times, 1115 partially and tentatively
~rvsaled through the selection of words, but frequently requires 1lustration

ar gesture tomake 1t ciear

L

Meaming comprefiended 15 3 creation of the recever: again persanal,

rtpadual ) and covert. Commuraoation of meanings aven in a comman



tahquage is not simple. How often do we hear such exciamations as: "He

raver ynderstands what 1 tell mimt®  "She seems almost deliberately to

thaynderstand platn Englishl” wWinston Churchill once observed that
Enaland and the United States were two countres divided by 3 common
farquane. Dirferant world wiews can lead to quite different semantic
cuntent for outwardly identical words. we may speak, then, of the
charmeleon-Tke quality of words, whose meanings (and often forms) change
an blend tn create new meanings. Even borrowings from other languages
cease to be reliable, as they interact with existing words of the language.
Words express concepts. what, then, 1s a concept? For Saussure
“inttially the concept 1s nothing;” 1t1s “onty a value, determined by its
retations with other similar values and . without [relations among values]
the signitication would not exist” (1959:117). what 15 the meaning, for
wnstance, of wamym or coeal/?  Fora language that has only A2af or oa/d inits
wacabatary, these are ditticult concepts to pin down.  Even Tor us, what 1s
hgton one situatian may oe cold inanother. We may find the room hot at a
ramparature at which we would consider the tea or coffee cold. In the
Saussurean sensae, Wy and caa/ have a signitication only i relation to
Hadoand co/d, to each other, and 1o such terms as mramg fol tepia fuks-
WS, WETIER O caaliEs wWithout a culturally accepted reiationship
amenn these terms, they have no definable meaning of themselves. Their
mearang dernves essentially from thew relationsfups and associations.
Cogmitive psychologists share this linguistic viewpoint.  In the
structure of memory, say Colling and Quillian, "3 cancept™ s "a set of
relatianstnos armong other concepts, not a primitive absolute. Everything 1

defined 1 terms of sverything else’{1972:313-4). Darkness 13 absencs a7
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hght: without the existence of hgit, there would be no concept of darkness.
what 15 twihight, forinstance? _ between hight and the absence of light or
Gevwean the swallow and the bat, as one language puts it. Since concepts
have no primitive term, no gne absolute meaning, when may we call an
abyect a cup and not a mug, a beaker, or a tumbler? Wwhen 15 a stone a stone
and ruxt 3 piece of grit, a pebble, a rock, or a boulder. Without the concepts
nt “pebole” and "rock” we would not be able to detine “stone”. Concepts are
rlusive and elastic, while words are detinite and delimited, so the fit is
mrncylt. Yetat s through words that concepts find expression in lanquage
use. Concepts straddle words, words straddie concepts and develop new
meanings as they enter into ditterent combinations and relationships. itis
Gy using cups and beakers and mugs, by emptying our shoes of small pebbles
thrawing stares, tripping over rocks, and citmbing over boulders that we
learn these concepts and understand their meanings 1n context. It 1s
thraugh such experences that we learn to use words appropriately in our
st fanguage. It this s a lengthy process wnoour own language, how much
more 15 1 compounded by the shitting concepts behind the words of another
fanquage!l Then, to muddy the waters further, 1diom and metaphor enter the
preture  (This may not be your cup of tea, and you may consider that | am
rrigking mountans out of molehlls} Mo wonder learming to use a language
15 @ lengthy and effortrul process.

Concepts find realization in the words of a language (1n this extended

peravior of words, Concepts enter into the skins of words and push, shave,
ard il therm into combiations and associations to meet thewr purposes in
e srpression of meaming. 1t 1s suwmlar concepts to those intended,

arauzed vy our minds, that we as Disteners use to extract meaning rrom the



combinations and permutations that we hear. Even then we can never be
sure that the meaning we are creating 1s a pertect match. Nevertheless,
this process makes communication of meamng sound at least possible, until

context steps

Lontexi s the proadest term of all. It can be linguistic, physical, or
aerceptual Oncluding the individual perception of the physical or the
tpguisticy; it can be social or psychological. The psychological context
brings with 1t the evfects of expectations, emotions, attention focus or
diztraction celated to personal mtentions, wants, needs, fears, and even eqo
mvnlvement, often resulting in the extraction of a message the listener
wanted to hear, rather than the one the speaker wished to convey. Concapts
Can Tind expression i words, but without context they are trapped, as it
were, 1 sealed units or black boxes.

