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H o w Student s Misunderstan d Deflnitions : 

S o me Ev idenc e fo r  Contextua l  Representation s o f  W o r d M e a n i n g s 

Ute Fischer 
Vassa r  Colleg e 

P r o g r a m i n Cognitiv e Scienc e 

Poughkeeps ie ,  N . Y .  1 2 6 0 1 

Abstrac t 

Thi s stud y i s  concerne d wit h th e issu e o f 
whethe r  wor d meaning s ar e mentall y represente d i n 
a decontextualize d form ,  simila r  t o dictionar y 
definitions .  I f  thi s assumptio n i s  correc t  the n 
student s shoul d understan d th e meanin g o f  a n 
unfamilia r  wor d whe n the y rea d it s  definition .  T o 
tes t  thi s hypothesis ,  Germa n hig h schoo l  student s 
wer e give n unfamilia r  Englis h word s an d thei r 
monolingua l  Englis h dictionar y entries .  Student s 
use d eac h targe t  wor d i n a n Englis h sentence ,  an d 
the n translate d thei r  sentence s int o German .  Th e 
translation s permitte d th e assessmen t  o f 
comprehensio n an d th e specificatio n o f  it s underlyin g 
components .  Th e result s indicat e tha t  student s 
ofte n di d no t  understan d th e meanin g o f  a n 
unfamilia r  wor d eve n thoug h the y di d 
"understand "  it s  definition .  Informatio n tha t 
specifie d i n whic h context s a n entr y wor d an d it s 
definitio n ar e synonymou s promote d 
comprehension .  Meanin g representation s ar e 
therefor e bes t  conceive d o f  a s contextua l 
representations . 

What do people "know" when they know the meaning 
of  a  word ? O n e intuitivel y appealin g answe r  call s upo n 
dictionar y definition s sinc e dictionarie s ar e believe d t o 
be th e authorit y i n matter s o f  meaning .  Ther e yo u wil l 
fin d everythin g yo u nee d t o kno w abou t  th e meaning s 
of  words .  Conversely ,  thi s vie w implie s tha t  knowin g 
th e meanin g o f  a  wor d consist s o f  knowin g it s 
definition .  Thi s positio n i s certainl y no t  new ;  rathe r  i t 
i s  th e lexica l  twi n o f  th e classica l  accoun t  o f  concepts . 
Qualm s abou t  it s validit y ar e no t  ne w either .  Critic s 
hav e questione d th e classica l  clai m tha t  concept s ca n b e 
specifie d i n term s o f  necessar y an d sufficien t  condition s 
(e.g. ,  Rosc h 1975) .  A n d wha t  i s  criticize d abou t 
concept s i n general ,  als o applie s t o lexica l  concepts . 
Othe r  opponent s hav e attacke d th e classica l 
presuppositio n tha t  ther e ar e primitive ,  unanalyzabl e 
lexica l  concept s tha t  defin e mor e comple x one s (Fodo r 
et  al .  1980) .  I n thi s paper ,  I  wil l  tak e a  somewha t 
differen t  perspective .  Th e focu s o f  m y argumen t  wil l  b e 
on th e assumptio n tha t  definition s ar e model s o f 
people' s menta l  lexicon ,  an d I  wan t  t o argu e tha t  thi s 
positio n i s untenable . 

W h en lexicographer s defin e a  word ,  the y extrac t  it s 
meanin g fro m a  corpu s o f  actua l  usages .  Th e resultin g 
definition ,  thoug h derive d from  context ,  represent s th e 

meanin g o f  th e wor d i n a n abstract ,  context-independen t 
form .  Dictionar y definition s presumabl y reflec t  wha t  a 
wor d means ,  however ,  the y d o no t  stat e i n whic h context s 
yo u ca n us e it .  K n o w i n g h o w t o us e a  wor d 
appropriately ,  o n th e othe r  hand ,  i s  exactl y wha t  w e 
expec t  o f  a  competen t  speake r  o f  a  languag e (Mille r 
1986) .  T o illustrat e thi s claim ,  conside r  th e definitio n o f 
th e wor d bachelor .  Th e definitio n tell s yo u tha t 
bachelo r  mean s unmarrie d man ,  bu t  i t  doe s no t  preven t 
yo u fro m producin g non-idiomati c usages ,  suc h a s / 
plante d a  bachelor .  O f  course ,  yo u wouldn' t  thin k o f 
usin g bachelo r  i n thi s contex t  becaus e yo u k n o w tha t 
yo u can' t  us e m a n a s a n argumen t  o f  t o plant .  Y o u 
coul d certainl y clai m tha t  i f  yo u didn' t  kno w h o w t o us e 
m a n,  yo u shoul d loo k u p it s definition .  But ,  a s Fodo r  e t 
al .  (1980 )  hav e pointe d out ,  "definition s hav e t o sto p 
somewhere, "  or ,  i n term s o f  th e issu e a t  hand :  definition s 
must  provid e contex t  a t  som e point .  Bu t  d o they ? 
Dictionar y definitions ,  instead ,  see m t o trus t  th e wor d 
knowledg e tha t  thei r  reader s brin g t o th e task .  I f  thi s 
evaluatio n correctl y characterize s th e stat e o f  affairs ,  the n 
anyon e w h o advocate s definitions ,  i.e. ,  decontextualize d 
meanin g representations ,  a s a  mode l  o f  people' s menta l 
lexico n face s a  seriou s dilemma . 

