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TITLE:  VOCABULARY AND SUCCESS

AUTHOR: Johnson O'Connor

There is an intriguing connection between a man's vocabulary and his chances of success in business. What is success, and how is it gained? Most factors that contribute to success are yet to us intangible, and elude our understanding. Is success some vital force operating to drive an individual on? Does character provide an important strength of a different sort? More concrete constituents of success have been isolated and studied in the laboratory. One of these is a large English vocabulary.

An extensive knowledge of the exact meanings of English words accompanies outstanding success in this country more often than any other single characteristic which the Human Engineering Laboratories have been able to isolate and measure.

What in meant by vocabulary? Just what the word signifies. Does the word enervating mean soothing, exciting, distressing, invigorating, or weakening? For most well‑educated persons the choice is between invigorating and weakening. Fifty‑two per cent of the college graduates whom we have measured choose invigorating as the synonym; only sixteen percent choose weakening, the dictionary definition. Does stilted in the phrase 'his stilted manner' mean irresolute, improper, cordial, stiffly formal, or vicious? A majority of educated persons mark stiffly formal, but more than a third mark irresolute. Answers to the meaning of scurrilous, in the phrase, 'scurrilous rogue,' divide themselves more or less evenly between hurrying, desperate, abusive, frantic, and diseased, with desperate the most popular. For peremptory, a majority mark decisive, but many choose persuasive, uncertain, and angry. Pleasant, the fifth choice, is not as popular. Linguist, and glutton are equally enticing as synonyms for polyglot. For refulgent, in 'a refulgent smile,' repellent is most intriguing and very bright next, with mischievous, flattering, and sour all following closely in popularity.

For monograph forty per cent choose soliloquy and less than twenty per cent treatise and epitaph each.

The word vocabulary, as used in this article, signifies a knowledge of the dictionary meaning of just such words as enervating, stilted, scurrilous, peremptory, polyglot, refulgent, and monograph. Not until one attempts to pick an exact synonym does one realize the difficulty. One may like the sound of a word and use it in a picturesque way without being accurate in its meaning.
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VOCABULARY AND SUCCESS

To measure the vocabulary of an individual the Laboratory uses a list of one hundred and fifty test words. Each is printed in italics in a short phrase and is followed by five choices, all of which fit the phrase but only one of which is a synonym of the test word. The word to be chosen is underlined by the testes. The words to be defined were selected by Alexander Inglis of the Graduate School of Education, Harvard University. His intention was to include words which appear once or twice in 100,000 words of printed matter. It is a general reader's vocabulary from which all technical terms have been excluded. The test words vary from some that are quite easy, such as

Thrilling experiences—dangerous, exciting, unusual, disgusting, profitable,

to others that are more difficult, such as

Glabrous heads—bald, over‑sized, hairy, square,

round,

which only twenty‑one per cent of college graduates mark correctly. Since one fifth, or twenty per cent, should guess the correct answer, the meaning of glabrous is practically unknown. The test measures the knowledge of words‑ one recognizes, not necessarily of those one uses. The words one uses accurately are, no doubt, fewer than those one recognizes, but there is probably a relation between the two.

Three hundred high‑school freshmen average 76 errors in the list of 150 words. Seven hundred college freshmen average 42 errors. One thousand college graduates from a wide variety of colleges—most of them, however, in the eastern part of the United States—average 27 errors, and vary from the one person in a thousand who achieves a perfect score to the one who knows less than 50 of the 150 items. The college professors whom we have tested average 8 errors. Major executives average 7 errors. Major executives score higher in this English vocabulary test than any other selected group with which we have experimented.

By major executive is meant any individual who has hold the position of president or vice‑president in a business for five years; it includes alike forceful personalities and figureheads; successful and unsuccessful. Successful persons in the professions also make high vocabulary scores.
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VOCABULARY AND SUCCESS

In business it is common to have a 'leading hand,' a foreman, department head or manager, and finally the major executive or official, the vice president or president of the organization. The four ranks represent four degrees of success or advancement. In aptitude these men vary little, but in vocabulary we find the primary difference, as has been proven with tests.

