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Program ObjectivesProgram Objectives

1.1. Introduce basic principles of General Introduce basic principles of General 
SemanticsSemantics

2.2. Relate principles to:Relate principles to:
a)a) Critical thinkingCritical thinking
b)b) SelfSelf--awarenessawareness
c)c) SelfSelf--learninglearning

3.3. Provide guidance to enable students to Provide guidance to enable students to 
writewrite (and (and think, speak, understandthink, speak, understand, etc.) , etc.) 
more effectivelymore effectively
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OverviewOverview

General SemanticsGeneral Semantics (broadly defined): how we(broadly defined): how we
PerceivePerceive, , ConstructConstruct, , EvaluateEvaluate, and , and CommunicateCommunicate
our our Life ExperiencesLife Experiences

WORDSWORDS

‘MEANINGS’ BEHAVIORS
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WordsWords

►► Word/Brick AnalogyWord/Brick Analogy
►► Diverse Characteristics of WordsDiverse Characteristics of Words

4.  Geographic variations4.  Geographic variations
truck/lorry, restroom/truck/lorry, restroom/looloo,,
‘‘first floorfirst floor’’, , ‘‘footballfootball’’

5.  5.  ‘‘VocationalVocational’’ variationsvariations
dolly, fix, anchor, penaltydolly, fix, anchor, penalty

6.  Social settings: 6.  Social settings: email, email, msgmsg,,
wedding invitation, ad, etc.wedding invitation, ad, etc.

1.  New words, terms added1.  New words, terms added
iPodiPod, hanging , hanging chadchad, , googlegoogle

2.  Usages change over time2.  Usages change over time
gay, sweet, dude, groovygay, sweet, dude, groovy

3.  Specialized | General Use3.  Specialized | General Use
decibel, neutron decibel, neutron | | strike, sitstrike, sit
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Words Words ……

►► How many words are there? How many words are there? 
 According to OED ~ 1According to OED ~ 1--2 Million, depending 2 Million, depending ……

►► How many does any one person know?How many does any one person know?
 AvgAvg college student in 1955: ~ 67,000college student in 1955: ~ 67,000

►► How many do we use?How many do we use?
 Working vocabulary ~ 3,000Working vocabulary ~ 3,000--5,0005,000

►► How many do we How many do we reallyreally use?use?
 1,000 words comprise 90% daily vocabulary1,000 words comprise 90% daily vocabulary
 500 most500 most--used words ~ 14,700 usages!used words ~ 14,700 usages!
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Words Words ……

►► What does a word What does a word ‘‘meanmean’’? ? runrun

run on Broadwayrun on Broadway
runrun--on sentenceon sentence
run of stairsrun of stairs
run of hitsrun of hits
colors runcolors run
river runs river runs 
train runstrain runs
production runproduction run
run down run down 

run next doorrun next door
run from the copsrun from the cops
run around withrun around with
run overrun over
run freerun free
run against himrun against him
run for officerun for office
run in stockingrun in stocking
run on a bankrun on a bank

score a runscore a run
hit a home runhit a home run
run the ballrun the ball
run up the scorerun up the score
ski runski run
bobsled runbobsled run
dog rundog run
fun runfun run
run a racerun a race
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Words and Words and ‘‘MeaningsMeanings’’

►► Words donWords don’’t t ‘‘meanmean’’ without without context context 
►► Charles Sanders Pierce:Charles Sanders Pierce:

You donYou don’’t get meaning, you respond with meaning.t get meaning, you respond with meaning.
►► Percy W. Bridgman:Percy W. Bridgman:

The true meaning of a term is to be found by The true meaning of a term is to be found by 
observing what a man does with it,                  observing what a man does with it,                  
not what he says about it.not what he says about it.

►► Dictionary definitions vs. Dictionary definitions vs. ‘‘meaningsmeanings’’
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Definitions vs. Definitions vs. ‘‘MeaningsMeanings’’

►► cancercancer:: 1) any of various malignant 1) any of various malignant neoplasmsneoplasms
characterized by the proliferation of characterized by the proliferation of anaplasticanaplastic cells that cells that 
tend to invade surrounding tissue and metastasize to new tend to invade surrounding tissue and metastasize to new 
body sites. 2) the pathological condition characterized by body sites. 2) the pathological condition characterized by 
such growthssuch growths

►► 3 people in the doctor3 people in the doctor’’s s officeoffice
 ““YouYou’’ve got cancer.ve got cancer.””
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Definitions vs. Definitions vs. ‘‘MeaningsMeanings’’

