
English Language
Lexis and Semantics: 
ideas for teaching lexis and semantics across 
A level English Language, including language 
change over time.

GCE A LEVEL



Lexis and Semantics: Teaching and Learning  

2 
 

1. Look at an extract of Old English and ask learners to identify the words they 
recognise: exactly the same as Present Day English (PDE) usage, or recognisable 
but with different spelling. Most of these words will be closed class, providing an 
opportunity to discuss lexical variation over time.  

God cwæþ to Abrahame: 'Nim þinne sunu Isaac, and far to þæm 
dunum, and geoffra hine þær uppan dune.'  

Þa aras Abraham on Þære nihte, and ferde mid twæm cnapum to þæm 
dunum, and Isaac samod.  Hie ridon on assum.  Þa on þone þriddan 
dæg, þa hie þa dune gesawon, þa cwæþ Abraham to þæm twæm 
cnapum þus: 'Andbidiaþ eow her mid þæm assum!'  

God said to Abraham: 'Take your son Isaac, and go to the hills, and 
offer [ie sacrifice] him there upon a hill.'  

Then Abraham arose in the night, and went with two servants to the 
hills, and Isaac as well.  They rode on asses.  Then on the third day, 
when they saw the hills, then Abraham said to the two servants thus: 
'Wait here with the asses!'  

2. Take a text like the Lord’s Prayer and look at different versions written in the key 
language periods. This can form the basis for an introduction to the sources of words 
in English (note: there is no requirement to know about Old English or Middle English 
for Component 2 (Eduqas) or Unit 3 (WJEC), but a broad overview helps learners 
understand how the lexicon of English has been shaped). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fæder ure, þu þe eart on heofonum, 
(Father our, thou that art in the heavens) 
si þin name gehælgod 
(be thy name hallowed ) 
Tobecume þin rice. Gewurþe ðin willa 
(May come thy kingdom. May be worthy thy will) 
on eorðan swa swa on heofunum. 
(on earth so as in the heavens) 
Urne gedæghwæmlican hlaf syle us todæg 
(Our daily loaf give us today) 
and forgyf us ure gyltas swa swa we forgyfað 
urum gyltendum 
(and forgive us our guilts so as we forgive our 
guilt-causers) 
ne gelæd þu us on costnunge ac alys us of 
efele. Soþlice. 
(Not lead thou us into temptation, and loose us 
from evil. Amen.) 
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3. Divide learners into four groups and allocate one of the key periods of the English 
language to each group i.e. Old English (OE: 450-1150), Middle English (ME: 1150-

The Lourdes Preyere 

 

Oure fadir that art in heuenes, halewid be thi name;  

thi kyndoom come to;  

be thi wille don in erthe as in heuene:  

gyue to us this dai oure breed ouer othir substaunce;  

and forgyue to us oure dettis, as we forgyuen to oure gettouris;  

and lede us not in to temptacioun, but delyuere us fro yuel.  

 

Matthew 6.9 (Wycliffe's translation, c. 1380) 

Our father which art in heauen, hallowed be thy name.  

Thy kingdome come.  

Thy will be done, in earth, as it is in heauen. 

Giue vs this day our daily bread. 

And forgiue vs our debts, as we forgiue our debters. 

And lead vs not into temptation, but deliuer vs from euill:  

For thine is the kingdome, and the power, and the glory, for 

euer, Amen.  

 

The King James Bible (1611) 

Our Father, who art in heaven,  

Hallowed be thy Name.  

Thy kingdom come.  

Thy will be done,  

On earth as it is in heaven.  

Give us this day our daily bread.  

And forgive us our trespasses,  

As we forgive those who trespass against us.  

And lead us not into temptation,  

But deliver us from evil.  

For thine is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory, for ever and 

ever. Amen.  

Book of Common Prayer (1928) 
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1500), Early Modern English(EME: 1500-1700), Modern English (ModE: 1700-1900). 
Ask them to summarise the key features of lexis and orthography in their period, with 
examples to support the points they make.  