Hiymes has pointed out that tenguage users are not abstract 1solated
indvadusls, alrost unmotvated cognitive mechanisms, as some linguists,
feachers, and matenals wnters seem to see them, but they are persons 1n a
soc1al wiorld who need Lo be able to communicate £1979:8). To be able to
Cornmurcate 1noa soc1al world the student, quite obviousiy, must tearn to
communicate 1n a social world, not 1na stertle test tube. 5o all use of
langquage, second as well as 1irst janguages, must be 1n 3 meamngful
context

Terrelt, the sriginator of the Matural Approach,recognized the
raporiance of vocabutary and ot learning vocabulary 1n a comprehensibie
context. InUA Natural Approach to Second Language acguisition and
Leartitng,” he says: "The learning ot vocabulary is the key to comprehensian
and speech proquction. wWith a large enough vocabulary the student(s) can

comprehend and speak a great deal of L2 evenf {their) knowledge of



structure 1s for all practical purposes non-existent” (1977:222). He quotes
Bofinger as saying that angone who has mastered a foregn languange knows
wetl that a qreat deal of the time 15 spent mastenng the lexicon of that
language — "the most important thing 15 to get the words in” (1970:78). This
wigw 15 also that or Lozanov, who has found that students can tearn 2,000
words in 24 days 1n an ntensive learning situation (1978: 321-2). These
words should always be learned 1h comprehensible contexts. Students of
Languages for Specific Purposes (LSP) especially need to be familiar with
many words whose meantngs they might not even have encountered 1n their
awn lanquage. They should be 1earming content along with texicon, so that
thay can develop the concepts along with the words in context. |

Words apart from situations are mere formulas, and language becomes
miore [tke algebra, of 8 kind that 15 the delight of the abstract linguist. For
the qeneral run ot humanmity, language 15 rieshed out with meaningrful words:
2Aressive wards, trte words, chiches, metaphorical expressions or 1dioms.
Lanquane teachars have teng known this fact and have tried 1n many ways to
nelp students 1o learn vocabulary. This process has never been easy,
mecause yoacabulary cannot te incuicated. 1t can oniy be learned by
individuals, who absorb 1t into thewr cogmitive systems (their semantic
networks), because it seems to have some use or because tt has a certamn
beauty or whimsicality that appeals to the fearner

Halliday's concept of "meaning potential” encapsulates this view of
concepts and words. Hallvday speaks of "sets of aptions, or alternatives n
meaning (that 1s, chinces] avatlable to the speaker-hearer” in the context of
A situation that 13 culturally determined (1973.72). He emphasizes the
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degendence or the meaning of each waord, ror the individual, upon practical
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sperience and of the structure or each utterance upon the momentary



situation in which 11 15 spoken. For Halliday, context refers to the inner as
well as the outer context _ the outer context being the observable features
ar the s1tuation, while the thner context, hinguistic and emational, 15
strandly intluenced by the attitudes and values that the speaker-hearer has
gerved trom the cultural environment.

fre 3 niewe language then, we need practice 1n making choices, 1T we are
by develap an extensive vocabulary that will enable us to express our
maeaning to the tullest. Wwa need to acquire words for concepts through
rractical expenence 1 culturatiy appropriate situations or authentic
matarials with which we feel involved.  In this sense each student’s
socasutary s oan individual achievement and a personal possession, which
can neither be used by another nor taken away from its possessor. |t can be
last temporamiy, anly to be retmeved 1nexpiicably through very personal
asociationsg, as wth matenatl that disappears from the computer screen
anly to turn up again at the most unexpected moment. Or 1t can became
trretrievable 1n some more permanent tashion in ways we do not yet

understand.

