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Abstract

This study investigates the word meaning acquisition of polysemous words for English majors by
the way of questionnaire and two word meaning tests. The conclusions are drawn as follows: pro-
viding primary meaning to students can help them guess the extended meaning of unfamiliar
polysemous words than providing the other extended meanings; the English majors at different
language proficiency level show similar acquisition effects in primary meaning but different acqui-
sition effects in the extended meanings. Therefore, in vocabulary instruction, if the word meaning
acquisition sequence can be followed and the connections of word meanings can be cherished, the
word meaning instruction outcome will be more efficient.
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1. Introduction

The meaning of language is the center of human communication, and the study of it has a long history in the
philosophy of language, linguistics, psychology, and literature. Polysemy is an ordinary linguistic phenomenon,
which is the result of word meanings extension (Cuyckens, 1997). With the development of the society, old
words die out, new words are added, and existing words change their meanings. Actually, adding new meanings
to the already-existing words is the most economical way to satisfy people’s needs of expression, which is
simpler and more convenient than creating new words or borrowing words from other languages. With the pas-
sage of time, the primary meaning and extended meanings coexist in the language.

To study polysemous words, it is very necessary to know the relation between the primary meaning and ex-
tended meanings, how the extended meanings derive from the primary meaning and what the core meaning is.
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As to primary meaning, Hatch & Brown (2001) claim that primary meanings are those which are most central
for a set of polysemes (words with the same form but slightly different meanings). For example, the primary
meaning of “break” is that of breaking an object such as a cup, not the breaking of waves on the shore. Durkin &
Manning (1989) use the dominant meaning instead of the primary meaning. They think that the dominant
meaning of a polysemous word is taken to be that comes most readily to mind for a majority of native speakers
when the word is resented without biasing context.

Word meaning is prevalent in language. It is one of the most difficult parts in vocabulary learning, especially
for the English learners (Zhou, 2003). According to the statistics, in English, over 40% of words have more than
one meaning (McCarthy, 1997; Durkin & Manning, 1989). For example, if English majors look up a word in a
dictionary, they usually don’t know which meaning is the appropriate one. In reading, the English majors who
are familiar with one of the meanings of the word do not abandon the meaning even though it does not make any
meaning in the context (Laufer, 1996). With regard to meaning discrimination, words with multiple meanings
induced the largest number of errors in comprehension of words and learners performed far more badly on
guessing the meanings of the words than on guessing the meanings of other words. In addition, even the ad-
vanced learners seldom knew all the meanings of a polysemous word and that learning them was a slow and
patchy process (Hulstijn, 1998, 2001).

Since the late 1980s, researchers have begun to show great interest in lexical acquisition. A variety of theo-
retical and empirical studies have been conducted, for example, the investigation of the effects of learning strat-
egies on lexical acquisition, the study on the relationship between active vocabulary and passive vocabulary, and
the research into the relationship between the breadth and depth of the vocabulary knowledge in reading.

However, over the past few decades, the studies of vocabulary acquisition mainly focused on measuring the
volume of vocabulary, vocabulary learning strategies as well as the relationship between vocabulary learning
strategies and language proficiency (Durkin & Manning, 1989). Little empirical work has been undertaken to-
ward characterizing the properties of word meanings and gauging language users’ perceptions of the relative
status of the different word meanings. In an experimental study of polysemous words in Dutch students, provid-
ing students with core meaning resulted in better guessing and long-term retention of figurative meanings of po-
lysemous words (\Verspoor & Lowie, 2001). In China, there are a few studies of word meaning acquisition but
these studies are mostly descriptive and the experimental studies into the acquisition of certain word meaning by
non-English majors. Therefore, it is necessary to explore the meanings acquisition of polysemous words for
English majors in China.

The study aims to explore the acquisition of word meanings for English majors in the following three aspects:
1) Whether the English majors at same language proficiency provided with a primary meaning gain better
guessing of extended meanings of words than those provided with other extended meanings? 2) Whether the
English majors have significant difference in primary meaning of a word? 3) Whether the English majors have
significant difference in direct meaning of a word? The study explores the acquisition of word meanings for
English majors in China and may add something to previous researches and some implications to language
teaching, textbooks writing and dictionary compiling.

