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THESIS BOOKLET 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The research of the verbal and written communication of teenagers and the way they 

produce or comprehend text is a highly significant field. Linguists think it especially useful 

in getting to know the linguistic layers while language cultivators think it is the best time 

for reinforcing positive change. Psychologists and sociologists on the other hand hope to 

get to know the psychological elements of student communities through such research. 

“Teachers can get to know their students, the parents their children, adults the young 

generation better  (Rónaky 1995). 

In my dissertation, I am going to present the expectations of the school system (by the 

National Core Curriculum and the General Curriculum), the notion of ‘mother tongue 

skills’ by classifying it in the system of key skills.  Conforming to the focus topic of 

mother tongue skills and the school as a scene, the main topic of my dissertation is going to 

be the process of definition building and term-creation  based on secondary literature in 

cognitive linguistics, rhetorics and the methodology of pedagogy. In the second half of my 

dissertation I am going to present the definition building strategies of teenagers both in 

speaking and writing through the presentation of my own research. The third and closing 

part of the dissertation will include conclusion and future objectives regarding pedagogy 

based on secondary literature. 

 

1.1. Communication Skill  

 

The key to effective and successful communication is for the student to possess sufficiently 

grounded knowledge, learn to acquire theoretical base knowledge and the required basic 

age-appropriate vocabulary however, practical use of all that knowledge in a multitude of 

situations is equally important.   The topic of communication is quite practice centered 

preparing students for everyday situations. There must be lifelike examples for students to 

be able to really understand why it is important for them to pay conscious attention to 

communication. The subchapter summarizes the meaning of ‘communication skill’ as well 

as its content outlined in the National Core Curriculum including its subfields and the 

theoretical basis of its development. Moving from a more general level - meaning 
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education politics and curricula - toward the actual classroom, the theoretical overview 

presents ways of classroom management types and work forms.  

 

1.2. The Overview of Written Assignments  

 

The requisite - defining both form and content -  for school papers as well as the 

written high school final exam are elaborated in the National Core Curriculum as well as 

the requisite, description and correction-evaluation guide for the Hungarian Literature and 

Language final exam (NAT 2012: 22–41; VK. 1–2; VL. 3–5; OHUt. 11; 15–16). 

The evaluating educator forms an opinion on the text considering three areas: 1. 

linguistic norm, manner, style, 2. sentence and text building, 3. vocabulary. The first 

category means for the choice of style to conform to the situation and the possibilities of 

the personal opinion sharing style (Laczkó M. 2007). The second category addresses the 

versatility of sentences and how enjoyable and smooth the text is. The last category on the 

other hand evaluates the usage of technical terms as well as a sophisticated use of words in 

general. The correction-evaluation guides include the notions ‘relevant factual knowledge’ 

(Hungarian Language and Literature, Intermediate Level), ‘relevant factual and conceptual 

knowledge’ (Hungarian Language and Literature, Higher Level), ‘at least three technical 

terms used correctly (History, Intermediate Level) which mean that final exam takers are 

expected to use technical terms (the circle of these terms are defined in the National Core 

Curriculum: NAT 2012: 32–41; KTT). 

For a successful final exam, apart from systematic preparation and practice, it is 

important to realize that factual knowledge on its own and the “reproduction of knowledge 

collected” will not suffice while using the knowledge in practice is equally important. 

(Szabó R. 2017: 212). Most of those students attempting the higher level final exam in 

Hungarian Literature and Linguistics possess a considerable amount of lexical knowledge 

while “being able to use that knowledge in practice often lacks from their skill set.” (213). 

The requisite system of the high school final exam defines four skill areas: comprehension 

skill, written text production skill, speaking and vocabulary skill,  the usage of vocabulary 

skill (215–216). The latter means the “understanding, defining and comparing of terms in a 

historical context as well as the ability to draw conclusions about the difference in the 

validity of certain terms”  (216). This means that the knowledge and usage of terms, the 

conclusions build on such usage, the articulation of reason-result connections, accurate 
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definition building, definition as an argument, decision and evaluation are very important 

expectations toward the students.   

