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Abstract

Despite the large number of studies conducted on polysemy, they mostly compare the different
methods and techniques to learn a language and establish the extent to which particular sense
relations facilitate the learning of second language vocabulary. To our best knowledge, no research
has been conducted to determine whether or not polysemy is emphasized in non-native English
textbooks. The objective of the present research was to determine the degree to which polysemy
is incorporated in English textbooks. Thus, the research question guiding the current study is: To
what extent is polysemy incorporated in non-native English textbooks? The study is a corpus-
based research that used a data set of 500 words, i.e., 250 words from each of the two books,
utilizing the Sketch Engine word list tool and concordance. The polysemy of the resulting words
in the concordance lines generated was semantically annotated manually using WordNet and
English dictionaries. The results indicated that polysemy is barely stressed in the textbooks under
investigation. The study’s results have substantial implications for polysemy in particular and
second or foreign language teaching in general.
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1. Introduction

To grasp information, concepts, and the meanings of words, an individual needs
encyclopedic knowledge. It will be easier to understand a subject with prior knowledge. Also, if
they only know one meaning of a word, it will be hard to understand what it means when used
differently. According to Cienki (2007), bodily, social, and cultural experiences shape people’s
background knowledge. Language represents reality in the way that individuals interpret it. Words
are not containers of meaning; they provide access to encyclopedic knowledge or a cognitive
network (Langacker, 1987; Kecskes, 2013).

When someone hears or reads a word, their prior knowledge is triggered, which implies
that the word prompts them to consider all the concepts and thoughts that go with it. A person
learning a second language (L2) should pay attention to the word associations made by a native
speaker. These associations, as well as the non-language variables to which they are connected,
e.g., cognitive structure, meaning, and cultural experience, to use Szalay and Windle’s (1968)
examples, may differ from the word associations in his or her native language.

The variation between a learner’s first language and English in terms of word polysemous
meanings adds to the difficulties faced by English language learners in learning polysemous
meanings. For example, Spanish speakers who learn the English word fingers use it to refer to toes
as well because the Spanish term dedos is inclusive of both fingers and toes (Celce-Murcia &
Larsen-Freeman, 1999). The textbooks for teaching English to non-native speakers should likewise
include ideas from the students’ cultures and emphasize polysemy. This guarantees that, given
their past knowledge, they comprehend things accurately and know a word’s multiple meanings
to avoid misusing a sense in a different context (Nation, 2013).

Despite the different methods and approaches suggested and applied, the research on
English language vocabulary learning indicates that acquiring vocabulary continues to be a
significant barrier for non-native English students. Developing vocabulary involves various
aspects, such as semantics, phonology, morphology, and syntax (Kalyuga & Kalyuga, 2008;
Christison & Murray, 2014). Students who just memorize lists of individual words miss out on a
variety of opportunities to learn the language, including the chance to get familiar with the
figurative and metonymic meanings of words as well as the linguistic and cultural particularities
of the target language. Learners who appreciate the function of conceptual metaphor and
conceptual metonymy are better equipped to comprehend and memorize polysemous words, as
well as idioms, with ease (Beréndi, Csabi and Kovecses, 2008; Pérez, 2017). Moreover,
recognizing the link between source and target domains via metaphorical and metonymic
mappings will make abstract concepts more accessible to students (Lahlou & Hajar, 2013; Lahlou,
2021; 2023).

It is more accessible to learn words with more than one meaning than to learn each term
separately. English language students should know how words’ different meanings relate to each
other and how to use figurative words and phrases. Synonymy, polysemy, and homonymy are the
sense relations that have been the subject of several studies on vocabulary. Even though these
research contributions are valuable, they mostly argue over how to categorize the distinctions
between multiple meanings (Raukko, 2003, as cited in Clemmons, 2008), compare the different
methods and techniques to learn a language and determine how well certain sense relationships
help people learn L2 vocabulary. To what extent polysemy is employed in English textbooks for
non-native speakers has yet to be studied.
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The prevalence of polysemy in the English language inspired the present study. Numerous
studies, such as Durkin and Manning (1989) and Abou-Khalil et al. (2019), have shown that over
forty percent of English words are used with more than one meaning. These polysemous words
are significant because they are in the top 3000 most often-used words in the English language
(Makni, 2013; Ferrer-i-Cancho, 2014). It is also an essential part of vocabulary since it helps
students of a second or foreign language deduce the meaning of words when they learn that they
have several meanings. So, studies of vocabulary should account for polysemy. And it is vital to
conduct a frequency study of both individual words and the many senses in which they are used
(Schmitt, 2010). The present study aims to determine the degree to which polysemy is used in the
chosen English textbooks.