2. Research Methodology
2.1. Participants

The participants for this study were 40 full-time registered third-year undergraduate English majors having
passed TEM-4, 40 full-time registered postgraduate English majors having passed TEM-8. The reasons for
choosing the above English majors of different language proficiency is the fact that they had received enough
amount of English training so that they were competent to notice the problem of various word meanings. As
English majors, they need to enlarge their vocabulary enormously and efficiently, especially word meaning.

2.2. Instruments

A number of field procedures have been used for collecting information for language learning research, such as
questionnaires, interviews, tests and observations. Guided by the theoretical consideration of fieldwork metho-
dology, the instruments used in this study are the questionnaire for the English majors and the two word mean-
ing tests. The tests can also be used to help place students in the proper class level (placement test). Word
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meaning test is believed to be a useful element in a well-run language teaching program, providing teacher and
learner with useful information that can serve each as a basis for improvement.

2.2.1. The English Majors’ Questionnaire

At the beginning of the class, a brief introduction about the questionnaire was made, including the purpose, the
content and the time arrangement as well as same related requirements. Particularly, it was stressed that the re-
sults of the students’ questionnaire would be only used for the research and had no connection with their aca-
demic performance. In this way, the students felt relaxed about this study and the questionnaire papers were
collected within 20 minutes.

The questionnaire mainly concerned about the three aspects: the present situation of polysemy acquisition,
especially word meanings in English classes (Questions 1 - 6), the situation of word meaning acquisition after
class (Questions 7 - 10) and their attitudes and suggestions toward word meaning acquisition (Questions 11 -
16).

2.2.2. The Two Word Meanings Tests

The first test, word meaning inference, was to infer the contextual meanings of the target words based on the
input information in the sentences in which the target words were embedded. Different groups of the participants
performed this task under different experimental conditions. During the guessing, the students in each condition
have to guess the meanings of the 10 target words. The participants were provided with worksheets containing
10 pairs of sentences and they were instructed to guess and give a precise Chinese translation of extended
meanings of 10 underlined polysemous English words in the sentences. The sentences containing the word to be
guessed were identical for the two groups, but the cue sentences were different. Primary meaning-cued group
was given a sentence with a primary meaning of the word and its literal translation into Chinese as cue while
non-primary meaning group was given a sentence with another extended meaning of the word and its Chinese
equivalent as cue. For example, for the primary meaning-cued group, the study provided them with the following
sentences:

1) Down by the river, an owl bannowed among the trees.

2) The driver bannowed at the dog in the road.

But for the non-primary meaning cued group, we provided them with the following sentences:

3) The crowd bannowed and jeered at the speaker.

4) The driver bannowed at the dog in the road.

The second sentences for both groups were identical, and the only difference existed in the cue sentences, one
with a primary meaning and the other with an extended meaning. The English majors were asked to give a pre-
cise Chinese translation to the underlined words in the second sentences. They were encouraged to give their
answers as accurately as possible.

The choice of testing words in the test one was made on the basis of two criteria. First, each of the poly-
semous words has at least three different meanings, a primary meaning, an extended meaning, and another
extended meaning. Second, these polysemous words are unknown to all the participants. The words were
chosen by the author's reference to Collins COBUILD English Dictionary and Oxford English Dictionary. All
the words were presented to participants in a sentence context. Some of the sentences including the target
words were selected from the dictionaries and some of them made up by the author. Although a text context
should be preferred to a sentence context in teaching situation, a sentence context was used in the experiment
to control for any extra elaboration opportunities a text context would provide. All the 10 words chosen were
low frequency words (i.e., the frequency of encountering is very low during their normal readings), which
ensured that the words to be tested were unknown to students so that their guessing ability of these words
could be tested.

