What’s So Special about Word Knowledge?


Over the course of your lifetime you’ve learned thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of words.  So why bother learning any more?  For starters, there’s a very strong connection between your word knowledge and how well you read (Davis 1944, 1968).  The more words you know, the easier it will be to read textbooks and other high school reading material.

Unfortunately, seeing a word once, or memorizing one definition, won’t help you understand it in every situation.  Vocabulary researchers Camille Blachowicz and Peter J. Fisher explain it this way:  “Word learning is not an all-or-nothing proposition, like a light switch that turns a light on or off.  A better metaphor is that of a light dimmer switch that gradually produces an increasingly richer supply of light.” (Blachowicz & Fisher, 2006).  

Take the word “strike,” for example.  The first definition for strike in the dictionary is “to hit sharply,” but if you’re a baseball player, strike means the bat didn’t hit the ball and therefore there will be no hit (advance to a base).  If you’re a bowler, strike means you not only hit one pin but all ten in the same turn.   In the context of social activism, a strike is a refusal to work as a form of protest and usually doesn’t involve hitting at all.  Can you see how word knowledge is more than memorizing a single definition?

As you read, record new-to-you words in your word book.  First write the word, then the sentence—or the relevant part of the sentence—in which you found it.  If you think you can tell from the context what the word means, write down your guess.  Later you can check in a dictionary to see if your guess matches one of the definitions.  You can also check how the word is supposed to be pronounced (you’ll find a key of pronunciation symbols in the front of most dictionaries).

Word learning doesn’t have to be a chore.  It can be an adventure—or at least a mystery to solve.  Make it a habit to notice and collect new words as you read (by the way, daily reading is one of the best ways to build your vocabulary).   In addition to making reading easier and more fun, good vocabulary knowledge may give your scores a boost on the ACT and SAT tests—scores that are used to make decisions about college admissions and scholarships.  A good vocabulary can also help you express yourself powerfully and effectively, which can earn you a lot of respect (look at Barack Obama!).  So what are you waiting for?  Start your word collection!
Rebecca Manery, Chicago Teachers’ Center of NEIU, 2008
