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Semantics for teachers and students in the ESL/FL classroom: Why is it important?

Semantics is important because

In plain English: 

· Semantics (word meaning) is the key to unlock understanding

· In order for us to communicate and comprehend we must have: 1)an understand of the meaning of words; 2) a bank of words from which to choose; 3) strategies to support us in word retrieval

· Choosing the right words (or failure to) can have serious social and professional/academic implications

In linguists’ language:

Semantics supports language learners in aspects of communicative competence: 


Linguistic Aspects:

Lexical competence

Lexical competence is a fancy linguistic term that refers to how language learners distinguish the difference between words in the same “family” (i.e. a seat = chair, stool, bench)

Discourse Competence (comprehending and constructing communication in written and oral form across genres)


Pragmatic Aspects:
Sociolinguistic Competence (Interpreting and using language within a given social context ie formal or informal) 

Theme/Topic: Semantics (Interpreting, Extending and Applying Word Meaning)

Grade / Language Level: Grades 5-8 Beginner/intermediate ESOL

New Strategy: Word Hierarchies/Graphic Organizers

Old Strategy: Visualization (imagery)
Background: 

This is an inclusive classroom setting consisting of 24 students (12 regular ed/8 special ed/8 ELL).  This lesson would take place in a series of mini-lessons on using imagery to convey meaning in writing and speaking, although the concepts may be applied to any subject area where students are expected to derive and/or convey meaning with words.  Students have previously been introduced to several strategies that help them to communicate both orally and in writing.  This lesson builds on their prior experiences with visualization, the use of graphic organizers and dictionaries/thesauri. Students apply their visualization skills and use them to learn a new strategy for communicating meaning, semantic mapping.  In this lesson, word hierarchies are used to scaffold learners before they are introduced to the strategy of semantic mapping


OBJECTIVES AND STANDARDS
The goal of this lesson is for students to examine word families and order related words by degree or intensity.  

The standards identified have a common thread, which students apply in language use.  The expectation is that when communicating, students will choose words appropriate for the context and audience, and that they will employ strategies for generating, extending and retrieving vocabulary.  

Content Objectives

Knowledge

Students will be able to convey richer meaning when speaking and/or writing.

Processes/Skills 
· Students will analyze groups of associated words and order them in a word hierarchy to convey specific meaning

· Students will work cooperatively and independently

· Modifications: Students may analyze images/real objects/sounds and generate words to describe them

· Teacher may also use audio/word sorts to help students process skills
State/Local Standards (DCPS): 

· 6LD-Q3 Identify tone, mood or emotion conveyed in oral communication

· 6LD-V10  Determine alternate word choices using dictionaries, thesauri and other resources

· 8LD-O7  Distinguish and produce formal and informal language appropriate to the audience and purpose, including knowing how to use language for specific effect

TESOL Standards:

Goal 2, Standard 2 

To use English to achieve academically in all content areas: Students will use English to obtain, process, construct, and provide subject matter information in spoken and written form

Assessment/Evaluation: 

Oral presentation/written description of image or object and use words to paint a picture (may occur in follow-up mini-lesson)

Language Objectives

Language Awareness: 

Students will become aware that words may be intentionally chosen to convey a specific meaning.  They will use this awareness as a strategy in social and academic contexts for more effective communication.  

Language Use

Students will apply this strategy for both expressive (speaking) and receptive (listening) language purposes.  Students choose and use words appropriate for the setting, context and audience for social and academic purposes

TESOL Standards: 

Goal 3, Standard 1 

To use English in socially and culturally appropriate ways: Students will use the appropriate language variety, register, and genre according to audience, purpose, and setting

Assessment/Evaluation:

Teacher observation/anecdotal notes of student in social settings/small academic groups

Student Learning Log/Reflective Journal

Learning Strategies Objectives

Metacognitive Awareness: 

Metacognitive awareness is critical for all learners, children and adults, because it leads to authentic investment in the learning process.  When learners are reflective, they become more independent, resourceful and able to solve problems. 

· Students consciously identify what they already know about the topic and integrate this prior knowledge throughout the lesson (social language is used as a bridge to academic language)

· Students consciously identify what resources they might employ to help them achieve the learning goal

· Students reflect on their learning and identify what went well and what could be improved


Task Strategies:  

· Use Background Knowledge (make associations between prior knowledge and new information; use new information to expand/modify prior knowledge)

· Transfer/Use Cognates (apply your linguistic knowledge of your native language to the target language)

· Semantic Mapping (in lessons to follow)

Strategies to Learn/Practice: 

Students learn about word hierarchies and semantic mapping as a strategy for generating and choosing words to communicate specific meaning.  Students use visualization (creating mental images), thesauri, word banks to generate synonyms and adjectives related to an image or object

Cognitive Strategies:

· Substitute (use synonyms/descriptive phrases)

· Use Images (use or draw pictures/diagrams; use or create real/mental images to represent information)

· Use graphic organizers 

Social/Affective Strategies:

· Working cooperatively with peers

· Sharing and discussing ideas/questions

TESOL Standard

Goal 3, Standard 3 

To use English in socially and culturally appropriate ways: Students will use appropriate learning strategies to extend their sociolinguistic and socio cultural competence

Assessment/Evaluation:

*Student group/independent practice with word hierarchies and semantic mapping

*Student exit slip/reflective journal (What went well, how could this be more interesting?)