To ensure that the students were not familiar with the experimental words, all the words were identified by the
teachers at the two classes from which participants were taken and the teachers were asked to check whether any
of the testing words had been taught or whether they were considered familiar to the students. And then a pilot
test with 10 items was carried out with a different group of 34 participants who were not included in the subjects.
The result of pilot testing was that all the words were little known by them. Then the following testing could be

conducted.
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After the tests, SPSS Statistic Software (17.0) was used to compute descriptive statistics of the test scores.
Paired sample t-test was carried out to see whether there was a significant difference between two groups of
students in the guessing word meaning.

The second word meaning test was to test the word meanings in the contexts. The test includes 20 sentences
containing four common words—*“print”, “head”, “high” and “like” and requires the English majors to write
down the exact meaning of the word in each sentence. For example, what is the Chinese meaning of the word
“high” used in the following five sentences?

1) The building is very high.

2) He is a high official in the government.

3) It was high summer at that moment.

4) Washington is a man of high character.

5) The beef is a bit high.

In the sentence 1), the meaning of “high” is “having a top that is some distance above the ground. It is the
primary meaning and the English majors may have no difficulty in understanding. However, in sentence 5), the
meaning of “high” is “not fresh, spoilt by age”. It is the indirect extended meaning and the English majors may
have great difficulty in understanding.

After the collection of the data, the data elicited from questionnaires and the test score were input into the
computer. Both quantitive and qualitative analysis were adopted in this study. The quantitive analysis was con-
ducted with the help of SPSS 17.0 as in pilot study. For the data elicited from the questionnaire, descriptive
analysis was also done first to find out the general tendency of the subjects’ positions on the 20 statements,
which includes the means and S.D. A detailed qualitative analysis was conducted afterwards to investigate the
present situation of vocabulary instruction and word meaning acquisition in English classes and the English ma-
jors’ self-assessment of their awareness in word meaning acquisition. As to the answers to the open-ended ques-
tions intended to get some advice or suggestions from the students on the awareness strengthening and word
meaning acquisition, they were grouped and summarized carefully.

3. Data Analysis and Discussion

According to the statistics of the questionnaire, it can be summarized into the following aspects. As the students
do not have much semantic knowledge, it will impede them from understanding some word meaning correctly.
Word meaning involves in a complicated connection.

Consequently, it is a heavy task for students to acquire. The contexts vary all the time, so does the word
meaning. They lack guidance to learn word meaning by themselves, and moreover, the teachers do not give an
accurate and systematic introduction in this respect. Since the students are non-native speakers of English, rote
learning has low efficiency.

For the data elicited from the word meaning tests, descriptive analysis was done first to find the general situa-
tion of the subjects’ answering to the word meaning test items, which means the mean score, Standard deviation
(S.D.), the maximum and minimum score of the test papers were presented. Afterwards, the word meaning test
items themselves were carefully analyzed and a detailed qualitative analysis was conducted to each test item too.

From Table 1, S.D = 0.50, t = 0.374, P = 0.182 > 0.05, it shows that the two groups of English majors (un-
dergraduates and postgraduates have no significant difference in terms of word primary meaning test (scores in
the word meaning test one) under different cues.

From Table 2, S.D. = 0.43, t = -1.19, P = 0.021 < 0.05, it shows that the two groups of English majors (un-
dergraduates and postgraduates have significant difference in terms of word derived meaning.

From Table 3, t =-2.132, df = 39, P = 0.039 < 0.05, it shows that the undergraduates of English major have
significant difference in terms of word derived test (scores in the word meaning test two).

From Table 4, t = -3.422, df = 39, P = 0.001 < 0.05, it shows that the postgraduates of English majors have
significant difference in terms of word derived test (scores in the word meaning test two).

We get the answers to the questions: First, primary meaning cues can enhance word meaning guessing. Pri-
mary meaning cues provide adequate indications for the L2 learners to understand the contextual meanings of
polysemous words. Second, the English majors at different language proficiency show no statistically significant
difference in primary meaning and direct extended meaning. Third, the English majors at different levels have
significant difference in terms of indirect extended meaning.
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Table 1. Independent sample t-test of undergraduates and postgraduates in word extended meanings.