►► scleroderma: scleroderma: a pathological thickening and hardening of a pathological thickening and hardening of 
the skin caused by swelling and thickening of fibrous the skin caused by swelling and thickening of fibrous 
tissue; also called tissue; also called dermatodermato--sclerosis; 2) a usually slowly sclerosis; 2) a usually slowly 
progressive disease marked by the deposition of fibrous progressive disease marked by the deposition of fibrous 
connective tissue in the skin and often in internal organs connective tissue in the skin and often in internal organs 
and structures, by hand and foot pain upon exposure to and structures, by hand and foot pain upon exposure to 
cold, and by tightening and thickening of the skin, also cold, and by tightening and thickening of the skin, also 
called called dermatosclerosisdermatosclerosis

►► SclerodermaScleroderma (to me) (to me) ‘‘meansmeans’’ that mythat my mother is dead.mother is dead.
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Definitions vs. Definitions vs. ‘‘MeaningsMeanings’’

►► ““rejectionrejection””
 If a prospective date says “no”?
 If a customer buys elsewhere?
 If your application is denied?
 If your proposal is turned down?
 If you don’t get the promotion?

MEMEaning(s)aning(s)
begin with MEbegin with ME
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AbstractingAbstracting

3 3 ‘‘dimplesdimples’’
or or 

3 3 ‘‘bumpsbumps’’??



12

AbstractingAbstracting

now ...now ...

3 3 ‘‘dimplesdimples’’
or or 

3 3 ‘‘bumpsbumps’’??
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AbstractingAbstracting

►► WhereWhere were the were the ““dimplesdimples”” and and ““bumpsbumps””??

YouYou generated what you saw ....generated what you saw ....
YouYou generated the generated the ‘‘meaningmeaning’’ of your experienceof your experience

You experienced the process we call You experienced the process we call abstractingabstracting
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AbstractingAbstracting

‘Meaning’

Behavior

Feelings

Judgments

Conclusions

Reactions

Thoughts Attitudes
etc.

Expectations

1. Something Happens

2. Sensory, Nervous System

3. ‘Cognitive Report’

4. ‘Meaning’ or ‘Significance’
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AbstractingAbstracting

‘Meaning’

Behavior

Feelings

Judgments

Conclusions

Reactions

Thoughts Attitudes
etc.

Expectations

1. Something Happens

2. Sensory, Nervous System

3. ‘Cognitive Report’

4. ‘Meaning’ or ‘Significance’

We cannot sense all that happens

What we sense is NOT what happened

What we describe is NOT what we sense

What it means is NOT what we describe
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Applications to Thinking, Writing, etc.Applications to Thinking, Writing, etc.

1.1. Differentiate Differentiate ‘‘factsfacts’’ from inferences, beliefs, etc.from inferences, beliefs, etc.
a) after an observation or happeninga) after an observation or happening
b) doesnb) doesn’’t go beyond what is observedt go beyond what is observed
c) as close to certainty as possiblec) as close to certainty as possible

2.2. Recognize shades of gray, not Recognize shades of gray, not ““black|whiteblack|white””
3.3. Look for multiple Look for multiple ‘‘causes,causes,’’ not just not just ““thethe”” causecause
4.4. ““ToTo--meme--nessness”” –– uniqueness of experiencesuniqueness of experiences
5.5. Avoid inappropriate Avoid inappropriate absolutistic absolutistic terms:terms:

all, none, best ever, totally, absolutely, no doubtall, none, best ever, totally, absolutely, no doubt
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Applications to Thinking, Writing, etc.Applications to Thinking, Writing, etc.

6.6. Avoid the Avoid the ““to beto be”” crutch: crutch: the movie the movie waswas good; she good; she 
isis a failure. a failure. Use active, operational terms. Use active, operational terms. 

7.7. Be careful how you Be careful how you objectifyobjectify processes and highprocesses and high--
order abstractions: order abstractions: the weather, the economy, the weather, the economy, 
politics, the media, truth, technology, justice, ...politics, the media, truth, technology, justice, ...

8.8. Take responsibility for your own actions; donTake responsibility for your own actions; don’’t say t say 
““youyou”” when you should say when you should say ““I.I.””

9.9. Take responsibility for your reactions; Take responsibility for your reactions; ““I felt hurt,I felt hurt,””
not not ““she hurt my feelings.she hurt my feelings.””

10.10. Look for differences among generalities to avoid Look for differences among generalities to avoid 
stereotypes: stereotypes: letlet’’s get a s get a womanwoman’’ss perspectiveperspective? ? 
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Potential Benefits for StudentsPotential Benefits for Students
►► TentativenessTentativeness
►► UncertaintyUncertainty
►►  InquisitivenessInquisitiveness
►► More description, less opinionMore description, less opinion
►► More unique observation, less spouting of stock More unique observation, less spouting of stock 

phrases, aphorism, and conventional wisdomsphrases, aphorism, and conventional wisdoms
►► More discrimination of differences, more More discrimination of differences, more treestrees and and 

less less forestforest
►► More humility, less knowMore humility, less know--itit--allall
►► More accurate More accurate ‘‘mapsmaps’’ and more selfand more self--confident confident ‘‘mapmap--

makersmakers’’