Materials:

Independent Practice Activity

Graphic Organizers

PROCEDURES

Preparation (warm-up)

Assessing prior knowledge: 

Students will be introduced to situations where the meaning of an idea may be manipulated by word choice.  Students will view images/listen to sound clips and orally share some of the words/images that come to mind.  The images/audio clips may be used to illustrate how words convey meaning, how images or sounds can trigger word associations and vice versa. 

Assessing strategies/language skills: 

As students share answers, teacher may ask student to identify how he/she came up with response.  Are they visualizing, using word associations, comparing and contrasting, etc?

Assessing what vocabulary needs to be taught: 

Because this is a vocabulary building exercise, the teacher should be prepared with tools to support learners with limited vocabulary. 

These include access to thesauri (text and online), word cards, word banks, picture cues. 
Presentation

One effective way to present the content or the idea that word choice can influence meaning is to first introduce students to a graphic organizer that will help them to visually understand and represent the concept.  

Students will be presented with a word hierarchy pyramid and clusters of words to sort and order accordingly.  

Students will use both receptive (reading and listening) and expressive (speaking and writing) language skills.

As a class, we will go through examples and discuss interpretations, examples, etc.  The students are viewed as the intellectual leaders, so their ideas and responses guide the teacher’s modeling and application of strategies.  As students share responses, teacher may model by think aloud self-questions, visualizing and mentally scanning for prior experiences. 

Students will be reminded to use visualization to create a mental image associated with the word(s) and to use their prior knowledge of the word, associated words or relevant experiences.  Students are invited to use any tools/resources that will support them.

Specifically, the teacher will:

a) Name the strategy: word pyramid

b) Explain how to use it: Think about your purpose, your audience and the situation/context.  Ask yourself: Which word choice can appropriately communicate the meaning you intend?  
c) Tell when to use it : Students may use this when expressing themselves orally or in writing; may also use with strategy with visualization to help them interpret meaning
d) Model it : Teacher will explicitly model visualizing as a way to order words in a family
e) Explain its importance: Teacher will explain or show examples of how this may enhance or diminish communication in everyday scenario(s); for example the word choice effects how we perceive appearance
Guided Practice

Teacher guides students through an example of how to place a word family in a hierarchy pyramid

Independent Practice

Students work in pairs (independent of teacher) to examine word families and order them on a hierarchy or gradient.

Students will choose one cluster to share out and offer related examples.

Closure:

Teacher will refer back to an example with the whole class to assess students’ understanding of the concepts and strategy. 

Self-Evaluation/Reflection: 

Students reflect in their journals about the lesson.  They may write as much or as little as they deem appropriate but must include a response to each of the following questions:

What went well today?

What was difficult or confusing?

What did you learn today?

What could have made today’s lesson more interesting or relevant to your interests?

How do you think you may use this

Expansion

Choices:

a.) Students are expected to browse magazine/news ad or other resource for an image/object of their choice and create a word hierarchy to describe the image

b.) Learners may find three images to illustrate the hierarchy and label the images with relevant word

c.) Students may record real-world examples that they encounter before the next class period as evidence of word family hierarchial structure

d)students can extend any of the examples modeled in class and find images or examples that extend the word family

Assessment: 

Students’ independent practice and student self-reflection are used as an assessment of instructional effectiveness

Accomodations/Modifications: 

Teacher should prepare picture cues, word cards, word banks, audio accommodations to support multiple learning modalities.  
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Name _______________________________________________________________________

WORD FAMILIES
Place the following adjective groups from least to greatest on the line.

Slim

Skinny

Thin                 -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------(
Gloomy

Sad

Depressed       --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------(
Delicious

Tasty

Scrumptious    -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------(
Original

Unique

Exceptional          ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------(
Big

Large

Grand             --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------( 

Small

Tiny

Miniscule       --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------(





 ILLUSTRATING WORD HIEARCHIES

Word Family

_________________________
___________________________    _______________________



Word Family

_________________________
____________________________     ______________________

WORD FAMILY HIERARCHY CHART



Name _______________________________________________________________________

WORD FAMILIES

Place the following noun groups from least to greatest on the line.

hut

mansion

house               -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------(
Kia

Chrysler

Lexus

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------(
gold

silver

platinum   
 -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------(
farmer’s market

grocery store

corner store/bodega -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------(
cassette tape

iPod

CD           
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------( 

Pond

River

Lake

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------(
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