Let us sxamine for g moment the psychological mechanisms that
account tor the extraordinary ability we possess Lo expand our means of

comprehension and expression datly, hourly, minute by minute?

The 7w & of vocabulary use s yecagniiion  Learners ot another
fannuage must perceive a particular group of sounds or graphic symbols as
represanting a8 specitic meaning or set of meanings ror the users of that
rafjuage Having perceived this 1act, they must recognmize a turther

acourreace ot this rarm, nshghtly warging pronunciation or graphic shape,



transparent across languages).

semaniic trenspsrency, which helps with metaphorical expressions
(2., coat of pawnt, flower bed, glass ceiling).

Each of these forms of transparency helps students to infer meanings
af many unfamiliar words. To these may be added the Zrsns/glion
trenspsrency of cognate wards and the modern industral, professional, and
cultyral international vocabulary that 1s sweeping the world, e.g, jet, jazz,
(eans, strass, infarmation, pollution (see also Rivers 198321 Laufer (1989}
reminds ug of the need to warn students of the dangers of gecealive
resasgsreacy. misleading morphological structure (e.g., "shortcomings”
interpreted as “short visits”); 1diams whose meaning 15 not made
transparent by the glements of which they are constructed (e.q., "you can't
pank an 1173 ralse friends, that 15, cognates that look or sound familiar but

actually diverde in meaning (French/English: accgssand; words with

multiple meamngs of which the students are aware of only one (English Zaw

or Figwet; and synforms, or words that are coincidentally simmiar in lexicsl
rarm, sound, or marphology { &rsok, sems sam, undrlutadsunguiate)  Students
miust be aware of the deqree of thetr 1gnorance, so that they can maintain a
cautious approach to apparent transparencies, checking their insights first
anainst context and the development of the discourse, then n a dictionary
anhy when the degree of frustration warrants tt. The effort of figuning out
rreaning circulates the word through the cagmtive system, thus increasing
the probability of 1ts being retained.

Swareness of the mechanisms of word Tormation in a new language

arovides the student with a vast area of what Palmer (1989) calls pafesiis/

vacsidsy, and with griwing confidence students can draw on this

resary0Ir, witle watching out Tor possible traps and pitfalls (the word

31
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‘pitrall” being itself a semantically transparent word). In Haastrup's (1939)
investigations in Denmark, the low English proticiency group (L) tended to
draw tnferences about the whaole word from the context, while the high
Engtish proticiency group (H} looked for linguistic cues within the word to
111l out the meaning that inference from context lert imprecise. For
saample, wnoworking out the meaning ot “szsatrab/e political ambitions”,
the L group decided "insatiable” meant “great”, while the H group, delving
it the rorm of the word, came up with "not to be satisfied” (Haastrup
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Stuidents can be encouraged to use such procedures as tauaing &4
{sidimg {examiming previy, nucleus, and suttixl;, dissalving campounds
fraking expressions like "ra1t-safe”, "child-proot” more transparent);
genetraling gisginzes (applying regular phonological or orthographic
transrormations Lo words in the new language in order to detect hidden
cognates, e, for Spanish speakers, such words as Secwily. SEQUFIgsd |
Shysics: Ssics . phatogreps fotegrarig). Techmques like these reduce
the infermation (oad for storage in memory. inreverse, students can be
chatlenged to make up passié/e words of the language applying these
transtortnations; this may occastonally produce non-esistent words, but
ones that sound perfectiy English, Spamish, German, or French. For examgple,
"glass shattersr” may not exist as an occupational word in English
dictionares, but 1t 15 a possible word, that confarms to the rules ot word
farmation |, for a dermonstrator who takes out s or her rrustrations on
public bunldings. I walys ke these, we exploit potential vocabulary and

make 1t actuat, white quving the students a "feel” for the language.

