Vetting Vocabulary
by

Eyes Right

Fairfax, VA -  Occasionally a colleague and myself are guest lecturers for classes at George Mason University and the University of Virginia.  Our topic is “Team Teaching Science.”  Our students are enrolled in a secondary education program and are seeking teaching certification or a graduate level degree in education.

When we entered the classroom during one of these sessions recently, I noticed that all 12 of the students were female.  Attempting to break the ice, since none of the students knew us, I remarked, “I see that we are guy-less.”  This was greeted with nervous laughter.  I followed up by saying, “Does this mean that you are also guileless?”

The response was more nervous laughter, as if to say, “Who are these guys?  And what is their shtick?”  
My next question put them further on the defensive, “Does anyone know what ‘guileless’ means?”

Intense quiet.  Nervous fidgeting in the seats.  More quiet.

Then another question, “Has anyone heard of the word ‘guileless’?”

Still no response.  And more fidgeting.

I let them off the hook, and proceeded on with our lesson on team teaching.   However, I suggested that they look up the word for homework.  There seemed to be genuine relief that we were moving beyond vocabulary.

Now remember that the dozen students were all college graduates.  Some were already teaching in their own classrooms, and had been on my side of the desk, so to speak, earlier that day.  What I find interesting is not that no one knew the meaning of guileless, but that no one had even heard of the word.

Obviously, guileless is not a frequently used word in English.  However, its derivative, ‘guile’ is a more common word, and should have some degree of familiarity to someone who reads on a frequent basis.  The conclusion is that there are many of us now who simply do not read very much, or very often.  Although I did not quiz this group on their reading habits, the impression was that their entertainment consists primarily of watching television, renting videos, surfing the internet, texting on cell phones and participating in newly emerging social network modes, such as Facebook and Twitter.

The problem is that as a society we are seeing the breadth of our education becoming less broad.  Although we are now exposed to a gusher of information, much of it is being dumped upon us in vast quantities that do not allow comprehension.  The beauty of reading is that it is, by necessity, slow-paced.  It forces the reader to form a unique and very personal image in the brain of what is being read as it is being read.  This allows for time for the brain to comprehend, to question, to think.  That which is sipped is often far more satisfying than that which is gulped.
So I hope that at least a few of the dozen students went home that evening with sufficient curiosity to learn not only the meaning of guileless, but also with renewed resolve to continue learning through reading.  But I would not bet on it.
I thought you might like to know.
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