2. Literature Review

Much research on high-frequency words in vocabulary instruction has been conducted. By
guaranteeing that the terms learned are encountered often, frequency information provides a
realistic foundation for maximizing students’ vocabulary learning efforts (Nation & Waring,
1997). More beneficial than less frequent words, high-frequency words demand more attention in
a language classroom since students encounter them more often and are more likely to memorize
them (Vilkaité-Lozdiené & Schmitt, 2020). However, occurrence range is only one critical factor
among others when building a frequency list.

A vocabulary frequency list that considers various texts is vital for curriculum development
and determining learning goals (Nation & Waring, 1997). However, the variety of settings in which
the words are encountered is even more important than their frequency. According to this
viewpoint, terms used in a broad range of settings are reacted to more effectively than those used
in a narrow range of settings (Brysbaert, Mandera, & Keuleers, 2018). According to Johns, Dye,
and Jones (2016), when people encounter novel words in various discourse contexts, they
recognize them more quickly and accurately than when the terms are provided in the same
circumstance again. Other essential elements of a vocabulary frequency list include idioms and
information diversity, which have differences in meaning (Nation & Waring, 1997). In building a
frequency list, polysemy is essential, among others. Some words’ frequency of occurrence and
likelihood of having multiple meanings are linked. Zipf proposed that frequency and polysemy
were related because of the economy principle (Zipf, 1949, as cited in Clemmons, 2008).

Unlike a monoseme, a polyseme has numerous meanings. And there is a systematic
relationship between these meanings (Lakoff, 2008; Csabi, 2004; D6lling, 2018). For example, the
term warm may refer to “temperature” and “clothes that make one feel warm” (Lakoff, 2008). In
contrast, homonyms are words whose meanings are not systematically connected. To use Lakoff’s
(2008) example, the term bank contains meanings that are not systematically connected, such as
“place where one deposits money” and “river’s edge.” In cognitive linguistics, polysemy is a
‘radial category,” with linked senses ranging from prototypical to peripheral. Polysemous
expressions demand a radially organized category, with a central member and links specified by
image-schema transformations and metaphors and with the noncentral senses being motivated by
less central examples, image-schema transformations, and metaphorical models (Lakoff, 2008).

Previous research has proven polysemy to be a significant barrier to text comprehension.
Like in many other languages, polysemy is prevalent in the English language. Nonetheless, the
complicated link between form and meaning in English makes learning and utilizing vocabulary
challenging (e.g., Schmitt, 2010; Mitsugi, 2017). Evidence from various studies suggests that
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youngsters can better predict the meanings of words that are not polysemous (Saemen, 1970;
Nation, 2013). Students may develop their understanding of these words autonomously. In
contrast, polysemes are more difficult to predict based on context.

English language learners may acquire one sense of a polysemous word and believe it has
only one meaning, especially in the early phases of language learning. This situation is likely to
occur since many of the most prevalent terms in English are polysemous (Clemmons, 2008;
Lahlou, 2022). Learners may comprehend the meaning based on the familiar form, yet the sense
might be irrelevant in other contexts (Saemen, 1970; Nation, 2013). However, this does not mean
that the multiple meanings and figurative language should be ignored in English instruction and
teaching materials. According to Amaya-Chévez (2010), literal meanings are generally taught in
the early levels, whereas figurative meanings are only addressed in more advanced courses. This
trend may also be found in several English teaching resources. However, figurative language
should be present from the beginning of learning English, but selecting semantic extensions and
content sequencing is more crucial (Piquer-Piriz, 2011). Thus, it is projected that polysemy will
be progressively emphasized in vocabulary instruction and English textbooks as learners progress
through the grades. Furthermore, teachers’ understanding and application of semantic extension in
teaching vocabulary are crucial for boosting students’ comprehension and retention of word
meanings (Boers, 2008).