T h e notio n o f  decontextualize d mean in g 
representation s ha s bee n widel y adopte d b y psychologist s 
intereste d i n semanti c developmen t  o r  vocabular y learning . 
I n th e developmenta l  literature ,  fo r  example ,  context -
independen t  meaning s ar e viewe d a s th e en d poin t  o f 
developmen t  (e.g. ,  Kei l  &  Carrol l  1980 ;  Kei l  & 
Batterma n 1984) .  Learnin g th e meaning s o f  word s i s thu s 
believe d t o resul t  i n acquirin g thei r  definitions .  A  simila r 
argumen t  i s  m a d e b y Sternber g w h o investigate s th e 
acquisitio n o f  wor d meaning s fro m writte n contex t 
(Sternber g 1987 ;  Sternber g &  Powel l  1983) .  Reader s ar e 
assume d t o formulat e tentativ e definition s o f  unfamilia r 
word s base d o n contextua l  information . 

Psychologists ,  i t  seems ,  vie w learner s a s la y 
lexicographers ,  o r  vic e versa ,  lexicographer s ar e see n a s 
havin g turne d int o a  craf t  wha t  peopl e normall y do . 
Whateve r  compariso n on e migh t  favor ,  th e sam e 
conclusion s follow :  Dictionar y definition s reflec t  wha t 

peopl e kno w whe n the y kno w di e meanin g o f  a  word ,  an d 

the y mak e easil y accessibl e t o learner s wha t  the y woul d 

otherwis e hav e t o deriv e fro m numerou s contexts .  Thi s 

lin e o f  reasonin g als o contributes ,  t o a  larg e extent ,  t o th e 
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dominan t  rol e tha t  dictionarie s pla y i n vocabular y 
instruction .  Bu t  d o dictionaries ,  i n fact ,  provid e 
student s wit h th e informatio n the y nee d i n orde r  t o 
understan d th e meanin g o f  a  word ? 

Researc h o n th e us e o f  dictionarie s i n vocabular y 
instructio n ha s primaril y focuse d o n th e efficienc y o f 
definition s i n compariso n t o othe r  teachin g methods .  I t 
was foun d tha t  student s frequentl y faile d t o lear n nove l 
word s fro m definition s (Johnso n &  Stratto n 1966 ; 
Gip e 1979) .  Th e results ,  however ,  ar e inconclusiv e a s 
t o w h y student s w h o ha d receive d definition s performe d 
so poorly .  Sinc e students '  vocabular y knowledg e wa s 
assesse d severa l  day s afte r  th e stud y period , 
comprehensio n an d retentio n ar c confounde d variables . 
I t  i s  thu s unclea r  whethe r  student s coul d simpl y no t 
remember  th e meanin g o f  a  targe t  word ,  o r  whethe r  it s 
definitio n wa s inadequat e fo r  conveyin g it s meanin g i n 
th e first  place .  Th e fac t  tha t  neithe r  Johnso n &  Stratto n 
(1966 )  no r  Gip e (1979 )  addresse d thi s issu e suggest s 
tha t  the y too k th e adequac y o f  definition s fo r  granted . 