It was an accidental discovery that vocabulary scores of executives are high, and was made in conjunction with tests given to Telephone Company executives to determine executive characteristics. At the same time the Laboratory was also revising the vocabulary test, not with the notion of using it with executives, but with the hope that it might prove of value in education. Because the executives manifested an Interest in the results of this test, it was given to them. One executive refused to take the test, saying he had had only a grade school education. He was finally persuaded to take the test. He made two errors, where the average college graduate makes twenty-seven. Was it luck? Or was it significant of something which we had not recognized? The laboratory compared one hundred scores achieved by executives with a like number of college graduate scores. The executives showed consistently high scores. Only nine per cent of the college graduates scored as high as the average major executive.

Why do large vocabularies characterize executives and possibly outstanding men and women in other fields? The final answer seems to be that words are the instruments by means of which men and women grasp the thoughts of others and with which they do much of their own thinking. They are the tools of thought.

In line with this is an experiment (perhaps better called an observation) with four classes of college English (freshmen). Vocabulary tests measured the classes to be about equal at the beginning of the year. At the end, students were retested. Two sections had improved only half the amount of the first, and the fourth had retrogressed slightly. The improvement of one section may have been due to the fact that the instructor was interested in the vocabulary test and its implications. The important fact is that differences in vocabulary improvement were caused by differences in teaching techniques—in other words, that an improvement in vocabulary score can be produced by education. Following up the academic success of these sections in their
Mr. J. H. Smith
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VOCABULARY AND SUCCESS

sophomore year showed that the sections with vocabulary improvement made similar academic advances. In the freshmen year the four sections had approximately the same marks. A vocabulary acquired consciously reflects in general school improvement the next year. It goes without saying that vocabularies may always be consciously increased regardless of the presence or absence of any gift. A knowledge of the words at one's command must have been obtained by word of mouth or through reading, by some educational process.

Is it a knowledge of Latin and Greek, constant reading, or the assiduous perusal of the dictionary? Probably all contribute; as yet we have found no straight and easy road.

In the search for a road to vocabulary we have unearthed several facts which throw light on the learning process. One of these, which if rightly interpreted, may prove to be of far reaching importance to education, is that vocabulary advances with an almost unbroken front. The words at the command of an individual are not a miscellany gathered from hither and yon. With a very few exceptions they are all of the words in the dictionary up to those of an order of difficulty at which his vocabulary stops abruptly, and almost no words beyond. Thus in the vocabulary test, which has the words in their level of difficulty, in groups of ten, is such that anyone who marks correctly only the one word in five allotted by chance, almost never knows a word in any more difficult group. There are not, as we had expected, stray words in the difficult part which one who fails earlier in the test has stumbled upon and remembered. These unusual words, if previously encountered as they must have been in reading and conversation, are too far beyond the point he has reached to make any lasting impression.

The one exception to this rule is the foreign student who may know a word because of its similarity to his own language. But he will miss the other much easier ones.

In the region where learning is taking place, the commonest error is the confusion of a word with its exact opposite. The fifty‑two percent of college graduates who choose invigorating as the meaning of enervating are on the verge of knowing the word. The dictum of modern education, never to teach what a thing is not, has perhaps come from a realization of this confusion of opposites. The confusion seems, however, to be a natural step in the learning process.
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VOCABULARY AND SUCCESS

What then has been discovered? An exact and extensive vocabulary is an important concomitant of success. So much is known. Furthermore, such a vocabulary can be acquired. It increases as long as an individual remains in school or college, but without conscious effort does not change materially thereafter. Lest some would may that both vocabulary and success come with age, it may be remarked that vocabulary is achieved before the older age required for success, and that this fact again points up our discovery that vocabulary in a definite factor in obtaining success.

There may be some subtle distinction between a natural vocabulary picked up at home, at meals, and in reading, and in one gained by a study of the dictionary. The latter may not be as valuable as the former. But there is nothing to show that it is harmful, and the balance of evidence at the moment suggests that such a consciously, even laboriously, achieved vocabulary is an active asset.