3. Methodology

Textbooks are crucial, even if they are not the sole resource instructors utilize to deliver
teaching and help students achieve the intended learning outcomes, particularly in settings with
limited resources, such as rural areas. They provide an alternative to the time and financial waste.
It is possible that textbook graphics are more effective than the explanations provided by teachers.
Moreover, textbooks may provide materials that are difficult to take to class (Gonzélez, 2006).
They are also used to guarantee that schools, where English is taught as a second or foreign
language, teach a standard form of English and that the quality of this English meets international
norms. To this purpose, several European and non-European nations, including Malaysia,
Thailand, and Vietnam, adopted the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR), an
international standard that aids in improving and measuring English language proficiency among
learners (Don et al., 2015; Nguyen, 2015).

Because many countries use it worldwide, the CEFR has become a modern educational
trend, particularly in language learning, teaching, and assessments. According to a 2007 survey,
the CEFR, used globally to motivate curricular, teaching, and assessment innovation, has become
the most influential publication in language education (Council of Europe, 2021). The authors,
therefore, chose CEFR-aligned English textbooks as one of the most critical instruments and
sources of information for determining the extent of polysemy incorporation in English textbooks.
The current study looks into two English textbooks used in non-English speaking secondary
schools: Close-up for intermediate secondary students and Full Blast Plus 4 for upper secondary
students. National Geographic Learning and MM publications released these textbooks,
respectively. The emphasis of Healan and Gormley’s (2015) Close-Up, which consists of 12 units,
is intermediate English. Mitchell and Malkogianni’s (2018) Full Blast Plus 4, which consists of
eight units, focuses on upper-intermediate English.

The study used data of 500 words, i.e., 250 words from Close-up and 250 words from Full
Blast Plus 4. To gather data on polysemy, the authors employed the Sketch Engine word list tool
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to compile a list of the top 250 most commonly used terms in each of the subcorpora: Close-up
and Full Blast Plus 4, uploaded onto Sketch Engine. The data was then filtered to only polysemous
content words, excluding function words and homonyms. To determine the degree to which
polysemy is included in the textbooks concerned, the authors searched the concordance lines for
the polysemous terms identified one by one. The polysemy of the search words in the concordance
lines generated was semantically annotated manually (Brown et al., 2005) using WordNet and
English dictionaries, including etymological dictionaries, as a guide to the actual meanings of the
resulting polysemes. As the current study focuses on polysemous words, dictionaries were used in
conjunction with WordNet to help with identifying polysemous words because the latter helps find
multiple senses, definitions, examples, and so on (Brown et al., 2005); however, it does not provide
information about the difference between polysemy and homonymy (Freihat et al., 2013).

4. Results and Discussion

To identify the degree to which polysemy was employed in the books under study, the top
250 most commonly used words in Close-up and the top 250 most frequently used words in Full
Blast Plus 4 were selected for analysis using the Sketch Engine Wordlist generation of the word
frequency lists. After data filtration, the number of polysemous content words in the data sample
discovered was 110 for Close-up and 103 for Full Blast Plus 4. The resulting lemmas were
classified as verbs, nouns, adjectives, and adverbs. As outlined in Table 1, 75 polysemous words
selected from each textbook under investigation were identical (see Table 1). This similarity was
invaluable in establishing if Close-up and Full Blast Plus 4 use the same or different meanings for
these common words.

Table 1. Close-Up and Full Blast Plus 4’s Selected Polysemes

Close-Up Close-Up & Full Blast Plus 4 Full Blast Plus 4
carefully important be look thing past just always
mountain eat have see ask come become car

useful different do give try place boy game
remember underline use new sentence happen back let
expression long word now watch decide
art keep
sport house go year need learn
stud oun read show find change
_y young < follow person
describe leave make work day next
love plan people  know play well discuss  computer
food continuous  get talk form way .
_ ] part job
partner picture think take other week
teacher complete  write  student start hear really even
olive like time help information  buy call home
finish option say idea tell great . .
] . film opinion
family example very want friend same
report music good question simple note girl stop
future task answer first choose text feel man
s
world action listen correct live money shop
perfect only last
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Based on the concordance lines retrieved from the corpora, 39 of the 110 polysemes in
Close-up were employed with a single sense despite having two to ten related senses. It was also
discovered that 27 of the 110 polysemes were utilized with two meanings, although they have three
to thirty-five related meanings (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Close-Up’s Word Meanings v WordNet’s Word Meanings