Undergraduates (N = 40) Postgraduates (N = 40)

Word t p
Meaning Mean S.D. Mean S.D.
Guessing
221 0.42 2.19 0.50 0.374 0.182

Table 2. Independent sample t-test of undergraduates and postgraduates in word extended meanings.

Undergraduates (N = 40) Postgraduates (N = 40)

Word t p
Meaning Mean S.D. Mean S.D.
Writing
2.24 0.43 2.35 048 -1.19 0.021

Table 3. Paired sample t-test statistics of two word meaning tests of undergraduates and postgraduates.

Paired Difference

Std 95% confidence t df Sig
Mean S_td_ Eo Interval of the Difference (2-tailed)
Deviation Mean
Lower Uper
Pair U1-U2 -3.23 9.56888 1.513 —6.285 —0.165 —2.132 39 0.039

Table 4. Paired sample t-test statistics of two word meaning tests of postgraduates.

Paired Difference

Std 95% confidence t df Sig
Mean S.td_ Error Interval of the Difference (2-tailed)
Deviation M
£ Lower Uper
Pair P1-P2 —5.63 10.39647 1.644 —8.950 —2.30 —3.422 39 0.001

4. Conclusion

There were a number of potentially important findings from the experiment presented here. This study revealed
three associated findings: first, the subjects receiving primary-meaning-cued sentences, in contrast to non-pri-
mary meaning-cued sentences, scored significantly higher in inferring the meanings of unfamiliar polysemous
words in context. The presence of cues means “bridging information” grammatical and/or semantic, conceptual
as well as perceptual. Without adequate bridging information, it would seem next to impossible to infer and re-
call the contextual meaning of any unfamiliar word. In the present experiment, primary meaning cues provided
the subjects with relatively adequate, so that the meanings of the target words could be easily figured out. In
contrast, it was difficult for the subjects receiving non-primary meaning cues to unfamiliar polysemous word
while the “bridging information” was too abstract. Second, for the primary meaning and direct meaning of
common words, all the subjects of different language proficiency have acquired, which means there is no signif-
icant hierarchies between the English majors. However, for indirect meaning of a common word, the scores of
postgraduate English majors’ are higher than undergraduate English majors’ which indicates the significant hie-
rarchies between the English majors in the aspect.

Although this study was designed carefully, there were still some limitations; conclusions from the present
research must be drawn in view of the fact that this study was not free of limitations.

Firstly, although the method of random sampling was used, the present research was not based on a truly ran-
dom sampling procedure to some extent. The subjects investigated, instead of being completely randomly se-
lected from the English majors, were assumed to be randomly divided in terms of language proficiency.

Secondly, when compared with the large population of ESL learners in China, the 120 participants of English
majors in Yangtze University might not present all English learners in China. Conducting the experiment in
some more universities and comparing the findings with those, the present study may be a solution to our prob-
lem, but it may be a task in terms of scale and complexity.
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Thirdly, the words in this experiment are limited to the polysemous words with primary meaning that is con-
crete and can easily be visualized, which can help students create semantic association and precise elaboration.

Considering the experimental results, the author proposes that the experimental findings should in principle
shed some light upon the word meaning teaching and learning, textbooks writers and dictionary compiling. The
most important thing is that it can make students become independent and effective learners who can make de-
cisions about how to memorize several meanings of one word and how to choose the appropriate meaning from
more meanings when they look up the dictionaries. Furthermore, the awareness of polysemous words in the
contexts could make students utilize a more flexible method to deal with the words encountered in reading and
improve their guessing ability because polysemous words could develop their meanings from the primary
meaning. The acquisition of different word meanings is a lifelong education process for all the polysemous
words learners.
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Appendix I Questionaire for English Majors (In Chinese)

U2 KM TR AR R (2005) MOSCACRI I A BER 55 — 18 5 LRI R I & &
SRE MR
PRATEF IR 1 H AR B SEE L2 AR A I L. A G M E TR A BB e, A
LARAT AR A 2 T AR VR K SR DURMAR 2 FR 800 [l o WHET I ) S 1!
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