 

1.3. The Process of Term-Creation and Defining 

 

The next chapter takes off from the basic human need of naming and categorising the 

elements, phenomena and events of the world around us.  Therefore the chapter will 

summarise the cognitive linguistic bases of the process how the experiences of the world 

are represented in our mind and how they are named and categorised by us. The 

dissertation focuses on texts and text typology when it comes to categorising and goes on 

to referencing difficulties in using the notions genre and text type. Furthermore, it places 

definition as a text type in comparison to prototypical texts, summarises the features and 

types of this genre and the process of category creation. For developing the skill of 

efficient definition building and the accurate usage of terms, the help and example of the 

educator is essential. Therefore the dissertation shall also discuss the psychological and 

pedagogical importance of definitions as well as the didactical and methodological bases of 

teaching technical terms. The argumentative essay type of task - one of the tasks of the 

intermediate level final exam - makes it important to stress the other aspect of defining and 

categorising activity as well: namely its function in arguments and thus in rhetorics.  

 

1.4. Definition as a Type of Text  

 

Definition is a monologic, planned (learned and known ahead), edited and coherent text 

therefore closer to written text types as a whole. When creating a definition, the phases of 

text creation outlined by Beaugrande and Dressler follow each other (2000: 65–66). When 

a piece of information we are aware of is activated in our minds, other similar pieces of 

information connected to it will be activated too (125). While expressions are discrete 

units, the images of the mind resembling scenes or series of events are continuous (66). 

Eugenio Coseriu uses the notion of definition to present the usage of word meanings. 

In his study ‘differentiation’ means the choice among the possible objects for the sign and 

isolation means the highlighting of certain meanings while leaving others in the 

background (Wacha 1995: 117). Actualization means the momentary activation of that 

piece of knowledge (Beaugrande–Dressler 2000: 46). The meaning of the text is created by 

information from the text and information in the mind of the reader having an effect on 
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each other. The definition process does not give any notion more of a meaning 

(Beaugrande–Dressler 2000: 28; Adamik et al. 2005: 312). 

The study of Litowitz (1977: 294–297) was aimed at finding the meanings of words 

(amongst 4-7 year olds). She divides strategies used in the creation of definitions into 

levels present in the definitions of 13 and 17 year old students. She mentions the ostensive 

definition strategy first, which is a pointing process either made up of a single gesture or a 

gesture and a semantically empty verbal expression. In the latter case,  the activation of the 

semantic field is proven by the words said however, the definition is worded in an 

organised manner. However this often means only a single word which the child is unable 

to continue. The third level is called the level of concrete examples where the informant 

adds their own example to the word (a concrete situation) however, it includes the 

repetition of the word in an example sentence too. These examples are between 

associations and the providing of concrete features. On the fourth level the child puts the 

notion to be defined into a hypothetical situation and uses a general pronoun for the agent 

(When you… You could…). Litowitz talks about the linguistic format of definitions too 

(297): adults are to be expected to come up with Aristotle-style definitions, which she 

categorises as the fifth level  (by naming the class, genre, features, characteristics and -in 

the case of a verb  - naming the fact that the word refers to a process) while children in her 

study (4-7 year olds) use their own experiences as a starting point (by for example simply 

pointing out what the object is useful for).  According to the Aristotle-style definition, an 

explanation of a notion can be described by the following pattern linguistically (297): „an x 

is (a kind of) class name which specific defining attribute or property which exemplifies y 

(y is a kind of x)”, Definition techniques were already being studied by ancient authors 

(Platón 1994; Arisztotelész é. n.) and there have been modern rhetorical works and 

psycholinguistic studies since then which addressed the strategies of definition building as 

well as the structures of those definitions.  (Litowitz 1977; Angeles 1981; Lanham 1997; 

Adamik et al. 2005; Margitay 2007; Adamik 2010; Adamikné 2013; Imai 2018; Perelman 

2018). 

 

1.5. The Goals and Hypotheses of the Research  

The goal of the research is to observe and establish the typology of the definition strategies 

of 13-17 year old students and to establish the frequency of certain strategies used. 

Furthermore,  the comparing analysis of the data by age, gender and form of data providing 

and thus statistical proof of personal or age-related differences as patterns. Keeping these 
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in mind, a further goal is to articulate a few basic ideas and patterns that can help the work 

of teachers. Among the questions of the research one addresses the presence of age based 

differences in the number of certain strategies used and their ratio and whether or not this 

can be statistically proven. Is there more than one strategy actually present in the data of 

older students or there is no significant difference when compared to 13 year olds? Can 

there be categories based on the definition of different word classes or grammatical 

categories? Moreover, are there correlations between the use of certain strategies and 

gender? Finally, are there personal differences or in other words, favourite strategies 

among students?  