In comparison, 28 of the 103 polysemes in Full Blast Plus 4 were used with a single meaning
despite having related meanings ranging from two to eleven. Besides, 31 polysemes were used
with two senses, though they have a range of three to twenty-eight related meanings (see Figure
2).
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Figure 2. Full Blast Plus 4’s Word Meanings v WordNet’s Word Meanings

To determine whether there is any gradual introduction of new or different meanings from
Close-up and Full Blast Plus 4, the 75 common words in these textbooks were investigated.
According to WordNet, 15 of the 75 common words in Close-up and Full Blast Plus 4 were
employed with just one sense, even though the real meanings of these words span anywhere from
two to ten. Moreover, these words had the same basic literal sense in both textbooks. 29 of the
common terms whose use ranges from two to eleven senses in both textbooks were used with the
same number of senses and with the same meanings. The number and diversity of senses for 18 of
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the 75 common words in these textbooks increased slightly in Full Blast Plus 4, except for the
verb to make, which gained three more meanings. This shows minimal progress in the process of
introducing new senses. However, the meanings of 13 of the common words in Full Blast Plus 4
decreased. Some of these terms brought new senses or semantic projections, while others were
either repeating the same senses and contexts or repeating the same senses with fewer semantic
expansions.

g ¥
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0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80
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Figure 3. Meanings of Close-up and Full Blast Plus 4’s Common Words

Overall, these results would seem to suggest a minimal emphasis on polysemy, mainly
when the data consists of the top 250 words from each of the textbooks under investigation, which
belong to different levels, that is, intermediate and upper-intermediate.

5. Conclusion

Polysemy, one of the significant components of vocabulary that, if not mastered, may be a
considerable barrier to acquiring language and enhancing understanding, was the focus of the
current research. The study aimed to determine the degree of polysemy in Close-up and Full Blast
Plus 4. Both textbooks shared the majority of the polysemes identified. Despite the intermediate
level, where concrete and literal meanings with some extended meanings were already introduced,
and the gap between the intermediate and upper-intermediate levels, over a quarter of the
polysemes in each of these two textbooks were used with only one meaning, and another quarter
were used with only two meanings. Importantly, less than a quarter of the common polysemes had
a minor rise in the number of senses and variety of meanings. According to these results, the
selected English textbooks did not emphasize the multiple meanings of words.

These results are in line with prior research that found a lack of emphasis on polysemy and
meaning extensions in English instruction in general and word lists used in teaching materials in
particular (e.g., Nation & Waring, 1997; Clemmons, 2008; Piquer-Piriz, 2011). Thus, the current
study’s results support Krashen’s (2004) criticism of teaching word lists that include the most
commonly used words in the English language but provide only superficial senses of words and
fail to address the multiple grammatical usages and meanings they may have (Krashen, 2004, as
cited in Clemmons, 2008).

The results of the current study provide insightful new information on the status of
polysemes’ employment in the English textbooks selected for this study. The study’s results have
significant implications for polysemy in particular and second/foreign language education. The
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results about the degree to which polysemy is included in these textbooks alert educators to the
reality of polysemes in English textbooks for non-native students. It is thus recommended that
teachers become less reliant on non-native English textbooks in the long run and employ diverse
instructional resources and improvised materials, which some teachers already do, to be able to
teach their students words’ multiple senses, taking into account factors like their learners’ age and
grade, communicative needs and developing knowledge of the world need (Piquer-Piriz, 2011).
They should also utilize diverse approaches to teaching polysemes, especially the cognitive
linguistics-oriented approaches, gradually making them aware of the cognitive mechanisms that
motivate semantic extension. This study employed a sample of the top 250 most common words
in each of the two English textbooks. Future studies on polysemy will need to sample more
polysemes and other English textbooks to attain more exhaustive data.
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