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Applying Semantics Theory to Vocabulary Teaching

w.Dr. Shweta Sood

[The study of semantics is a truly psycholinguistic matter. It is concerned with
linguistic entities and therefore it has to take account of the linguistic features of
vocabulary. Given the increasing dimensions of learning and teaching resources
available in online repositories; and the growing number of learners choosing Web-
based environments for studying, the opportunities offered by semantic technologies
are increasingly significant in the world of education.Dr. ShwetaSood here in this paper
aims to highlight the enormous opportunities for semantics technology in education.]

Abstract- Semantics in language determines the relationship between signifiers
and what they signify. Although images and body language can be included as signifiers in
a wider study of semantics, linguistic semantics deals strictly with words and their
meanings. Semantics is a subfield of linguistics specializing in the study of meaning. For
students of semantics in language, signifiers have multiple levels of meaning.Given the
increasing volume of learning and teaching resources available in online repositories, the
growing number of learners choosing Web-based environments for studying, and the need
to link heterogeneous data to implement the spreading vision of lifelong learning, the
possibilities offered by semantic technologies are increasingly relevant in the world of
education.

Keywords: Semantics, Language, Signifiers, Linguistics, Meaning, Online, Web,
Heterogeneous, Technology, Education.

Applying Semantics Theory to Vocabulary Teaching - The study of meaning
and its manifestation in language is normally referred to as semantics from the Greek
noun sema ‘sign’, signal; and the semains ‘signal, mean, signify’, The Shorter Oxford
Dictionary glosses the term semantics as ‘relating to signification or meaning’. Broadly
speaking, semantics is that aspect of linguistics which deals with the relations between
referents (names) and referends (things) - that is linguistic levels (words, expressions,
phrases) and the objects or concepts or ideas to which they refer - and with the history
and changes in the meaning of words. Diachronic (historical) semantics studies semantic
change, whereas synchronic semantics accounts for semantic relationship, simple or
multiple. A semanticist would like to find how a man is able to paraphrase, transform and
detect ambiguities and why the surrounding words sometimes force him to choose one
interpretation rather than other. A semantic analysis, for example, of English, must also
explain antonyms, synonyms, homonyms, polysemy, anomalies, contradictions,
paraphrase, relations, ambiguities, implications and transformations of the language.
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According to Manfred Bierwish, a semantic theory must:
(a) Make reference to the syntactic structure in a precise way;
(b) Systematically represent the meaning of single words;
(c) Show how the structure of the meaning of words and the syntactic relations
interact, in order to constitute the interpretation of sentences; and
(d) Indicate how these interpretations are related to the things spoken about.

Although the structuralists tried to study language without meaning, the
importance of meaning has been recognized since time immemorial. In the Vedas,
meaning is treated as the essence of language, and the speech without meaning has been
called ‘the tree without fruits and flowers’ (Rigveda 9/71/5). Cf. (Yaska, Nirukta
1/20).Ancient Indian scholars such as Katyayana, Patanjali, Vyadi, Vyas, etc. regard the
relationship of word and meaning as eternal. According to Patanjali, words naturally
express meaning. Were the words eternal, one word would have meant one and the same
thing in all the languages; there would have been no semantic change, and men would not
have felt any necessity of learning words. Nonetheless, some scholars too have started
talking about semantic universals now-a-days, and today, there is a wide agreement than
if ever was that meaning is the soul of language.

Semantics in language determines the relationship between signifiers and what
they signify. Although images and body language can be included as signifiers in a wider
study of semantics, linguistic semantics deals strictly with words and their meanings.
Semantics is a subfield of linguistics specializing in the study of meaning.For students of
semantics in language, signifiers have multiple levels of meaning. The simplest level, also
known as the first order of signification, is the denotation of a word. Denotation refers to a
strictly literal understanding, and the object referred to is known as the denotata. For
example, the noun phrase “brown bear” signifies a large omnivorous mammal known
scientifically as the ursus arctos.Various cultural or emotional meanings attached to a
word provide one or more deeper levels of meaning. These subjective meanings are
known as connotations. For example, a camper might hear “brown bear” with a
connotation of fear and panic. On the other hand, “brown bear” might mean friendship,
comfort, and security for a child who plays and sleeps with a stuffed animal.

The field of formal semantics, or model theoretic semantics, was pioneered by
philosopher and mathematician Richard Montague in the mid twentieth century.
Montague showed how all sentences could be broken down into subjects and predicates.
These parts could be compared to mathematical concepts, particularly those in the branch
of mathematics called typed lambda calculi, in order to evaluate its meaning. This theory is
also known as Montague grammar.
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Although Montague’s theory of semantics in language is one of the first and most
commonly accepted, various philosophers have created other systems. For example, the
theory of truth-conditional semantics was developed by Donald Davidson shortly after
Montague published his work on formal semantics. Truth-conditional semantics evaluates
the truth of a sentence by looking to specific, real world examples. Other theories include
conceptual, lexical, and computational semantics.Those who are not linguistic experts can
still see the effect of semantics in language in the form of a semantic dispute. A semantic
dispute is a disagreement over the meaning of a word. Spouses might argue over
purchases but actually be arguing over the definition of cheap, expensive, or reasonable.
Semantic disputes can range from ridiculous to nationally significant. Many court cases
have been judged over the meaning of legal phrases, such as “cruel and unusual
punishment” and “separate but equal.”

Application of Semantic Theory to Vocabulary Teaching - It describes an
approach to the teaching of English vocabulary which draws on several aspects of
theoretical semantics.For example it makes an effort to identify the learner’s goals and
problems in acquiring vocabulary. In order to achieve the required objective we need to
understand the comprehensive level of the students.