m
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ssentral to all autonomous tanguage learming for use 15 the inductive

nrocess of avrerensiag. According to cogmitive psychologists, we poszess



semantic memory in the 1orm af complex networks 1n whitch conceptual
nodes {not verbal nodes) are linked by inferential relations that draw on
redundancies within concepts. Thus there are innumerable directions in
winch thase networks can take off. Perhaps gsienss? does not link o your
mand with pawsg rar and mcngy i he packel, but 1t does for me, because
gne very dark night 1 pourning rain | forgot that my drive gate was closed,
ran tnto a gatepost and collected accident insurance. Our personal
networks are as distinctiy individual as this,

Mote that the nodes in semantic networks are conceptual, not
language-specific. [n 1985, when | was learning Spanish 1n Chile, { found
miysell one day, while traveling with a Spamsh-speaking group, producing
inra stravghtforward concept of opposition the conglomeration mers eher
sa7 parvr . | had reached the conceptual node for fwf and retrieved several
aszociated words in different languages — French {in which | am very
fiusnty, erman (o1 which | have elementary knowledge), and Latin (which |
thought | had rargotten) — before connecting with the sought-after Spanish
word géere (Rivers 198 1:510),

Wards of a new language becoma linked in all kinds of ways with the
interconnections of the conceptual networks and proceed to draw on the
redundancies within established concepts and on the inferential relations
arong these _ wn other words, we draw on gur knowledge of the world,
winch 15 expanded and enmched by the cuitural notions of the new langquage.
&5 words and expressions are absorbed into the orgamzational structure
theg become usable. For effective use, however, the rorms o1 the new
rangquage must be hinked up with thewr awn cultura-gspecific nferences,

wtiich are created through experiences with the janguage within the
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materials or contacts with native speakers in the area. We must come to
know the limitations, expansions, and cross-associations of meanings in the
new language tn reiation Lo apparently simlar meantngs of words and
eRpressions 1 our Nirst language. For this we need to expernence the new
exprassions 1n a cuiturally and hnguistically nch context. Language
tearming tmust be through purposeful use 1n culturally probabie ways.
Accarding ta Jenkinsg, "The mind remembers what the mind gags, not what
the world does” (19731700 Yocabulary acquisition, [ike all aspects of

langquage acguisition, 15 & dynanac process within a constantly active mind.

METEMNTIGN

Time was when memaory as regarded as a locatable storage space, a
zerias af bing {short-term and intermediate stores, now more likely to be
catled working memoryl, through which selected items passed on their way
to fang-term storage. More recent models of memory are notably dynamic
and process-oriented. Memory 1s now viewed as a process, whereby
Frowleage (factual and experience-derived) enters into networks with g
muitiplicity of interconnected nodes (like the neurons n the nervous
zyztem}  The nodes are conceptual and the interconnecting networks are
relational, as noted above.  Entering wnformation activates nodes, which
activate nodes on nodes, so that processing af the information 1s effected
by many grocesses gocdrring at the same time, that 15, 1n parallel.
Arthing ane encounters, and selectively or peripherally perceives, enters
the networks and 13 immediately bounced around, compared, discriminated,
matched, hinked up in the networks wath information related to 1t 1n &

sfitiphiotty of obvious and unexpected ways, 1o serve some purpose



pventually along with all the other elements operating in parallel. {For
detailed description | see Hinton and Anderson 1989). Consequently,
memaries came to us i many unexpected ways and through a vanety of
sensory stimult. As Rumelhart and Norman have expressed 1t, "Intormation
15 better thought of as ‘evoked’ than ‘found’ {in Hinton and Andersion
13597

Mernory storage 1s faciitated by ohusdizg information, that s,
Arouping 1tems according to some common Teature or semantic Hink,
Allvteration, Tor instance, hinks words beginnming with a particular sound, so
that "stinking, smaking stack”™ is easier to retain in memaory than
"malodorous, black-belching factory chimney”™. Yocabulary, 1t has been
found, 15 tearned more gasily when thers 15 some collocational Hink among