L | | | | |
A R B C A5 D:4 % E:f

L fEACEEE Y, BOMaw RERICKE . T &L T5m, B LB T5 e ? (7] 2 k).
AEEMPES (BIEWE)  BIEARAGANE, MESE) CHE  DENGEX. JIHENE)  EHfb
2. fEINCHCAH, T R A AP (% )

AE AP (EFENF)  BIEFERGAME, BAL) CHBE D.EXEN. 5H) E. LA
3. B b, #HUREHOAVCR, 8 SUEA— A E S

AfRD B.5 /b C.HHI D& E.SE
4, FUMANAERG AR, MAEZEE. W, MHBSHAE BTl s s

AJRAD B.5g /b C.HI D& E.ME2
5. FUME TR AHE SRR, 51 SR E R TPa il i 5] H S

AR B.j& /b CHIf D&% E.M2
6. NS ZIRMR S A R IR IR AR E U R, RHEHANC & X2

AJRD B.5 /b C.HI D& E.SE
7. ARV BT 06 P BRI A 25 BT 5 S B TRV 51 R LR R AR

AR B.5 /b C.HI D.&W E.M2

8. VRINAESIEI )b, B — AT 2
ABLERPES (BEMIE)  BIRERAGEME, WE%E) CHAE  DRENEX. FIHENEE)  EHfb
9. PRAEIANL A5 b X3 L 2145 7 DUR RS R SEA0

AR B.5# /b CHIK D.&W E.B2
10. PRSP 4 B B AR BT & SRR

AR B.5# /b CHKN D&% E.&A&2
11, ARZE RN & #7102

AN EZ 812 BB ARG FIC 12 C.HBR L Tdiz DARIEIA B RIdZ  EHAh
12, PRPEMRE A0 B R E A4 77 238 0 B S RRTE AR, AWIMEREAVE R X318 (T BAZ &)

AR TF M B.FE R Il 4 & C. 175 i) 7 B3 A DG AL D.EM G.HAh
13, FENE S 2] S SR 51 R R, AR (R v SRl R AR

AR B.j& /b C.EHm D.%& E. B2
14, ARX BB B SRR AR T AR

AR B.j& /b C.— D.B% EfRZ
15, YRN8 CIETE AV R S ) R el

ARHR BB = C.—% D= EdEFieE
16. AR RE L 5RH SUHXMIEE, ERE R 305 2101 5] R X

A R B.j& /b C.AHN D.&% E.H2
17 AR AR BIHANAVE B U2 3], WA SEE ) 2 S AR 1R R 35 BY

A R B.j& /b C.AHN D.&% E.ME.
18. HEFIREATLE XM IBHR T EEA G R, BEERNNGS

A R B.j& /b C.AN D.&% E.E2

19. PRI R S ST M R AT 42
20. (RHEAVC R LA ST B R B I BOR AT 4
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Appendix Il English Word Meaning Test One (In Chinese and English)

IR MR 2 2% | BRFGITSE R 2 2005 AFA-Ei0SC RFER (i EDR2EAE 9B R U315 FIE IR CZE S EE =Rt 2005
FEW RS E (AFIRRTEZ ORE X B ERY TR NRSE.

I .Test paper for Group A 1, Group B1 and Group C1 (primary meaning-cued)

TR L R B AR R R 2 SR RREE — AT R 2 SR A4 i SORE S, TE TR BEHERT R AR SR A
AR, RO I IR SR SO R ek S AR A R AR ZR

1-a. Down by the river an owl (Ji 3k ) bannowed among the trees. (A 3k &) |

1-b. The driver bannowed at the dog in the road.

2-a. One night she took a pillow (#£3k) and thiculted him. =5, [t

2-b. The Mayor thiculted a strike (35 1.)successfully.

3-a. Her mother glitowed her and pointed to the seven helicopters flying overhead. i35

3-b. British tour companies are glitowing clients (i) to travel further afield (izt 4t)

4-a. Woogal the soil, press the seed into it, and then cover it lightly. F#E-F#

4-b. The firm (A &]) is very successful—they’re woogaling in the money. money.

