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ing a verb is knowing whether it has particular complementation prop-
erties, but also whether it requires a specific preposition (approve of,
adbere to, react to, discriminate between, etc.) or has unexpected selec-
tion restrictions. Students are given an informal introduction to the con-
cept of argument structure: for each new lexical item they learn, they
will be expected to ascertain the number of arguments associated with
it; this also applies to familiar items such as bet, for which up to four
arguments can be found: [l bet [youl [twenty pounds) [my borse will
win]. Even with little more than a vague inkling of the syntactic struc-
ture of English clauses, students will in this way gain a feel for the
intricate, but very real relations between syntax and semantics.

Another recurrent connection between form and meaning, but one
that is impossible to systematize, is the matter of collocation. This is
the area par excellence where the kind of awareness training that our
students receive comes into its own. This phenomenon abounds in
those expressions in which words, typically adjectives or verbs, are used
in a mildly metaphorical manner. English weak coffee is lacking in
strength, Dutch slappe koffie ‘limp coffee’ lacks rigidity, German diin-
ner Kaffee lacks density, French and Italian café léger and caffe leggero
lacks weight, while Spanish café claro possesses clarity. And whereas
English and French take/prendre a photograph, Dutch, German and Ital-
ian ‘make’ one (maken, machen, fare), and Spanish ‘takes one out’
(sacar). The student needs to become aware of the kind of context
that gives rise to collocational constraints and to be constantly on the
look-out for their occurrence.

By sensitizing the student to the various ways in which the mean-
ings of individual lexical units interacts with the construction of claus-
es, we persuade them of the inadequacy of the vocabulary leaning tech-
nique to which their school education has accustomed them, that of
the single translational equivalent. At the same time, we lay the foun-
dation for a deeper understanding of the role of the syntax-semantics
interface in everyday linguistic practice.

6. SociaL, CuLtural aNp Historical Aspecrs: THE SHAPE OF ENGLISH

Students have an almost intuitive understanding of the fact that
social and cultural norms impinge upon their use of their native lan-
guage. They may be sensitive about or indeed particularly proud of
their own accent, and will certainly have opinions about other people’s
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use of the language. They will need little persuasion that it is in gen-
eral possible to distinguish various ‘levels’ in their vocabulary: they will
have no difficulty, for example, in recognizing neutral, formal, informal
and vulgar words for, say, ‘stupid’ in their native tongue; similarly, they
will agree that foreign learners of their language often commit errors
in this regard, using either a ridiculously formal word or a scandalously
informal word in a neutral context.

On this basis, students can be readily persuaded that the lexicon
of the language they are learning is similarly stratified. As learners of
a foreign language, they will want at least to master the neutral stylis-
tic level in their own language production, but may also choose to
affect certain characteristics of particular groups to which they feel attract-
ed, for example vocabulary items associated with (certain) students,
such as rag, prog or frat. But, in their interpretation of what they read
and hear, they will also need to become aware of how lexical choic-
es reflect the social embedding of the language user in terms of socio-
economic grouping, educational background, age, gender, ethnicity, etc.
Dictionaries often give useful information about this, which students
will do well not to ignore; here, too, guidance is essential.

Another component of most university degrees in English remains
the study of the older forms of the language, from Old English onwards.
Here, too, the practical and theoretical study of the lexicon provides
vital sensitization to the mutability of language. Rather than giving up
on a word encountered in a text but not found in the dictionary, the
student must consider the possibility that she has stumbled across a
neologism; alternatively, the expression in question may be an archaism
— by researching either possibility, she will learn something of how lin-
guists are tracking current developments and have registered the his-
tory of the language (cf. Bauer, 1994).

The student also comes to see how the past lives on in the pres-
ent through an introduction to the notion of etymology. Many of the
strange facts about language become more comprehensible if under-
stood in terms of their origins. Thus an apparently obscure expression
like run the gauntlet ‘to suffer public humiliation’ becomes ‘motivated’,
i.e. understandable and memorable as soon as its origins are clear: it
derives from a military or naval form of punishment from the seven-
teenth century in which the victim had to run between two lines of
soldiers or sailors armed with canes. This may help the student remem-
ber run; but to remember gauntlet, she will also need an understand-
ing of folk etymology, which involves a reshaping of foreign words to
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approximate (or in this case become identical) to an existent form:
gauntlet is an adaptation of Swedish gata (‘way, passage’; cf. dialectal
gate ‘street’) and lopp ‘run’. More generally, students can be encour-
aged to do what comes naturally (and what goes wrong in the case of
‘false friends’): to seek analogies between unfamiliar forms in the lan-
guage they are learning and forms in languages which they already
know.