Researc h b y Mille r  &  Gilde a (1985) ,  o n th e othe r 
hand ,  challenge s th e belie f  tha t  student s understan d th e 
meanin g o f  a  wor d whe n the y rea d it s definition .  Ten -
year-ol d America n student s wer e aske d t o loo k u p 
unfamilia r  word s i n a  dictionary ,  an d t o compos e a 
sentenc e usin g them .  Hal f  o f  th e sentence s tha t  th e 
student s wrot e wer e idiomaticall y unacceptabl e Englis h 
sentences .  Thi s suggest s tha t  th e student s ofte n di d no t 
achiev e a n adequat e understandin g o f  th e unfamilia r 
words .  Gros s e t  al .  (1989 )  foun d tha t  man y o f  th e 
students '  misuse s o f  th e nove l  word s coul d b e explaine d 
i n term s o f  a  substitutio n strategy .  Thi s strateg y i s 
though t  t o involv e th e followin g thre e steps :  (1 ) 
Student s tak e a  familia r  piec e o f  th e definition ,  (2 ) 
compos e a  sentenc e wit h it ,  an d the n (3 )  substitut e th e 
entr y wor d fo r  th e familia r  piec e i n thei r  sentence .  I t  i s 
importan t  t o not e tha t  substitutio n is ,  i n principle ,  a n 
appropriat e strateg y fo r  comprehendin g definitions .  I t  i s 
i n lin e wit h lexicographica l  practic e (Landa u 1984) ,  a s 
wel l  a s th e definitio n o f  synonym y (Lyon s 1968) .  Th e 
student s i n th e Mille r  &  Gilde a (1985 )  stud y frequentl y 
faile d t o appl y th e substitutio n strateg y successfull y 
becaus e th e definition s di d no t  mak e sufficientl y clea r  i n 
whic h context s a n entr y wor d an d it s definitio n wer e 
synonymous .  W h a t  els e coul d a  studen t  d o whe n sh e 
read s tha t  erod e mean s t o ea t  ou t  bu t  t o assum e tha t 
O ur  famil y erode s a  lo t  i s  a n appropriat e usag e o f  th e 

WOTd? 

Experiment 

Th e researc h b y Mille r  &  Gilde a (1985 )  suggest s tha t 

student s shoul d b e mor e likel y t o understan d th e 

meaning s o f  unfamilia r  word s whe n thei r  definition s 

includ e explici t  contextua l  information .  Thi s hypothesi s 

was teste d i n th e presen t  stud y b y comparin g th e 

effectivenes s o f  tw o Britis h dictionaries .  One ,  th e 

Collin s Cobuil d Englis h Languag e Dictionar y ( C C D ) , 

provide s contextua l  informatio n withi n definition s i n 
additio n t o illustraUv e phrases ,  wherea s th e secon d 
dictionary ,  th e Oxfor d Advance d Learner' s Dictionar y o f 
Contemporar y Englis h ( O A L D )  seldo m does .  Th e 
O A L D i s als o inconsisten t  i n includin g illustrativ e 
phrase s i n it s entries .  A s a n illustratio n o f  h o w th e 
dictionarie s typicall y defin e words ,  conside r  th e followin g 
entries : 

CCD: accrue, accrues, accruing, accrued 
1.  I f  mone y o r  interes t  accrues ,  i t  graduall y increase s i n 
amount  ove r  a  perio d o f  lime .  EG...$100,00 0 plu s 
accrue d interes t  a t  8%...ta x benefit s accruin g t o owne r 
occupiers . 

OALD: accrue '" (to sb) (from sth) 
c o me a s a  natura l  growt h o r  development .  I f  yo u kee p 
you r  mone y i n th e Saving s Bank ,  interes t  ~s .  A n ~e d 
interes t  i s  due ,  bu t  no t  ye t  pai d o r  received . 

As can be seen, the CCD but not the OALD 
definition ,  specifie s whic h argument s {money ,  interest ) 
th e ver b accru e ca n take .  Student s readin g th e C C D 
definitio n shoul d therefor e understan d th e meanin g o f 
accrue ,  an d accordingl y us e i t  i n appropriat e contexts . 
Student s w h o se e th e O A L D definition ,  o n th e othe r  hand , 
shoul d encounte r  problem s simila r  t o thos e o f  Mille r  an d 
Gildea' s subjects .  I t  wa s hypothesize d tha t  student s wh o 
receiv e CCD-definition s wil l  i n genera l  perfor m bette r 
tha n student s w h o se e OALD-definitions . 

The secon d goa l  o f  th e presen t  stud y concern s th e 
psychologica l  realit y o f  th e substitutio n strategy .  I n th e 
analysi s b y Gros s e t  al .  (1989) ,  substitutio n wa s assume d 
t o hav e occurre d wheneve r  i t  wa s possibl e t o substitut e 
par t  o f  th e definitio n fo r  th e targe t  wor d i n a  student' s 
sentenc e t o yiel d a n idiomaticall y acceptabl e sentence . 
Eve n thoug h substitutio n seem s plausible ,  ther e wa s n o 
independen t  evidenc e asid e fro m th e Englis h sentence s tha t 
th e student s ha d actuall y use d thi s strategy .  Th e presen t 
stud y attempt s t o tes t  th e hypothesi s tha t  student s 
commonl y emplo y a  substitutio n strategy .  I n orde r  t o d o 
so ,  Germa n hig h schoo l  student s w h o wer e learnin g 
Englis h participate d a s subject s i n a  tas k simila r  t o th e 
on e use d b y Mille r  &  Gilde a (1985) .  I n additio n t o th e 
Englis h sentenc e productio n task ,  th e student s wer e als o 
aske d t o translat e thei r  sentence s int o German .  I f 
substitutio n ha d occurred ,  the n par t  o f  th e Germa n 
sentenc e shoul d b e a  translatio n o f  th e definition .  Germa n 
was thu s use d a s a  metalanguag e t o she d ligh t  o n whethe r 
and ho w student s understan d definitions . 