According to my hypothesis 1. students will use more than one strategy within one 

definition, 2. it is to be expected that there will be statistically proven differences according 

to students’ age in most used definition strategies, 3. it is to be expected that the most 

frequent definition strategies will be the usage of genus, the differentiating features and 

description, 4. strategies will be different in the case of different word classes, 5. there will 

be a difference when asked in speech or in writing: there will be more examples of more 

complex strategies (such as the use of a superior concept category), 6. a significant 

difference between the genders in different usage of different strategies is not to be 

statistically proven.   

 

2. Material, Method, Subjects  

For the research, I used the definition component of the Child Language and Speech 

Database and Information Repository (‘GABI’=Gyermeknyelvi beszédAdatBázis és 

Információtár).  All in all 160 students took part in the experiment belonging to the present 

study. In order to describe the definition building strategies of the 13-17 age group, I had to 

record their speech. I chose the informants of the spoken part of the test from the GABI 

according to age. After transcribing the recordings, I started creating the typology of the 

students’ definitions. The written test was filled in by students in years 7 and 11, meaning 

ages 12-14 and 16-18.  

The students taking part in the questionnaire were given the same words and phrases as 

the informants in the oral material of the GABI and the order was the same also. The words 

in the order of defining: lift (elevator), mérleg (scale), szirom (petal), betű (letter), szürcsöl 

(slurp), távcső (binoculars), bukfencezik (tumble), nagyravágyó (ambitious), bizonyítvány 

(report card), szalad a lakás (the flat is a mess), kürtőskalács (chimney cake), reklám 

(advertisement), tolakodik (push), eszkimó (eskimo), páros (even), szöget ütött a fejébe (it 
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caught his eye), kétéltű (amphibian), lóvá tesz (make a fool out of), kockáztat (risk), áruló 

(traitor). In the oral part of the experiment 40 students were able to create 800 definitions 

for 20 expressions while the 120 informants in the written part wrote 2400 definitions. The 

number of strategies used in these is an even higher number since one definition belongs to 

more than one category based on the complexity of the answer. When creating the 

typology, the providing of a correct and accurate meaning was not a condition since a 

definition building strategy is used even in the case of faulty or incomplete definitions. In 

the meantime in the case of some words and expressions, I shall describe the incorrect 

solutions too. I transcribed each recording. I categorised the 160 data series (3200 

definitions) based on the definition strategies of 4-7 year olds (Litowitz 1977) as well as 6-

12 year olds (Imai 2018) along with secondary literature in rhetorics (Adamik et al. 2005; 

Adamikné 2013). I changed and supplemented these categories after organising the data of 

the questionnaires. Based on all of these, I worked with the following definition strategies: 

genus (the use of a superior category), definition by distinction features, function, 

definition by mentioning a whole-part relationship, description definition, concrete 

example or subtype, synonym, the repetition of the word read/heard, definition by 

antonym, the articulation of a personal relationship with the expression, definition by 

pointing out (ostensive, deictic), the usage of poetic devices (metaphor, simile, proverb, 

etc)  and the “no answer” category. 

In order to organise the data, I made separate Excel sheets based on age groups and 

form of data providing (oral or written). This meant separate sheets about oral definitions 

of the 13 year olds, written definitions of the 13 year olds, oral definitions of the 17 year 

olds and written definitions of the 17 year olds built based on the following criteria. In all 

four groups there was a sheet which categorised the strategies based on word 

classes/grammar categories (nouns, verbs, adjectives, phrases) in the word pool used 

broken down to each informant. There was a sheet containing the definition strategies of 

each child independent from the word class/grammar category (how many times each 

strategy was present in the 20 definitions in each child). This was telling of the frequency 

of certain strategies and the personal preferences of the students. In connection with this, I 

made a calculation regarding how specific strategies are present in each informant in the 20 

definitions (which is data on the frequency of a certain strategy), as well as in general in 

the age group and to what percentage a certain strategy means in all the strategies of the 

informants (which is data on the individual).  
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Statistical calculations were made by SPSS 20 software on a 95% accuracy. Depending 

on the distribution of the date, I used UNIANOVA and Mann–Whitney U-test. The former 

was used in the case of normal distribution while the latter in the case of not normal 

distribution.   