The effect of attending to all the various parameters discussed
above (in practice, even more are submitted to the students for con-
sideration) is to increase consciousness of what we might call ‘the shape
of English’, the various recurrent properties of the language that pro-
vide it with its own distinctive contour. Students are asked to be on
the qui vive for these phenomena as they put their growing lexicolog-
ical awareness into practice. The following is a random listing of ‘typ-
ically English’ structural characteristics to which students are encour-
aged to pay heed:

(a) Latinate vs Germanic vocabulary tolerate/put up with; post-
pone/put off

(b) phrasal and phrasal-prep. verbs put up, see off, sound out;
go in for, do away with

(c) complex participial forms tin-roofed bouse, boulder-
strewn stream, Mozam-
bique-based insurgents

(d) incorporation bear-bunting, shoulder-
charge (noun and verb),
bad-mouth

(e) compound premodifiers 40-member commilttee,
student-government pres-
ident

() binomials spick and span, part and
parcel, goods and chat-
tels, sink or swim

(g) noun > verb conversion lo critigue, to impact, to
inference

(h) Germanic verb > noun conversion (take) a walk, (have) a
lie-down, (give someone)
a push

(i) acronyms quango, laser, modem,
radar
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(j) disjuncts surprisingly, importantly,
crucially

The purpose of the preparatory tuition in what we might call
‘applied lexicology’ is to prepare students to set about the task of enhanc-
ing their lexical skills in the broadest sense. They are given a set of
concepts which will enable them to think analytically about the texts
they encounter. These texts will now appear as data, the various dic-
tionaries and works of reference as equipment, and —perhaps most
importantly— they will feel like researchers, a feeling that will be
strengthened by the inevitable fact that they will from time to time be
making discoveries that are new not only to them, but also to their
teachers and to the various reference books. The work they do will
thus not only be of practical benefit: from the very beginnings of their
university education, they will know they are doing academic work.

Let us now turn to the Lexvaardig package, the computer-based
workbench which is an integral part of the students’ equipment.

7. Lexvaarpic: THE PACKAGE

The package consists of three separate but integrated products, all
of which have been developed at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam and
are accessible to the student on and through the Faculty computer net-
work. In addition, other materials needed for assignments, such as
monolingual and bilingual dictionaries, a concordancer and various cor-
pora, are also available on the network or through Internet, and stu-
dents are encouraged to have these open while working with the Lex-
vaardig products.

The first is an Electronic Text Bank (ETB), currently consisting of
some 120 short texts in English (and comparable numbers of texts in
French and German). These are drawn from some seven genres, which
have been selected to appeal to student users: (a) mass media, (b) gov-
ernmental and corporate texts, (¢) scientific and scholarly texts, (d) lit-
erary texts, (e) private communication, () legal texts, (g) texts set to
music. The texts have been chosen to be attractive to the users’ age
group, readable, and rich in relevant lexical phenomena. The user can
access and select the texts in various ways: (a) by genre, (b) by alpha-
betically ordered title, or (c) by subject matter (a text about ‘love’ could
for example fall under genres a, d, e or g).
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The texts have been annotated in the sense that a number of words
and expressions that exemplify one or more of the lexicological issues
discussed above are provided with a hypertext commentary; most anno-
tations also contain an assignment, which directs and activates the stu-
dents’ interest. However, only some of the relevant material in the text
has been marked in this way: it is equally important that students
should learn to identify phenomena without explicit guidance.