Method and procedure 
Subjects :  One-hundre d an d thirty-fou r  Germa n hig h 

schoo l  student s participate d i n th e study .  Subject s ha d 
seve n o r  eigh t  year s o f  forma l  instructio n i n English .  Al l 
subject s wer e nativ e speaker s o f  German ,  an d wer e 
betwee n 1 7 an d 2 0 year s old . 

Stimulu s materials :  Sixty-thre e targe t  word s 
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(1 2 nouns ,  1 8 verbs ,  3 3 adjectives )  wer e use d i n ih c 
study .  Fifty-seve n o f  th e 6 3 word s wer e selecte d Iron i 
th e Mille r  &  Gilde a (1985 )  study .  Th e stud y employe d 
entrie s fro m tw o dictionaries .  Th e Oxfor d Advance d 
Learner' s Dictionar y o f  Contemporar y Englis h 
( O A L D ) ,  an d th e Collin s Cobuil d Englis h Languag e 
Dictionar y (CCD) .  Th e 6 3 targe t  word s wer e assigne d 
t o thre e questionnaires .  Word s o f  th e sam e par t  o f 
speec h wer e randoml y distribute d acros s th e 
questionnaires ,  s o tha t  eac h include d fou r  nouns ,  si x 
verbs ,  an d eleve n adjectives .  Sinc e ther e wer e bot h 
O A LD an d C C D entrie s fo r  eac h word ,  si x 
questionnaire s wer e obtained :  thre e O A L D an d thre e 
correspondin g C C D questionnaires .  Eac h pag e o f  a 
questionnair e state d a  targe t  wor d an d it s correspondin g 
O A LD o r  C C D entry .  Th e orde r  o f  th e targe t  word s i n 
th e questionnaire s wa s randoml y varied .  Ever y studen t 
i n th e stud y receive d on e questionnaire . 

Procedure :  Student s fro m eigh t  differen t  classe s 
participate d i n th e study .  Eac h tes t  sessio n laste d 2 
hour s an d consiste d o f  thre e successiv e parts :  (1 ) 
synony m tes t  t o asses s familiarit y wit h th e targe t 
words ;  (2 )  dictionar y test ;  (3 )  synony m re-tes t  t o 

evaluat e vocabular y learning. ^  Afte r  th e firs t 
synony m test ,  subject s receive d eithe r  a n O A L D o r  a 
C CD questionnaire .  The y wer e aske d t o compos e a n 
Englis h sentenc e usin g a  give n targe t  wor d an d t o 
complet e th e questionnair e i n th e give n order .  Sinc e th e 
student s wer e onl y familia r  wit h th e O A L D bu t  no t 
wit h th e C C D ,  the y wer e supplie d wit h a  hand-ou t 
explainin g th e abbreviation s an d symbol s use d i n th e 
C CD entries .  Afte r  abou t  a n hour ,  subject s wer e 
interrupted .  The y wer e aske d t o retur n t o thei r  firs t 
Englis h sentence ,  an d t o writ e th e Germa n translatio n 
fo r  eac h sentenc e the y ha d composed .  Prio r  t o thi s 
point ,  n o mentio n ha d bee n mad e o f  translatin g th e 
sentences . 

Coding of the data 
Codin g o f  th e Englis h sentences :  T w o 

nativ e speaker s o f  Englis h independentl y rate d whethe r  a 
targe t  wor d ha d bee n use d i n a n idiomaticall y correct , 
questionable ,  o r  incorrec t  manner .  Disagreement s wer e 
resolve d throug h discussion . 

Codin g o f  th e G e r m a n translations :  A 
nativ e speake r  o f  Germa n evaluate d ho w wel l  students ' 
translation s matche d a  standard ;  i.e. ,  th e Germa n 
equivalen t  o f  a  targe t  a s state d i n bilingua l  dictionarie s 
(De r  klein e Muret-Sanders :  Englisch-Deutsc h an d 
Collin s Germa n Dictionary :  German-English ,  English -
German) .  I t  wa s judge d whethe r  a  translatio n wa s a 
matc h (translatio n wa s equivalen t  t o th e standard) ,  a 
near-matc h (translatio n an d standar d wer e hypemyms , 

