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CARR YING A GOOD THING

TOO FAR
L] Walter P. A]len

Al teachers wnrth the:r salt’ ~c:l,tsm:'an;rier

effective lessons and teaching devices, A

class becomes electrified and the actmty of
- the learning process can be gauged in the
happy, “interested faces. Among the ex.

amples of ~ such phenomena appearing
recently in the ZESL Reporter areAlice

Pack’s “Pmnﬂun Chart” (re rinted: in Fall
1973, p. 13).and Ted_ Plaister’s - “Mother
Goose and ESL” (the lead story in Winter
1974). - Most of us have probably developed
articles, at least in our minds if not on paper,
desenhmg our -brilliant strokes of gemus
5 ﬁ speak from personal experience.) .

2 Often the profession. is. the loser when
these advances in teaching are not made-
Hnwaver,.—

available - through the journals:
there . are .also dangers when an! idea :is

rushed to print too soon. The enthusiasm:
" of the moment may be so ~dazzling that:the
pay attentien: (o the-
signals.. In the first flush of success.:
there is the danger of i imagmmg maore power .
in- the ‘methed than is justified. The-new.
‘method -may . have ﬁlled an immediate-need-

s0, beautifully that it is deemed adeguate .

- lﬂnﬂ?&iﬁf fails to
warmng

. for other. smzatmns, which may be quite
different.

gimmick,

ignoring - difficulties which are- mherem in

- . the method. .As long as the students are
swinmming so well the teacher fails to note :

the .rough. water amad ‘Most..important,

the success of a plan. may lead the teacher

into the danger of failure to teach essentials
- of the language which " are not. involved

. In the bright new method. Language, is -

very. camplex, with many aspec.:ts ~and

mastéry is. only achieved by gaining contrel
of all aspects, not of just one. Vocabulary,"
for exampie, must be supported by syntax,.

semantics, rhetoﬂc and all the crther aspects -'

of language

A “case in rpﬂmt is’ ﬁle twa articies byﬁ-

Kelly Harris; Jr whtch recently appeared in

. Also it may. have-been the .
- em;hus;tasm cof . the teacher with a nﬁw-,_-
_rather than. any. value in:.the.
 method, which:caused the ingreased learning. .
. Again, ﬂtﬂkmg success in, the first use of the -
novel lessofi-plan may lead to-the dan ger, of;

~ and even wmrds like ‘bare - “bear.
give our stiudent enough probiems We don't

the TESI, Reporter: "‘Usmg Crﬂssward
Puzzles in TESL” (Fall 1973) and 7A
Lesson on Synonyms, Antonyms, and
Homonyms for ESL Students”  (Winter
1974).. The Winter article begins. with a
fundamental nuscﬂncaptmn of language:
“Sounds and meanings
important in hnghsh” (p. 11). Although
there is no the before ost, the implication
is clear that ﬁther aspects of English .are
less important. "This is indeed very cavalier
treatment of morphology, syntax, and other

-aspects of languaga In fact, limiting, vocab-

ulary study to synonyms, antonyms, and

homonyms will hardly provide complete.

coverage evén for phonology anid semantics..

_Fortunately the same issue, of TESL Re:

porter also carries articles. by Yao Shen on
tense carriers and by Ahc:e C Pack .on.
functmns of HAVE., -

Anyﬂne who has taught ESL knows that :

“-students usnally  believe that 2 lack in

vocabuldry is their, oply abstacie to.flizency..
At the same time the téacher is aware that
more. control of word order, form classés

. (parts of spéech}, agreement, inflectional and. -
.- dem*atmnal afﬁxes

‘and prepﬁs:ttim;s is -
basic to_improving dommunication in the;

W language Obviously no lesson can teach

everything, but.convetsely, no. lesson . ‘can’
- claim 1o be ever}rtlung, _{Jr even the Il'lﬂst
_ 1mpﬂrtant thing. / |

My wife once cnmpﬂed a lis:t f}f mﬂre than‘ |
250. pairs a:m:l triplets . of  homonyms in

_.piaymg a, .game with her:eight year old
niece, $0 1 considér -her, somewhat of an.
expert on the subject..
.1 see: him gvery day
- hymn every day,” I drew a. blank, At least

But when 1 -tried
and 1 sing a seq

"

in our dialect, sez iymuns are not likely to | .
cause’ confusion- with see Imn because sed

. Iuwms don’t o¢cur,

Some hmmnyms are real trﬂuble maker& .,
for pes:}pie learning English, such as: there - )
their - theéy’re, 10 - too - two, your: you're,
These’ sets

have t0 mvent ﬂﬂlEI‘S just 1o ew;ten{i a pel;

of wards are most



| syﬁtem

Some TESL metlmds
English
avoiding synonyms, The beginning lessons
of the Michigan materials used to speak
only of pocketbooks, never of purses, wal-
lets, or handbags. Even these controlled
vocabulary methods must eventually face the
problem of introducing synonyms. ESL
students are especially aware of the problem
of synunyms because their bilingual diction-
aries give a string of English words for every
word of their own language.
students know the differences between syn-
onyms in their own language, they are likely
not to recognize ‘them as such and think
that it is-only English which has “‘so many
words with the same meaning.”