4. Use the OED or another dictionary which contains etymological information to look at 
the sources of words in Present Day English (PDE). 

5. Use cloze deletion exercises to test learners’ knowledge of specific word classes. 
Compare word choices and the semantic effects created by the different options put 
forward. 

6. Learners can also begin to explore attitudes to words, considering taboo language, 
formal vs informal variants, context, semantics etc. 

7. Give out examples of different text types. Ask learners to identify and underline 
specific word classes, and to label the examples they find using appropriate 
terminology. e.g. dynamic verbs in a sports commentary; concrete nouns in an estate 
agent’s brochure; adverbs in stage directions in plays like An Inspector Calls. 

8. Broaden the range of text types and ask learners to identify distinctive lexical sets 
(groups of words with the same word class) and semantic fields (groups of words that 
are linked by meaning and association). They should use appropriate terminology to 
label the words they cite. 

9. Ask learners in groups to choose a text type. They then need to think of 20-30 words 
typical of their chosen genre. Using online resources (see below for examples), they 
can create word clouds from their word bank. When this task has been completed, 
groups can swap word clouds and can try to create an appropriate text from the 
semantic field they have been given. The original writing can then be shared, and 
groups can see whether they have produced the kind of writing intended by the 
creators of the cloud.  

10. Ask learners to collect examples of lexical variation e.g. neologisms (The Quizeum is 
a new television panel game which is set in a different museum each week), dialectal 
forms (regional and social). 

11. Discuss the concepts of satire and parody – texts in which the audience has to work 
to recognise the difference between what is directly stated and what is really meant. 
e.g. ‘The News Quiz’ (Radio 4), ‘Have I Got News for You’ (BBC1), ‘The Thick of It’, 
Pride and Prejudice and Zombies (Grahame-Smith 2009) etc. Which topics are 
suitable? What do we learn? How effective is satire as a means of making us think 
critically? 

12. Using their knowledge of words and semantic fields, get learners to create different 
kinds of texts e.g. subject specific non-fiction; literary description; persuasive 
speeches; tabloid reports etc. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.oed.com/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4
http://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episodes/b006mkw3?suggid=b006mkw3


Lexis and Semantics: Teaching and Learning  

5 
 

Extended Class Activity: LEXIS AND SEMANTICS  

1. Identify any distinctive use of lexical sets or semantic fields in the extracts below. 
Describe the features you find using appropriate terminology. 

2. To show that you have engaged with the texts, write a 4-5 sentence overview 
making connections between them. 

3. Annotate the extracts using appropriate terms and make notes on:  

• the purpose  

• the intended audience  

• the text type 

• the effects created by the lexical choice.  

4. How effective is the lexical choice? Explore the links between the choices made 
by the writers/speakers and the meaning. 

 

Extract 1: The Girls’ Empire Annual (1905) 

How to be Strong 

Before proceeding to describe the exercise which forms this month’s work, I find that it is 
necessary to call your attention to two or three simple rules in what is called hygiene. The 
first is this. Don’t worry! Worry has killed more women than hardwork ever will. It is true 
that there is a natural tendency in the majority of women to worry, and often over trifling 
things; still, this must be overcome or you will find your health is greatly upset, and the 
good resulting from these exercises almost nullified. Take the famous advice of “Punch” 
to heart—DON’T. The second is this. Take a proportionate physical exercise, according 
to the amount of mental strain or brain work you have to undergo. At night, when you take 
your exercise, prior to going to bed, never make the excuse that you have had a very 
fagging day and your brain feels done up. Then is just the time when you need vigorous 
physical exercise to counterbalance mental strain. … The third rule I want to point out 
is—always have plenty of fresh air in your bedroom! Many a girl rises from bed in the 
morning feeling heavy and depressed who would be one of the brightest and merriest of 
girls if she sleep only with her bedroom window partly open so that the foul air could 
escape and fresh air take its place. 
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Extract 2: Estate agents’ details (2015) 