' Details about the synonym test can be found in 
Fische r  (1990 )  an d wil l  no t  b e describe d her e sinc e 
the y ar e no t  relevan t  t o th e focu s o f  th e pape r 

or  on e wa s a  hypony m o f  th e other) ,  a/ar-/nfl/c/t(mcanin g 

of  standar d entaile d meanin g o f  translation ,  o r  vic e versa) , 
or  a  no-matc h (translatio n wa s no t  semanticall y relate d t o 
th e standard) .  A  monolingua l  G e r m a n dictionar y 
(Deutsche s UniversalwOrterbuch )  an d a  dictionar y o f 
synonym s (Dude n sinn -  un d sachverwandte r  Worter )  wer e 
use d t o determin e th e adequac y o f  students '  translations . 
Th e sam e rate r  als o code d th e strategie s student s 
seemed t o hav e employe d i n th e sentenc e productio n tas k 
(se e belo w fo r  a  detaile d descriptio n o f  th e strategies) .  A 
secon d rater ,  als o a  nativ e speake r  o f  German ,  wa s aske d 
t o chec k th e judgment s o f  th e firs t  rater .  Disagreement s 
wer e resolve d throug h discussion . 

Results and Discussion 
Sinc e th e result s o f  th e pre-tes t  showe d tha t  mos t  o f 

th e student s wer e unfamilia r  wit h th e vas t  majorit y o f  th e 
words ,  al l  dat a wer e include d i n th e analysis .  Overal l 
562 8 responses ,  includin g no-responses ,  wer e 

obtained. ^ 
Adequac y o f  usag e an d comprehensio n o f 

targe t  words :  A s ca n b e see n i n Table s 1  an d 2 , 
OALD-student s performe d similarl y t o student s i n th e 
CCD-group . 

Adequac y 

Omission s 
Incorrec t 
Questionabl e 
Correc t 

OALD 
35. 3 
22. 5 
3. 9 

38. 3 

C CD 
36. 6 
18. 0 
2. 9 
42. 6 

Tabl e 1 :  Adequac y o f  usag e o f 
word s (i n percent ) 

targe t 

Adequac y 

Omission s 
No-Matc h 
Far-Matc h 
Near-Matc h 
Matc h 

OALD 
36. 9 
26. 4 
3. 7 
5. 4 

27. 5 

C CD 
37. 9 
22. 9 
5. 3 
5. 9 

28. 0 

Tabl e 2 :  A d e q u a c y o f  translation s o f  targe t 
word s (i n percent ) 

An Analysis of Variance was computed on the number of 
idiomaticall y correc t  Englis h usage s pe r  subjec t  i n eac h 
dictionar y group ,  an d o n th e numbe r  o f  adequat e 
translation s pe r  studen t  i n eac h group.  Translation s tha t 
wer e rate d a s match ,  near-match ,  an d far-matc h counte d 

as adequat e translations .  Dictionar y typ e di d neithe r 

influenc e wor d usag e (F(l,133 )  =  1.78 ;  ns )  no r  th e 

^ No-responses were included in the analysis since students 
apparentl y omitte d entrie s tha t  the y fel t  di d no t  povid e 
sufficien t  information . 
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adequac y wit h whic h student s translate d targe t 
word s (F(1.133 )  =  0.59 ;  ns) .  Overal l  th e lo w 
percentage s o f  adequat e Englis h usage s an d Germa n 

translation s indicat e tha t  student s frequentl y di d no t 
understan d th e meaning s o f  unfamilia r  word s whe n 
give n thei r  dictionar y entries . 

S t u d e n t s '  d i c t i o n a r y s t ra teg ies : 
Students '  strategie s wer e inferre d fro m thei r  translation s 
of  th e targe t  word s an d th e dictionar y entrie s the y ha d 
seen .  Th e occurrenc e o f  a  substitutio n strateg y wa s 
note d wheneve r  th e u-anslatio n o f  a  targe t  wor d wa s 
eithe r  a  litera l  o r  a  non-litera l  translatio n o f  par t  o f  it s 
dictionar y entry .  Base d o n th e distinctio n betwee n litera l 
an d non-literal ,  tw o classe s o f  substitutions ,  litera l 
substitution s an d abstrac t  substitutions ,  wer e observed . 
I n additio n t o th e literalnes s o f  a  translation ,  th e degre e 
t o whic h a  translatio n too k al l  o r  onl y par t  o f  th e 
informatio n tha t  wa s state d i n a  definitio n int o accoun t 
was als o coded .  Complet e strin g substitution s refe r  t o 
translation s (e.g. ,  verschmutzen )  i n whic h student s 
selecte d a n appropriat e par t  {mak e diriy )  o f  th e 
definitio n o f  a  targe t  wor d {sully) .  Substrin g 
substitution s ar e litera l  o r  non-litera l  translation s o f  a n 
inappropriatel y size d piec e (e.g. ,  erlaub i  [ = allowed] )  o f 
th e definitio n {[o f  materials ]  no t  allowin g [water ,  etc. ] 
t o pas s through )  o f  a  targe t  wor d {impervious) . 
Altogethe r  the n ther e wer e fou r  classe s o f  substitutions : 
Complet e strin g substitution ,  abstrac t  complet e strin g 
substitunon .  substrin g substitution ,  an d abstrac t 
substrin g $ut)$titMtion . 