1tarm

wuy

tor example, "castles, manors, and cottages” hnks different types of
dwellings  Similarly the mind argsmices materat for storage: “the
peantityl rases 1n the garden” 1s easier to remember than 51X disparate,
uncannected words, where words have no obvious relationship, we
inewitably create a mental organization or semantic link to draw them
together Cansequently, words learned ina short context are much more
rmermorable. Yisual 1mages also organize matarigl for recall; Roman
orators, 1t seems, remembered the order of points in their speeches by
picturing their passage through different rooms in @ house and associating
+arious points they wished to make with the sequence of rooms. {Many
interesting examples of visual memory are recounted 1n Luna 1968.) The
rare we know about the way memaory works, the more we can help students
pmprave their learming strategies.

tnorecent years interest has revived in long-practiced techmques ot

sasesmies 1o help students remember unfamitiar wards by developing all



kinds of inks 1n their memory networks. Some learners ara visually
artented and will create visual images that they associate with the new
#nrd _ 1maiges that 1n some way retate to the meaning of the word; the
author has round this useful for remembering Chinese and Japahese
characters, for wnstance. dthers preter to associate sound 1mages,
sometimes aseoctating the new word with a sound image from the native
language and a visual 1mage that recalls the meaning of the new word (the
spamsh jess, 1orinstance, might be associated with segvy and a visual
wmnage ot a physically impasing leader, and 7&8/88 might De associated with
the sa/gs wnaskirt), This has been called the keyword techmaqgue and is
discussed inomore detall in Nation (1990-166-8).  Other techniques are
hurmarous or gestural associations; assecration with a word ina third
rarnjuane; tearmng the unfarmtiar word 1n association with a familiar word
af the new languaqge | wre 7a/de negrs ), or associating the word with a
musical intonation pattern, sometimes Jrouping several semantically
related words Cwe all remember words we learned 1n songs, Tar 1nstance,

patrticulariy refrawns, or 1n rhythmic chants). Terrell (1936) descrbes a

nurmter of associational techmdues that lead to binding of vocabulary.
"Binding,” he says, "1s complete when the form evokes the meaning without
delay and the form rinally 'sounds hike what 1t means™ (1986:214).

Because our associationai networks 1n memory are very personal and
individual, students, with encouragement and a few examplas, will soon
deveicp thew own techniques, which will work much betier for them, just
pecause they are thewr aown. For amusement, they may share these with
thew tellow students in the early stages. However they go about it,
students reed to develop ways of relieving the load on memory a1 greaat

rwanbers af untamibar and contusing 1tems. Through trying out other
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approaches hike these they will soon realize that simple rote memorization
v nerrectual.

Thare 1z 3 strong arfective elament 1n what we will select and retain
inmemory. Learners will seek the meaning of words that are important to
them 1 texts that iterest them, and this involvement and attention focus
faciiitate retention.  Since {earners show a marked predilection for their
awhn persgnally selected vacabulanes, they should be encouraged to gather
their own freasures from their reading and their communicative activities.
This they will do 1f given some real choice in areas about which they are to
read or converse. They should also be given many opportunities to
mtroduce inta thewr learning activities in speech and wirting these
gersonally culled vocabutaries. Since rehearsal or recirculation in
dirrerent contexts of material stored in memory helps strengthen
assoctational links, games, word puzzles, and other activities that evoke
these associations and encourage students to use vocabulary previously
encountered are valuable; here, students can shine by demanstrating
aspects of their personal vocabularies, and this 15 motivationally
stunutating. some provision should be made 1n tests ror students to

d1splay vocabulary they have personatly collected.

RETRIEWAL

According to recent theornsts, because of the interrelationships of
the sermantic networks, 1tems of knowledge and memory traces of events
are not localized but Srsdmsisied hroughaut 1h6 sysiem - rather than our
ceing abiz Lo retreve them 1rom one node or spot in long-term storage

thiroughn 4 Tew CuRs or triggers, memaory traces can be accessed angwhets 1n



the system through the multitude of different connections riring
simultaneously; for this reason this approach to memary 15 called parallel
Mistnbuted processing or PDP (1) It is the many relationships that make
this possibie. Consequently, memaries come to us 1n many unexpected ways
and through a vamety of sensory stimuli. This approach tallies with
common expenience, where we are rrequently bombarded with activated
memsores, perhaps on encountering a particutar scent or taste {as with
Praust’'s famaus megeseingl, or 1n searching for a word or the name of a
nersan ar piace.