 

3. Results 

 

Students in public education often find themselves having to define a notion/term as 

well as using them adequately both in spoken and written test situations. These tasks have 

a highly important role in both the written and the spoken component of the high school 

final exam. The requirement system of the final exam does not mention definition 

however, the strategies are needed for solving the tasks (such as the analysis of a piece of 

literature or the creation of an argumentative text) (Major 2015a: 148). This can be 

increasingly difficult for students who are unaware of the features of the definition as a 

type of text. A definition can be created in multiple ways and students use these strategies 

in a versatile manner.  However, the question arises as to how consciously they use the 

strategy and what kind of typology can be established based on their definitions. In the 

course of defining a concept/notion, students use different reply strategies. In order for us 

to be able to help them define technical terms used in their school subjects and make 

sufficient definitions, we have to be aware of how they create definitions of everyday 

words. The chapter presents definition strategies grouped around four main points. The 

first one deals with the strategies of the children based on word class/grammar category. 

Since word classes appeared in different numbers on the list, ratios and statistical data 

could not always be drawn. However, trends and main features can be pointed out based on 

the definitions. This subchapter presents definition strategies characteristic of certain word 

classes and certain words belonging to the given word class group. It also evaluates from 

the point of view of a teacher whether the definition in question would hold up as an actual 

one and states why some of them would not (formal or content problems). Secondly, the 

chapter includes all the strategies in the whole corpus and presents the ratio of strategies in 

the case of the 20 expressions. The pedagogical relevance of this lies in the picture it paints 

on the improvement prospects, which strategies need to be strengthened and which ones 

the students should pay extra attention to. The third chapter is about personal features, 

strategies characteristic of the specific informant. This draws attention to the importance of 

getting to know the definition strategies of our students and the pre-existing possibilities 
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before the personal development of each student. The fourth subchapter includes the 

comparative analysis considering the features of the age group (year 7, 8 11 and 12), the 

way and environment of definition building (oral or written) and gender differences. These 

-especially the aspect of the age based differences- can help develop the ability of 

definition building in a more effective manner used together with the didactical and 

methodological knowledge.   

 

3.1. Definition Strategies By Grammar Category  

 

In the case of certain word classes/grammar categories, a number of definition strategies 

were present. Part of these are characteristic of a certain word class however, in many 

cases such a correlation could not be proved. It can be said that the strategy used often 

depends on the word in question (its meaning): more abstract nouns were proven more 

difficult to define while even in the case of some longer phrases defining was fast and 

easy.  

 

3.2. The Ratio of Definition Strategies  

The chapter presents definition strategies in three groups: most frequently used strategies, 

less frequently used strategies and ‘no answer’. Each strategy is presented in the 

subchapter according to three features. It can be seen, which strategies were most used in 

the case of a word class with more words present. In nouns, the superior category and 

function (in the case of obecjts) strategy was most used while in the case of verbs, 

description was prefered. The other two grammar categories included less words and 

expressions at the same time as evoking different strategies. However, some patterns could 

still be discovered.   

 

3.3. Personal Definition Features and Their Significance in Education   

 

Within the two age groups I present the personal features of the students based on the 

number of oral and written definition strategies. This highlights the educator’s point of 

view as well as an order among the students while being able to compare the results and 

strategies of students.  

An important lesson learned from the comparisons of the subchapter is that the use of one 

single strategy can be sufficient in case the informant uses it consciously (or unconsciously 
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uses it correctly) while a longer text including more than one strategy can be problematic, 

incoherent or fragmented if the definition is not well planned and executed.  

 

3.4. Comparative Examinations 

Before carrying out the statistical analysis, a difference in more and less frequently 

used categories was already apparent. These required different statistical measurements. 

There was a significant difference in the use of genus and description in both age groups 

and in both categories, the result was more positive in the 17 year old age group.  

Comparing all the oral data of 13 and 17 year olds the aforementioned two strategies show 

a significant difference again with a more positive result in the 17 year old age group. 

Another one was the definition with function, which appeared in the case of certain nouns.  

It can be concluded that regarding the chosen strategy, the definitions of the 17 year olds 

correspond more to the requirements of the definition as a type of text. Statistical analyses 

also show that gender is much less of a factor in the difference in strategy choice, while 

age is definitely an important one. Another important factor was the way of data providing 

(written or oral) in which written data was also a more positive outcome than the oral 

definitions in both age groups.   