Copyin g an d modelin g refe r  t o response s i n whic h 
student s directl y incorporate d informatio n fro m eithe r 
definition s o r  illustrativ e phrases .  Copyin g wa s code d 
when a n Englis h sentenc e involve d par t  o f  th e definitio n 
or  a n example .  Beside s utilizin g informatio n verbatim , 
student s als o modele d thei r  sentence s afte r  a n exampl e 
or  th e definition .  Th e strategie s tha t  wer e distinguishe d 
ca n accoun t  fo r  9 0 percen t  o f  th e sentence s tha t  student s 
i n th e O A L D - g r o u p wrote ,  an d fo r  8 7 percen t  o f  th e 
sentence s o f  student s i n th e C C D - g r o u p . 

As ca n b e see n i n Figur e 1 ,  student s i n bot h group s 
common l y adhere d t o a  substitutio n strategy .  Mor e 
importantly ,  whe n disregardin g th e distinctio n betwee n 
complet e strin g an d abstrac t  complet e strin g 
substitutions ,  i t  ca n b e see n tha t  student s selecte d a n 
appropriatel y size d piec e o f  th e definitio n 5 5 percen t  o f 
th e time .  Tha t  i s t o say ,  abou t  5 5 percen t  o f  th e time , 
di d student s choos e a n appropriat e meanin g equivalen t 
t o a n enu- y wor d an d ha d apparentl y understoo d th e 
definitions . 

Selectin g a n appropriat e meanin g equivalen t  fro m 
it s definition ,  o n th e othe r  hand ,  di d no t  alway s lea d t o 
an adequat e understandin g o f  a n entr y word .  I t  wa s foun d 
tha t  abou t  4 0 percen t  o f  th e incorrec t  Englis h sentence s 
of  student s i n bot h dictionar y group s coul d b e accounte d 
fo r  b y complet e strin g an d abstrac t  complet e strin g 
substitutions . 

e 

u 
V 

C CD 

ei  O A UD 

A- C S  A S Mode l  Cop y 

Strategies 

Figur e 1 :  Distributio n o f  strategie s fo r 
O A L D-  an d C C D student s 

Explanation of Abbreviations: 
C Complet e Strin g Substitutio n 
A - C Abstrac t  Complet e Strin g Substitutio n 
S Substrin g Substitutio n 
A- S Abstrac t  Substrin g Substitutio n 
Model  Modelin g 
Copy Copyin g 

Effect of contextual information: The 
frequencie s depicte d fo r  copyin g an d modelin g i n Figur e 1 
refe r  t o th e numbe r  o f  instance s i n whic h student s 
employe d onl y thes e strategie s an d n o additiona l 
substitutions .  Overall ,  modelin g wa s observe d i n 2 4 
percent ,  an d copyin g i n 1 9 percen t  o f  th e sentence s tha t 
student s i n th e O A L D grou p wrot e i n respons e t o 5 9 
entrie s tha t  specifie d contextua l  constraint s i n definition s 
and/o r  mentione d exampl e phrases .  I n th e CCD-group , 
modelin g occurre d i n 4 3 percen t  an d copyin g i n 1 4 percen t 
of  th e students '  response s t o al l  6 3 dictionar y entries . 
Thi s indicate s tha t  student s ofte n di d no t  conside r 
contextua l  informatio n eve n thoug h i t  wa s availabl e t o 
them .  Student s apparentl y too k contextua l  informatio n 
int o accoun t  whe n i t  wa s sufficientl y constrainin g a s t o 