The student also has access to a number of commercial products
which she can use in doing her assignments: a concordancer, which
applies to various corpora available on the faculty network and to high-
quality bilingual electronic dictionaries (English-Dutch and Dutch-Eng-
lish); the student can also access the web, and is expected to note her
findings in the ECI (see below), which is also linked to this screen.
The student can be asked to (a) find examples of a particular phe-
nomenon in a text; (b) search for more examples of a phenomenon in
the electronic dictionary (which allows various types of search); or (¢)
discover collocations, frequencies, etc. by using the concordancer to
extract data from corpora.

The second product is an Electronically Accessible Handbook (EAH),
which in printed form contains some 100 pages of background infor-
mation on the phenomena sketched in sections 4 to 6 above. The first
part of the handbook contains a systematized overview of the various
dimensions that must be brought to bear on the understanding of a
lexical unit. The second part is a practical guide on the use of dic-
tionaries, both monolingual and bilingual. The whole of the EAH can
be accessed directly from the ETB, and there are specific links to the
relevant parts of the EAH from each annotation, so that students puz-
zled by a reference in one of these annotations to, say, ‘clipping’ or
‘polysemy’ can immediately check the meaning and use of these terms.

The third product is perhaps the most distinctive. This is the Elec-
tronic Card Index (ECI), a facility which allows students to compile their
very own, personalized database. This, rather than the dog-eared jotter
of yesteryear, is where they store their word-wisdom. The ECI is a com-
puter program structured in such a way as to integrate seamlessly with
the various categories set out in the EAH: there is a place in the sys-
tem for anything a student wishes to note about a lexical unit (pro-
nunciation, spelling, complementation, socio-cultural constraints, etc.).
The student’s ECI is a totally individual record of lexical phenomena
which she has found worth noting. She continues to add to it through-
out her studies. The ECI program can be copied onto her computer at
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home (if she has one), and she can keep her personal ECI on a diskette,
adding to it either in the faculty or in her private quarters.

It will be clear that Lexvaardig fits into the philosophy of autonomous
learning: the student is set free to make her own discoveries and to
put together her own report on those discoveries. This process stimu-
lates her lexicological curiosity and thereby increases her ability to acquire
a more flexible lexical competence through a lasting process of con-
scious reading and listening. The framework for the learning is of
course pre-structured in various ways: the developers have selected the
texts in the ETB, they have written the EAH and they have created the
structure of the ECI; what is more, the individual tutors establish cer-
tain minimum requirements in terms of the number and variety of
assignments, for example that for every 50 ECI entries, at least 10 must
mention collocation, at least 10 (not necessarily an entirely different 10)
must pay attention to lexicosyntactic issues, and at least 10 must con-
tain a description of the sociocultural conditions on use.

The tutor’s role in this learning process becomes that of a mentor.
The student reports regularly to her tutor, who takes a sample from
her ECI, testing whether she has satisfied the minimum requirements
but above all suggesting new parameters which she might consider
worth noting: an unsuspected etymological connection, or a peculiari-
ty of complementation that has escaped her attention. During these
tutorial sessions, which are one-to-one, it becomes apparent that stu-
dents tend each to have their own learning style: some have become
almost obsessed with one particular phenomenon, e.g. adjectives with
fixed prepositions (fond of, similar to, ...); some draw all their exam-
ples from one kind of text (one student took all his from rock lyrics);
some scour texts for words of great rarity, as if to challenge their tutor
to know them all. But these are extremes, which gentle persuasion can
usually cure. Generally, the ECI works well, as students come to see
the intellectual reward that repays the extra effort they must put in,
learning to operate the program, selecting the relevant parameters per
word and then researching each lexical item.

8. CONCLUSIONS

Despite being central to the acquisition of a foreign language,
vocabulary learning has had a bad press with students. Most beginners
start out with an ingrained dislike of learning words, not least because
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many schools have not progressed beyond demanding the memoriza-
tion of unstructured lists. The purpose of the Lexvaardig project out-
lined above is to instil respect for the immeasurable complexity of the
lexicon and concurrently to provide them with the wherewithal to set
out on their own personal voyage of discovery through that tangled
jungle. Vocabulary acquisition is a slow, gradual business, which con-
tinues throughout one’s lifetime. If the four years of university study
are also years of regular, informed research into how words and phras-
es are used, those four years will have created a constructive attitude
to the task of acquiring a rich and flexible command of the target lex-
icon.
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