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INTRODUCING THE THEORY OF SEMANTIC WAVES INTO TEACHING OF
PHILOLOGICAL DISCIPLINES

Semantic waves are a simple way to visualise how we build knowledge. The
theory was developed by an educational researcher, Karl Maton, and has become
popular across the world to review and improve learning activities in many different
teaching contexts [1]. For example, semantic waves have been used to review the
teaching of nursing in universities and to improve history lessons in secondary
schools.

A semantic wave is a simple diagram or a drawing which represents the
planned knowledge building about a concept within a learning activity. In order to
build the lecture around the concept of semantic waves a lecture needs to ask
him/herself the following questions: Are we using technical vocabulary or everyday
vocabulary to talk about the concept we are learning about? Are we talking about the
concept in a non-specific abstract way or in a specific context?

It is understandable that experts (lecturers) and novices (students) understand
and describe concepts differently. While novices are more comfortable using concrete
contexts to express concepts in simple language, experts are far more likely to
describe the same concepts in the abstract, and to use precise technical or
professional language depending on the sphere of knowledge. Unpacking and
repacking concepts is achieved by adjusting either of these two aspects.

While using simple words while introducing and describing philological
terminology educators can make ideas more accessible to learners. It is advisable for
educators to start with precise terminology e.g. “a loan word”, “conversion”, but then
use less precise terms for novices such as “a borrowing” and “zero derivation”. An
important final step is to return to the original and precise terms that were used to
introduce the concept.

The other approach to unpacking and repacking concepts revolves around the
context through which they are presented, e.i. their semantic gravity. Educators do
this all the time through analogy, unplugged activities, using collocations and so on.
A more contextualised exploration of a concept gives learners a concrete example to
build their understanding. A good example here may be introducing the notion of
homonyms and its types in the English language. It is advisable to specify the
difference of this phenomena in English and Ukrainian, to suggest the contextual
examples of all the kinds of English homonyms. However, if learners don’t then step
back from their concrete examples and view the concepts in the abstract, their
understanding may become limited to the single context.
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For both language and context, the repacking phase in the semantic wave is
crucial: during this phase, learners explore the nuance of technical terms such as
“algorithm”™, as well as where analogies work, and where they break down. They
move their understanding from the specific and concrete to the general and abstract.

The main mistakes in introducing concepts is high flatlining when the educator
might only explain and discuss concepts in technical language and abstract contexts.
This is what experts do when talking together. They do not unpack the meanings at
all, assuming that the other has mastery of the language and concepts. Such an
explanation is incomprehensible to a novice learner, as they do not understand the
terminology.

Another fault is the so-called low flatlining: the educator might only use
simpler examples and language, and never make the links to the concepts they are
trying to explain, or move out of specific contexts. For example, in a lecture about the
semantic structure of the word, the lecturer just talks about words with opposite
meanings, without division into complementary, gradable, and relational thus limiting
the learners only to primitive understanding of the concept.

In case of down escalators the educator may structure an explanation to take
learners down the semantic wave, but not back up. The educator makes a link from a
scientific concept, but learners do not repack the ideas during the activity. The class
moves on to the next concept before having repacked the simpler meanings into the
technical meanings [2].

That is why it is important to follow the theory of semantic waves while
introducing the concepts during lectures in philological disciplines in order to build

the proper understanding of the terms among students learning the language.
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