poin t  t o a  uniqu e lexica l  concept ,  an d disregarde d i t 

otherwis e a s uninformative .  I n particular ,  student s wer e 

mor e likel y t o mak e us e o f  contextua l  informatio n whe n 

i t  allude d t o a  contex t  i n whic h a  specifi c  Germa n wor d 

frequentl y occurs .  Fo r  instance ,  th e C C D definitio n o f 

ski m mention s a s contex t  remov e cream ,  scum , 

etc.fro m a  liquid :  ski m th e fa t  f ro m th e milk .  Thi s 

contex t  readil y map s ont o on e frequen t  usag e o f  th e 

G e r m an ver b abschopfen :  R a h m vo n de r  Milc h 

abschopfen .  Give n th e context ,  student s coul d thu s infe r 

tha t  ski m mean s abschopfen ,  an d us e i t  appropriately . 
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The previou s exampl e suggest s tha i  sludciU s 
performe d bette r  whe n the y di d conside r  contexiua l 
information .  Thi s indee d wa s found .  A  one-sampl e l -
tes t  wa s performe d t o tes t  whethe r  th e differenc e 
betwee n th e numbe r  o f  correc t  response s base d o n 
contextua l  informatio n an d th e numbe r  o f  correc t 
response s withou t  us e o f  contextua l  informatio n wa s 
greate r  tha n zero .  Fo r  thi s analysis ,  a  correc t 
respons e refer s t o a  respons e i n whic h a  targe t  wor d 
was use d correctl y an d it s translatio n wa s a  far-match ,  a 
near-match ,  o r  a  match .  Fo r  eac h studen t  th e numbe r  o f 

correc t  response s withou t  contextua l  usag e wa s 
subtracte d fro m th e numbe r  o f  correc t  response s 
involvin g contextua l  information .  I t  wa s foun d tha t 
O A L D-  an d CCD-student s gav e mor e correc t  response s 
when the y utilize d contextua l  informatio n tha n whe n 

the y di d no t  d o s o (toAL D (̂ ^ )  =  ̂ •̂ ^ '  P  <  00' ;  tcc D 

(63 )  =  7.69 ,  p  <  .001) .  Th e additiona l  informatio n tha t 
was provide d i n th e contex t  apparentl y helpe d student s 
t o understan d wha t  a  give n targe t  wor d meant . 

Conclusion 

The presen t  researc h indicate s tha t  student s w h o 
wer e learnin g Englis h a s a  foreig n languag e quit e ofte n 
di d no t  understan d th e meanin g o f  a n unfamilia r  Englis h 
wor d eve n thoug h the y di d "understand "  it s definition , 
i.e. ,  di d selec t  a n appropriat e meanin g equivalent . 
Furthermore ,  comprehensio n wa s bette r  whe n student s 
considere d informatio n tha t  specifie d i n whic h context s 
an entr y wor d an d it s definitio n wer e synonymous . 
Thes e findings  confir m earlie r  researc h b y Mille r  & 
Gilde a (1985 )  whic h showe d tha t  America n fifth-graders 
frequentl y misunderstoo d dictionar y definitions .  Bot h 
studie s sugges t  tha t  learner s nee d t o kno w th e context s 
i n whic h a  wor d ca n b e use d i n orde r  t o understan d it s 
meaning .  Nonetheless  on e coul d argu e tha t  onc e yo u 
kno w th e meanin g o f  a  word ,  yo u kno w it s definition . 
Contextua l  informatio n accordingl y i s assume d t o b e 
necessar y onl y fo r  learning .  Ther e ar e a t  leas t  thre e 
argument s agains t  thi s position .  (1 )  Give n tha t  th e 
subject s i n th e stud y wer e betwee n 1 7 an d 2 0 year s old , 
i t  i s  saf e t o assum e tha t  the y di d no t  lear n ne w concept s 
per  se ;  rathe r  the y learne d a  ne w label ,  i.e. ,  th e Englis h 
word ,  fo r  a n alread y familia r  concept .  Tha t  i s t o say , 
the y merel y ha d t o identif y t o whic h concep t  a  give n 
definitio n referre d (se e Mille r  (1991 )  fo r  a  genera l 
discussio n o f  thi s  issue) .  Th e poo r  performanc e o f  th e 
student s therefor e suggest s tha t  ther e wa s a  mismatc h 
betwee n th e definitio n o f  a  wor d an d students '  menta l 
representatio n o f  it s  meaning .  (2 )  Researc h o n th e 
acquisitio n o f  wor d meaning s fro m writte n contex t  ha s 
shown tha t  reader s infe r  th e meanin g o f  a  nove l  wor d b y 
analog y t o a  familia r  wor d tha t  suit s th e contex t  o f  th e 
unfamilia r  wor d (va n Daalen-Kapteijn s &  Elshout -
Mohr ,  1981 ;  M c K e o w n ,  1985 ;  Fischer ,  1990) . 
Clearly ,  i n orde r  t o d o s o peopl e hav e t o kno w i n whic h 
context s a  wor d ca n b e used .  (3 )  Eve n thoug h a 

definitio n doe s no t  explicitl y  specif y i n whic h context s 
th e entr y wor d ca n b e used ,  dictionar y user s ar e expecte d t o 
kno w i n whic h context s th e definitio n ca n b e used .  Fo r 
example ,  t o understan d th e O A L D definitio n o f  accru e 
tha t  wa s state d previously ,  reader s hav e t o kno w o f  whic h 
entitie s on e ca n sa y tha t  the y com e a s a  natura l  growth . 
Comprehendin g definition s thu s presuppose s menta l 
representation s o f  wor d meaning s tha t  ar e riche r  tha n th e 
definition s themselves . 