This is a fantastic opportunity to acquire a superb property that is full of traditional 
charm and character yet has been fully modernised and upgraded to a high standard. 
Ty’n-y-Coed is a four bedroom semi-detached home offering an impressive reception 
hall, brand new kitchen diner, utility room, spacious lounge, four bedrooms set over 
two floors, with the master bedroom housing an ensuite, dressing room and balcony 
with far reaching views. The refitted stylish bathrooms are of a high standard. Well 
situated in a beautiful, semi-rural village, offering superb views, a great local pub plus 
well regarded local schools. This unique property offers rural living yet has the M4 on 
its doorstep and is an easy commute into the city centre. With beautiful gardens and 
a useful courtyard area which offers a range of outbuildings, this property is one to 
view! 

Extract 3: Satirical news report (2015) 

SING OR SLING YOUR HOOK! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unpaid interns are being 
forced to sing for their 
supper to win coveted 
positions in the 
competitive business 
world.   
   Controversy has arisen 
over the so-called karaoke-
interns, who are forced to 
amuse their bosses or are 
thrown to the dogs—in one 
particularly shocking case, 
literally. 
   Making tea, photocopying, 
filing and doing a star turn in 
front of jeering managers, 
the life of an intern is not 
always glitzy. But many 
young people say that 
without the experience, they 
will never get work in a  

primarily educational and 
we’re just not seeing that in 
today’s companies.” 
   While the lack of pay and 
the limited value of the 
experience have become 
increasingly contentious, 
Anna said: “At the moment, I 
need experience more than I 
need money and I intend to 
carry on singing.” 
   A spokesman for Xploita, 
an up-and-coming UK video 
games design company,  
vigorously denied misuse of 
interns in the industry in spite 
of a desperately rising 
chorus from behind the 
closed doors of the 
conference room. 

job market depressed by a 
weak economy. 
   Intern Anna Icarnt-Singh, 
21, said: "I just hope that I 
can get through and when a 
job turns up, they might 
remember me.”  
   Critics say this is 
exploitative—interns are 
humiliated while their bosses 
have fun betting on who’s for 
a beating.  
   In a stark message to 
employers, Harold 
Lawyerman, a legal rights 
campaigner, said: "When 
interns do nothing all day but 
answer phones and perform 
solos, they’re just being 
taken advantage of.   
   Internships should be 
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Extract 4: Conference speech by the Green Party leader, Natalie Bennett (2014) 

Key: 

(.)   micropause  
(2)  timed pause (in seconds) 
//  overlapping speech = smooth latch on 
{laughter}  paralinguistic features 
me  emphatic stress  
never  raised pitch  
yes   lowered pitch 
NO increased volume 
accel  speech that is getting faster (underlined) 
rall  speech that is getting slower (underlined) 
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Secondary texts: 

Accessible narrative accounts with chapters on words, etymology and orthography: 

Mother Tongue,  Bryson (Penguin, 2009) 

Troublesome Words, Bryson (Penguin, 2009)  

Spell It Out, Crystal (Profile Books, 2013)  

The English Language, Crystal (Penguin,  2nd revised edition 2002) 

The Story of English in 100 Words, Crystal (Profile Books, 2012) 

Words, Words, Words, Crystal (OUP, 2007) 

More academic books: 

Damp Squid: the English Language Laid Bare, Butterfield (OUP, 2009) 

How to Read a Word, Knowles (OUP, 2010)  

English Words: History and Structure, Minkova and Stockwell (CUP, 2nd edition 2009)  

For dipping in to: 

Dictionary of English Down the Ages, Flavell (Kyle Cathie, 2005) 

Dictionary of Idioms and their Origins, Flavell (Kyle Cathie, revised edition 2006)  

Dictionary of Proverbs and their Origins, Flavell (Kyle Cathie, new edition 2004)  

Dictionary of Word Origins, Flavell (Kyle Cathie, revised and updated 2010) 

  Chambers Slang Dictionary, Green (Chambers, 2008) 

 

 

 