Comprehension - Comprehension is the ability to read text, process it and
understand its meaning. An individual's ability to comprehend text is influenced by their
traits and skills, one of which is the ability to make inferences. There are a number of
approaches to improve reading comprehension, including improving one's vocabulary and
reading strategies.

Comprehension is a "creative, multifaceted process”" dependent upon four
language skills: phonology, syntax, semantics, and pragmatics. Proficient reading depends
on the ability to recognize words quickly and effortlessly. It is also determined by an
individual's cognitive development, which is "the construction of thought processes".
Some people learn through education or instruction and others through direct
experiences.

Reading comprehension involves two levels of processing: shallow (low-level)
processing and deep (high-level) processing. Deep processing involves
semantic processing, which happens when we encode the meaning of a word and relate it
to similar words. Shallow processing involves structural and phonemic recognition, the
processing of sentence and word structure and their associated sounds.

One such strategy for improving reading comprehension is the technique called
SQ3R: Survey, Question, Read, Recite, and Review that was introduced by Francis Pleasant
Robinson in his 1946 book Effective Study.
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Vocabulary - Reading comprehension and vocabulary are inextricably linked. The
ability to decode or identify and pronounce words is self-evidently important, but
knowing what the words mean has a major and direct effect on knowing what any specific
passage means. Students with a smaller vocabulary than other students comprehend less
of what they read and it has been suggested that the most impactful way to improve
comprehension is to improve vocabulary.

Most words are learned gradually through a wide variety of environments:
television, books, and conversations. Some words are more complex and difficult to learn,
such as homonyms (words that have multiple meanings), and those with figurative
meanings, like idioms, similes and metaphors. A short look at examples is given
hereunder:

Homonyms
e Dog bark, tree bark
e Right, write.
e Left(verb),left (noun)
e Pen (a holding area for animals), pen (a writing instrument)
e Wound (injury), wound (wrap around)

Idioms Meaning
We'll cross that bridge when we come toit  Let's nottalk about that problem right now
Wrap your head around something Understand something complicated
You can say that again That's true, I agree
Your guess is as good as mine [ have no idea

Similes
e Oursoldiers are as brave as lions.
e Her cheeks are red like a rose.
e Heis as funny as a monkey.
e The water well was as dry as a bone.
e Heisascunningas a fox.
Metaphors
e The snow is a white blanket.
e Heisashining star.
e Her long hair was a flowing golden river.
e The children were flowers grown in concrete gardens.
e The falling snowflakes are dancers.
e The calm lake was a mirror.
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Morphemic Instruction - The strategies for learning new words can be further
subdivided into instruction on using context and instruction on using morphemes, or
meaningful units within words to learn their meaning. Morphemic instruction has been
shown to produce positive outcomes for students reading and vocabulary knowledge. For
example, the teacher can adopt the useful strategy in his teaching in "learning" morphemic
analysis - prefixes, suffixes and roots which suggests that it be imparted incidentally and
in context.

Opportunities for Semantic Processing in Education - In recent years,
semantics has also begun to play a central role in more technical fields — particularly in
the Internet domain, and often in combination with the expression “Semantic Web.”In
today’s technical era, semantics is the core technology required to enable the envisioned
shift from a “Web of documents” to a “Web of data.” In such a revolutionary scenario,
traditional Web pages would largely be replaced by heterogeneous information
repositories that could be transparently accessed by both humans and machines.

This vision and efforts by organizations such as the World Wide Web
Consortium (W3C) have profoundly transformed the role of Web end users over the past
decade. Mere (data) consumers have started to actively take part in producing new
knowledge, as witnessed by the growing spread of communication tools such as wikis,
blogs, and social networks. Following a similar trend, machine-produced content is
progressively being organized in a structured way that can be shared and linked to any
related information.

Given the increasing volume of learning and teaching resources available in online
repositories, the growing number of learners choosing Web-based environments for
studying, and the need to link heterogeneous data to implement the spreading vision of
lifelong learning, the possibilities offered by semantic technologies are increasingly
relevant in the world of education.

In particular, we showcase how semantic technologies could:

e Support the creation, delivery, and revision of qualifications, courses, and related
learning materials — for instance, comparing existing courses to remove overlaps
or designing new courses by identifying deficiencies at other institutions or
addressing needs from the labor world.

e C(Create computer-based tutoring systems that could assist students by
recommending suitable subjects to fill their competency gaps — creating
personalized paths and identifying the educators that could best support them.

e Simplify and improve access to learning objects within and across institutions by
supporting the creation of wide interoperable knowledge repositories and using
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context cues (about the particular field of study, type of learning activity, and so
on) to effectively match content to queries by students and teachers.

Foster collaborative learning and critical thinking approaches by making it easier
to create environments that let users share experiences, and by simplifying the
process of setting up groups based on students’ backgrounds, preferences, and so
on.

Thus, the opportunities for semantic technologies in education are enormous.

They offer a mechanism to address technical, organizational, linguistic, and other
constraints that can hinder the seamless sharing, processing, and adaptation of
heterogeneous learning resources. It is worth noting a more general issue relating to the
role of context and semantic knowledge in word-level reading. The English language
contains numerous inconsistent or irregular words and its orthographic structure is
therefore relatively opaque. Given that context and semantic knowledge are proposed to
play a particularly important role in learning and reading inconsistent words, these
variables may be of practical importance for the instruction of children learning to read in
English, and of theoretical importance for models of reading in English.
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