The clai m tha t  peopl e kno w th e definitio n o f  a  wor d 
when the y kno w it s meanin g coul d b e refine d t o yiel d a 
weake r  version :  Peopl e kno w th e definitio n o f  a  wor d 
plu s th e context s i n whic h i t  i s  used .  However ,  thi s 
assumptio n i s als o untenable .  (1 )  Developmenta l 
psycholinguist s (e.g. ,  Litowitz ,  1977 ;  Wehren ,  d e Lis i  & 
Arnold ,  1981 ;  Watson ,  1985 )  hav e pointe d ou t  tha t 
childre n achiev e a n appropriat e understandin g o f  th e 
semanti c an d forma l  requirement s o f  definition s relativel y 
lat e i n thei r  languag e development .  Wehre n e t  al .  (1981) , 
fo r  example ,  observe d tha t  eve n sixth-grader s coul d no t 
provid e adequat e definition s o f  suc h c o m m o n word s a s 
ha t  an d clock .  O n th e othe r  hand ,  n o on e woul d 
seriousl y wan t  t o clai m tha t  eleven-year-old s d o no t  kno w 
th e meaning s o f  thes e words .  The y certainl y kno w whe n i t 
i s  appropriat e t o us e them .  (2 )  Definition s ar e 
metalinguisti c statement s abou t  th e meaning s o f  words . 
The y ar e derive d fro m reflectin g o n h o w word s ar e used . 
That  i s t o say ,  yo u first  hav e t o kno w wha t  a  wor d means , 
i.e. ,  ho w i t  i s used ,  befor e yo u ca n defin e it .  Definitiona l 
knowledg e rest s o n contextua l  knowledg e an d i t  doe s no t 
add anythin g ne w t o it .  Accordingly ,  whe n peopl e kno w 
th e meanin g o f  a  word ,  the y nee d no t  kno w it s definitio n 
plu s it s contextua l  usage .  Al l  ther e i s t o kno w i s h o w th e 
wor d i s use d i n context . 

Th e contex t  o f  a  wor d ca n b e conceive d o f  a s a 
particula r  configuratio n o f  concept s tha t  endo w i t  wit h 
meaning .  T o illustrat e thi s claim ,  conside r  th e sentenc e 
Onl y afte r  hi s wif e confronte d hi m wit h th e nam e o f  hi s 
mistress ,  di d h e confes s hi s adulterou s behavior .  Th e 
meanin g o f  th e sentenc e coul d b e represente d i n th e for m 
of  a  networ k structur e whic h specifie s h o w th e element s 
of  th e even t  ar e related ,  an d wha t  thes e relation s imply . 
The meanin g o f  a  word ,  e.g. ,  adulterous ,  thu s result s fro m 
it s positio n i n th e networ k structur e (se e Berwic k (1989 ) 
fo r  a  simila r  view) . 

Give n tha t  word s becom e meaningfu l  i n context , 
meanin g representation s ar e therefor e bes t  though t  o f  a s 
representation s o f  word s i n context .  The y are ,  a s Mille r 
& Charle s (1991 )  propose ,  contextua l  an d no t 
decontextualize d representations .  Th e meanin g o f  a  wor d 
emerge s fro m actua l  contextua l  usages .  It s menta l 
representatio n the n reflect s thos e contextua l  configuration s 

i n whic h i t  frequentl y occurs .  Meanin g representation s 

coul d b e conceive d o f  a s eithe r  schemata ,  i.e. ,  generalize d 

knowledg e sD^ucture s wit h defaul t  values ,  o r  alternativel y 

as distribute d representations .  I n th e latter ,  P D F approac h 

t o meanin g representations ,  variou s contextua l  usage s o f  a 

249 



wor d impos e numerou s constraint s o n it s meaning .  I n 
adjustin g th e connectio n weight s o f  it s  units ,  a  PD P 
syste m woul d attemp t  t o settl e int o a  solutio n tha t 
maximall y satisfie s th e variou s constraints .  Wha t  i s 
commonl y referre d t o a s th e meanin g o f  a  wor d woul d 
accordingl y correspon d t o a  configuratio n o f  unit s wit h 
stron g interconnection s (se e Rumclhar t  e t  al .  (1986 )  fo r 
a discussio n o f  schemat a i n P D P models) .  Common t o 

bot h approache s i s th e notio n tha t  meanin g 
representation s ar e generalization s o f  context s rathe r 
tha n abstraction s fro m contexts .  Meanin g 
representation s ar e thu s no t  definition s bu t  instea d 
reflec t  th e kind s o f  context s i n whic h a  wor d i s 
commonl y used . 
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