5-a. My mother hates perlitting a fish. HH ... P9 I

5-h. Over the weekend, a firebomb (Jk J&XE#H) perlitted a building where 60 people lived.

6-a. Wind (¥ 3h) it round the screw until the wire is taut. 7 %11, AFA5BAY

6-b. Eyes blinking (HZfi2), showing no signs of being emotionally taut, her husband

looked like an ordinary man defending the ordinary lies he had made up to hide an ordinary affair.

7-a. Explosions scorch (5%42) floors and shatter windows. E#E, Fifr

7-b. The failure in the examination of entering the college shattered all his hopes.

8-a. They demolished the slum district (% E/f). k%

8-b. We were all marveled her article brilliantly demolished his argument.

9-a. Blood was still 0ozing from the wound. 1818

9-b. The enemy’s courage was 00zing away under the great pressure of Red Army.

10-a. The gardener set fire to the piles of weeds he had raked up. 3 AR E 3L — i

10-b. Relief foundations (Rt %4 <) raked in $13 million last year.

II. Test paper for Group A 2, Group B2 and Group C2 (non-primary meaning-cued)

TR L R B AR AR R 2 AR RRLEE — MR R 2 SR A4 i SORE S, TE TR BEHERT R AR SR A
AR, FEEORRE I IR SR SO AT ek I S AR A R AR ZR

1-a. The crowd bannowed and jeered (1142 at the speaker. (F7~ 56 B S ANLZE )0 AY , I ALY

1-b. The driver bannowed at the dog in the road .

2-a. Some parents thiculted their children with love. i$ £ 3% F, 8%

2-b. The Mayor thiculted a strike (32 1.) successfully.

3-a. The temperature when we were there was glitowing 80°F. 1T

3-h. British tour companies are glitowing clients (J#1%) to travel further afield (GZEAL).

4-a. I’ve been woogaling through drawers looking for those tickets. (fF4Hith) i 2, #3

4-b. The firm (A &]) is very successful money.—they’re woogaling in the money.

5-a. The government planned to perlit the system from the inside so as to restructure () it completely. fil12=... ks &
BB Oy

5-h. Over the weekend, a firebomb (Jk J&XE#H) perlitted a building where 60 people lived.

6-a. The taut and interesting film “Red Kaoliang” was made by Chinese famous Director Zhang Yimou. #F11, 751

6-b. Eyes blinking (HZfi2), showing no signs of being emotionally taut, her husband

looked like an ordinary man defending the ordinary lies he had made up to hide an

ordinary affair.

7-a. In New York you can hear a concert of ambulances (Bf"7F), fire engines (J4 55 %)

and police cars that shatter the air with their noise. ##%%

7-b. The failure in the examination of entering the college shattered all his hopes.

8-a. He looked very hungry as he demolished two hot-dog noodles. 2Rz

8-b. We were all marveled (151%) that her article brilliantly demolished his argument.

9-a. He was completely_oozing with charm so that the pedestrians (47 \) shoot a glance at her when they passed by her.

PRI, FCCRER. )
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9-b. The enemy’s courage was_00zing away under the great pressure of the Red Army.
10-a. We have been raking through all her papers. %3 3%
10-b. Relief foundations (5 k4 2=) raked in $13 million last year.

Appendix III English Word Meaning Test Two

Write down the meaning of following words in Chinese.
1) Print
Press this key to print a copy of the text.
The first cookey book is to be printed in America.
An error message is printed and the program ends.
The pictures have to be developed and printed.
Please print your name.
2) Head
The young man walked at the head of the parade.
Steve has a good head for mathematics.
It costs about $12 a head to eat here.
He is the head of a firm.
He arranged his speech under five heads
3) High
The train is going at a high speed.
He is a high official in the government.
It was high summer at that moment.
Washington is a man of high character.
The beef is a bit high.
4) Like
I do not like it when she tells me how to do things.
He cried like a baby when they told him the news.
Will you ever see the like of Mozart again?
We have are of like mind.
Do you make bread like you make cakes?
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