 

 

4. Conclusions 

 

The hypotheses were mostly proven. Hypothesis no. 1 - which stated that students 

would use different strategies even within the same definition was fully proven by the 

study. However, the extent of the mixing of certain strategies depends both on the type of 

data providing and age. Hypothesis no. 2 was proven since it was to be expected that there 

will be a statistically proven difference between the most frequent definition strategies 

based on age. Based on the age differences, it can be concluded that cognitive maturity, 

school and lesson experiences, the educator’s example as well as reading the text books 

provide an example for students  which help the forming of definitions and the choice and 

use of sufficient and relevant definition strategies. Hypothesis no. 3. was in connection 

with the most frequently used strategies: the most frequently used strategy is the genus and 

related distinction features as well as description. The hypothesis was partly proven since 

these are indeed the most frequently used strategies, however the hypothesis was not 

sufficiently accurate, since these are typically strategies present in different cases which 
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means a different set of words would provide a different outcome.  Among the most 

frequently used strategies are the naming of function and whole-part relationship which 

can be called frequent in the case of nouns while the naming of funcion is the most 

frequently used strategy in the case of objects. Hypothesis no. 4. somewhat corrects the 

inaccuracy of the previous one since it has been said that certain strategies show 

differences based on word classes. This hypothesis was partly proven. The mentioning of 

the superior grammatical category was mostly seen in the case of nouns however, it 

appeared in the case of other word classes too. A type of this is when the informant 

mentions the grammatical category or the word class itself. This occured in the cases of 

word classes others than noun. Description was typical in verbs however was also used in 

other words and expressions of more complex meanings. Even a less frequently used 

strategy: definition with the help of an antonym was not used exclusively in the case of 

adjectives while the personal attitude was used regardless of word class  or grammatical 

category. All in all it can be concluded that there are certain strategies that caracterise 

certain word classes more than others while there is definitely no exclusivity.  

Hypothesis no. 5. was the following: there is a difference in the ratios of written and 

spoken strategies meaning there are more careful and conscious choices and strategies 

corresponding to that attitude in the written answers (such as the use of superior or 

subcategories). This hypothesis was fully proven since statistical analysis showed the use 

of these strategies in a significantly larger ratio than in the other two groups.  According to 

hypothesis no. 6. there would not be a significant (statistically proven) difference in the 

choice of strategies based on gender. This hypothesis was proven by almost all data 

providing types as well as age variations while in the case of a couple of less frequent 

strategies, there was a more significant difference.  This was in the case of the oral data of 

the 17 age group where there was a significant difference between boys and girls in the two 

most frequently used strategies: the use of superior category and description. However, a 

comprehensive analysis seems to prove that within similar age groups, gender does not 

play a significant role in the choice of definition strategies.   

The knowledge, connections and accurate use of technical terms connected to school 

subjects is a highly important field in the case of all school subjects. Knowing the 

professional vocabulary of a certain school subject is essential in being able to do 

meaningful work, understanding their teacher, their book and any representative of the 

field of science well. For the usage of these technical terms it is essential that the students 

are subjected to them, place them into a system, discover their connections to already 
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known notions. This is how the newly learned term/concept can be a part of a system, not 

as a single unit or data but the organic part of a system with real and understandable 

meaning. Forming notions has a number of general and subject specific rules. Notions can 

be approached by an inductive and deductive method through examples by deriving 

general characteristics from them. Learning based on doing and problem solving is an 

important point here: children learn easier by their own actions and this can be used in 

teaching new notions/technical terms too.  

For the usage of notions, defining them is essential and thus so is definition as a type of 

text. The teacher of every school subject needs to reinforce in children - in a manner 

corresponding to their age - how a definition is built and what the expectations are in that 

regard. In the course of the Hungarian Language and Literature lessons students learn 

about the ‘argument based on definition’ within the topic of rhetorics this however is a 

chapter that they are subjected to at a much later age than the definition as a text type 

becomes a necessity in their everyday school life. Getting to know the structure of 

definition is important because students can use the ‘argument based on definition’ in their 

argumentative essays and to do so they need the skill of creating short and effective 

definitions. For this they have to be aware which definition strategy is considered sufficient 

(as an argument or complete logically and content-wise) by the field they use it in and 

which is not (and why). It is equally important that students in their prospective futures in 

science will also have to define words they use and will have to be able to compare, 

synthesize and create a number of different definitions.  

Considering all of these points it is important that we are aware how our students 

define everyday expressions and how these results support the pedagogical practice (oral 

and written testing). Through this, we can help the future work of our students.  
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