wWith this approach to memory, accessibility becomes the keyword as
nasic to retrieval. Schouten-van Parreren observes that often “when the
memary o1 3 word 15 Torgotten’, 1t has not disappeared from memory, but it
simply cannot be retrieved” (195692:77). She reports on an experiment on
retentian or untamiliar vocabulary acquired from reading of different types
nt matertal in different languages at various levels of difficulty. Through
think-atoud protocois, she discovered that students used many different
access roads to retreve word meanings.  She guotes the tollowing
strategies: (1idrawing on recollections of: the situation 1n which a ward
tad occurred in the text; (2) recalling images that farmed in their minds
during the reading process; (3} recalling the literal word group or sentence
nowhich the word accurred or the position of the word in the text; (d)
recollection of the fact that the waord had occurred more than once in the
text, or (57 that a word with the same root had also appeared; (6} thinking
gack to the emations or expenences that the word or text had evoked while
they were reading, e g, expenencing the ward as "funny” or "strange”,
reehing proud about & cartect quess or stupid when having to logk the same

wir up bwice (p 73) These reactions are wery 1Hustrative of the many



Ll
(B}

wals 1n which the mand absorbs cuses or trniggers for retrieval and this
supports the use wn classroom learning of as many different approaches
through dirrerent modalities as possible, thus allowing ror the great
diversity of learning styles and personal strateqies gathered together 1n any
ane class.  Inothis way, we ensure more accessibility for retreval for more
studernts than by 1mposing one way ot {earning oh all.

Parallet distmbuted processing theory throws tight also on the
nbzerved fact that speakers ot several languages acquire 3 new vocabulary
rore #3s1hy than monatinguals and frequently produce 1n commumcation a
#0rd or expression rrom another language they know that seems to conveg
mgre appropriateiy a semantic nuance or a retationship; hence the mixing of
languages that occurs when two or three speakers are equaliy bilingual. It
also explains the word blocks speakers sometimes experience in thetr
native langquage arter a pernod of immersion in & second language, when the
oy word of expression that comes to mind 15 the way the second language
shicodes the concept. Syntactic structures also convey meanings and, again,
Baving tearned to operate within the syntactic systems of several languages
propositicnal refations, time, aspect, comparison, actual and hypothetical
Jceurrences, and so on. Parallel distnbuted processing turther lluminates
the "tip of the tongue phenomenon” (Brown 1970:274-301), when we sesk for
3 nhame or a word 1n another tanguage and come up with candidate words that
are celated phonologically, in what seem like extracrdinary nonseguiturs
{rq., hula hoop, hooltigan, Mutligan, caa/sgang). or when we replace woris
when reading sloud with synonyms of guite a different perceptual shape
(reading, 1or instance, "storm” when the word 1n the text is "tempest™ it

aiso provides a psychologqical explanation of how 1t 15 possible to transiate



from one language to another and to recognize the untranslatable (Rheingold
955 it allustrates the way we find approximations in the second language
ta the meanings conveyed by the first when parailel terms do not exist; this
the second-lanquage fearner should have much practice. Finally, 1t provides
4 plausible explanation for the speed with which simultaneous interpreters

can parfarm thewr task

Inbriet, then, vocabulary cannct be taught; 1t is learned by motivated
mdvaduals, inndividual ways, to satisty individual interests and neads.
tmaginative teaching arouses this motivation. Even in the native language
many peaple become fascinated with words, word puzzles, the use of fancy
wards  Learners will comemt words and expressions to memaory and
retrigve tham in very individual and idiosyncratic ways . the important
thing 13 not how they are recalled, but their actual retneval for active use
in expressing personal meanings. For this, language learners need many
gppartuntties to use thelr own resources in inhovative ways. An

interactive, participatory class encourages and rewards such creativity.

MOTES
I For further discussion of parallel distributed processing (POP) in

retation Lo tanguage learning, see W M. Rivers (1990-91}
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