" The two problems with teaching syn-

notably Basic

onyms are 1) showing the shade of difference

between synonyms and 2) the suitability of
different words in various contexts. _An

example of two words not really hamg the

same meaning is Harris’ use of join as a clue
for mate,
(ust like five Amenf:an dmmnnnes 1 con-
- sulted) gives
“n the Fall

synonyims and the crossword (:Iue are nis-
leading.

Similarly, stipper - shoe - sandal ma}f all
mean footwear, but they are certainly not -

interchangeable. In fact, they are as. dif-
ferent as Cougar and Jaguar are to an auto
mechanic.

Earthly . and terrestrial are examples of
synonyms which are appropriate in different
- contexts. The Latinate rerrestrial is most
likely to fit in formal, scientific, or theo-
fogical -settings. At the other extreme,
earthly can be used as an expletive (which
dogs not have to be deleted): no earthly
chance (Concise Oxford).

The makers of = Alka- Séltzer used 1o
prﬂduct contained -

advertise that their
acetylsalicylic acid, which is 2 scientific

name for aspirin. The advertisement success-
fully used the unfamiliar term to deceive the -

public, -for the term belongs in a chemistry
-class. or-a. phannaqupela Perhaps an{}ther
company will try CgHgO4., . .. |
- Antonyms are ‘defined as words’ M‘ 0p«
- poﬂte meanmgs, but H appears that snme

strive for efficient teaching by

Since the

The Concise Oxford Dictionary

- -' preach f.:hmate

TESL REporter

antonyms are more opposite than others.
True antonyms are found in -hot - cold
and up - down (at least in the common use
of these terms, though physicists or astro-
nauts might disagree). But to say that the.
opposite of man is woman is to perpetuate
a sexist stereotype. Why not give boy, or
dinosaur, or rock? Qbviously students will

have to be frained in the type of partial

Dr. Allen, an Associate Professor
at the University of Houston, is the
author of “Easy Crossword Puzzles for
‘Learners of - English,” (English Lan-
guage Services, 1956), “More Eas,y
Crossword Puzzles for Leamners of -

English,” (Enghsh Language Semm,
1970).

opposition shown by pairs such as man -
woman. Harris’ example of holy - unholy
opens a whole new bag of cats. Possible -
impossible, correct - iircorrect, and happy -

unhappy immediately come to mind. Clearly

a whole new lesson can be developed on
negating words, training students to build

their own antonyms. From there the study

“join“in masfage” as.a could. proceed to. the- role of prefi ixes in

. gdefinition. of mate, vit, 7 i.

1973 crossword.clue(in ,ammals)m added to
join, but The Concise Oxford only tells of
" birds matmg Unless' thé -class has read a
story in which animals mate, the lesson on’

Eng!tsh.
The usefulness of the words.is -another

“-'pmnt which Harris has not . weighed: suf-

ficiently ‘in his search for:synonyms, an-

- tomyms,. and - homonyms.. "One-way of
-determining the usefvlness of a worid, and
so -whether : it should be- taught earher or
Iater,; is to find how often it is used by .

people who speak English. A considerable

body of factual-evidence on this point is |

‘available to a lesson
- several frequency ¢

‘planner in ‘any of
unts, Althﬂugx fre-
quency .counts do not prescribe an absolute
order for learning words, yet they do give

““some idea of what words should be learned
~ first and which can be put off till later.

The puzzie on page 11 of the Fall 1973
TESL Re rter has many words in both the

clues and the answers which were found to
be used most frequently in the 18 million
words counted ft}r the Thorndike and Lorge
- study published as The Teacher’s Word Book
 of 30,000 Words (New York, 1944). {1 refer .
to this book ‘because it is within reach.)

Less fmquenﬂy used words include the

foltowing:

~ from the sﬂcﬂnd thousand:- unite, cﬂm,
~ holy, beast, journey:

from. the third thousand: mat& sacred
{mntmd on: page 18}"_
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(continued . fmm page 6!
" from the fourth thousand: mist;

- from-the fifth thousand: emhly, devﬂur,

from the sixth thousand: petty;

and from the eleventh thousand: terrestiial.
Considered from this light, the last word
above hardly seems suitable for a high sc¢hool
class. To add to the difficulty of the lesson,
one of the least frequently used wc:rds
devour, has a clue definition which | could
not find in any dicitonary.

- A reminder that one cannot always rely |
on these word counts of printed material for .

TESL purposes is in the words nought and

zero, . which are listed in the seventh and

sixth thousandths, respectively, in the
Thorndike and- Lorge count. Of course
nought is British and would not be used
__frequenﬂy by Americans, and zero is rarely
spelled out in print. This instance demon-

strates that caution and common sense must

be used in applymg mfomatmn from any

frequency -count.

After considering the dangers {o be avoid-
ed in promoting a new teaching device, I

would  like. to close with -some- positive

advice: When you work up a lesson which
really clicks, use it to the full advantage of

your students Then count to ten slowly

and ‘do your hqmewurk Before you use it

again, or suggest it to someone else, first
‘check its fundamental philosophy and then

make sure you have not been carried away
by the method and so introduced new

problems. Above all, determine the area in

language teaching where your device does
the most good and remember that vou don’t

 have a cure- -all for the whole ﬁeld of ESL.
- When your new.idea passes these tests, you

can join the ranks of those who have_

contributed to TESL.





