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My recent experiences in the Designed for
Learning (DFL) and ePortfolio faculty develop-
ment seminars enabled me to use digital tools
and methods in a Vocabulary Enhancement
class in a cluster. The specific course content
was almost entirely based on using nonsense
as a means of better making sense of everyday
speech, using proverbs, fairy tales, and figura-
tive language. The syllabus required students
to read The Phantom Tollbooth (PT) and Alice in
Wonderland (AIW), as well as several variants of
folktales or readings in verse. All of the Lewis
Carroll materials – AIW, Through the Looking
Glass, “The Hunting of the Snark,” and “Jab-
berwocky” – were also available as audio books,
which could be accessed directly from Black-
board. 

The time-honored role of the teacher in
front of a class of neatly ordered rows of stu-
dents dutifully taking notes as that teacher
writes the essential points on the chalkboard,
what is commonly referred to as the “chalk &
talk” method of delivery, has for some, become
a thing of the past. Student-centered learning,
small-group and team-oriented projects, elec-
tronic delivery, including distance learning,
Blackboard, and class websites have recently
become the norm for a growing number of
LaGuardia faculty members. 

Since a large percentage of LaGuardia stu-
dents are second language (L2) learners, vocab-
ulary skill building is essential for student suc-
cess in college courses. LaGuardia Communi-
cations Skills Department faculty has many
options available to them to help students
improve their reading. For example, the essen-
tial skills for vocabulary enhancement are cen-
tered on fluency (Fraser 5–7); decoding print-
ed texts (Murphy 15–16; Martino and Hoffman
310–312); choosing between conversational
and academic proficiency (Drucker 22–25); or
identifying differences between students’ reach-
ing achievement and their beliefs about vocab-

ulary knowledge (Francis and Simpson 70–72).
These are just a few of the possible approach-
es supported by professional research. 

I used two novels to supplement the con-
tent of the class. The idea of teaching vocabu-
lary skills by using contextual clues from liter-
ary texts is not new or revolutionary (Allor and
McCathren 75–78; Cook 32–34; Dixon-Krauss
310–316; Speaker et. al. 4–10). But “we should
not expect single contextual exposures to ade-
quately familiarize students with word mean-
ings” (Blachowicz and Fisher 68). In fact, a
study by Zahar et al. says that to firmly set a
word in memory, a reader needs six to twenty
exposures to that word, depending on the read-
er’s initial fluency (Zahar 2). More important-
ly, according to Dixon-Krauss, “. . . we need to
clarify the intended purposes for vocabulary
learning and then employ instructional strate-
gies that match the intended purpose” [empha-
sis added] (Dixon-Krauss 310).

My rationale was clear: the “standard”
vocabulary books were not helping me accom-
plish the goals of the class. When I had previ-
ously taught CSE 105, Vocabulary Enhance-
ment, in 2003, it was in a cluster with an ESL
099 and a CSE 095, Fundamentals of Reading
I, class. In 2004, the same two reading courses
were grouped in a cluster with an ESL 097 class.
The students in the 2004 cluster had signifi-
cantly less familiarity or practice with English
than did their 2003 counterparts. Thus, they
had major difficulties with the rigor of twenty-
five to thirty new vocabulary words each week
with all the attendant new usage and grammar
that accompanied those words. My participa-
tion in the DFL seminar helped me re-structure
my approach to the class. I designed a course
web page that was first shown in a Communi-
cation Skills departmental meeting for peer
feedback. I then uploaded the website into
Blackboard so I could utilize Blackboard tools
such as the Discussion Board.
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How does this all fit together? Perhaps some
classroom illustrations will exemplify my
methodology. CSE 105 is a three-credit class,
meeting two hours Monday and one hour
Wednesday. Both sessions are in a computer
lab because the class content is on BB6; there
is no textbook. All vocabulary, syntax, and
grammar examples are drawn directly from the
texts which are available online. By the third
class, the students will have been asked to read
the initial chapters of The Phantom Tollbooth. I
have given an overview of the book and the
rationale for using it, and they have completed
some pre-reading exercises and discussed ques-
tions about plot, characterization, and vocab-
ulary. The following is one of the readings at
the core of the lesson for Day 3:

“No one’s allowed to think in the
Doldrums,” continued a third, beginning
to doze off. And as each one spoke, he fell
off to sleep and another picked up the con-
versation with hardly any interruption.

“Don’t you have a rule book? It’s local
ordinance 175389-J.”

Milo quickly pulled the rule book from
his pocket, opened to the page, and read,
“Ordinance 175389-J: It shall be unlaw-
ful, illegal, and unethical to think, think
of thinking, surmise, presume, reason,
meditate, or speculate while in the
Doldrums. Anyone breaking this law
shall be severely punished!”

“That’s a ridiculous law,” said Milo,
quite indignantly. “Everybody thinks.”

“We don’t,” shouted the Lethargarians
all at once.

“And most of the time you don’t,” said a
yellow one sitting in a daffodil. “That’s
why you’re here. You weren’t thinking,
and you weren’t paying attention either.
People who don’t pay attention often get
stuck in the Doldrums.” (PT 24–5). 

Initially, the focus is on the dictionary, and par-
ticularly on the nuance of meaning: first for the
three negative words: unlawful, illegal, and

unethical; and second, for the multiple mean-
ings of think: surmise, presume, reason, meditate,
and speculate. After reviewing the etymological
derivation of the words and breaking them
down into their component parts, we then
move to the question of the larger context –
how Milo ended up in the Doldrums. I ask stu-
dents, “So, have you ever found yourself inex-
plicably confounded by a circumstance?” and
more importantly, “What did you do to get out
of the situation?” I want them to talk about pos-
sible solutions to real-life situations in their own
words, first in small groups; then representa-
tives of groups report out to the class.

On one level the above quotation from PT
is utter nonsense, but on another level it not
only makes perfect sense, but also gives young
Milo a lesson. He will soon understand that he
was sent on this journey because he never paid
attention to anything or anyone around him.
After a student reads this text aloud we discuss
the vocabulary and the plot development.
Then, we begin a discussion on organization-
al patterns, transitional words and phrases, as
well as topics as far ranging as rules of etiquette,
on-the-job performance, and college and career
expectations. All of these topics will be revisit-
ed throughout the semester.

Similar to Milo, Alice Liddell finds herself
in what any “logical,” “rational,” “sane” person
would consider a nightmarish situation in this
oft-quoted example of nonsense:

“CURIOUSER and curiouser!” cried
Alice (she was so much surprised, that
for the moment she quite forgot how to
speak good English); “now I’m opening
out like the largest telescope that ever
was! Good-bye, feet!” ( for when she
looked down at her feet, they seemed to
be almost out of sight, they were getting
so far off ). “Oh, my poor little feet, I
wonder who will put on your shoes and
stockings for you now, dears? I’m sure I
shan’t be able! I shall be a great deal too
far off to trouble myself about you: you
must manage the best way you can – but
I must be kind to them,” thought Alice,
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“or perhaps they won’t walk the way I
want to go! Let me see: I’ll give them a
new pair of boots every Christmas.” 

And she went on planning to herself how
she would manage it. “They must go by
the carrier,” she thought; “and how fun-
ny it’ll seem, sending presents to one’s
own feet! And how odd the directions
will look!  
Alice’s Right Foot, Esq.
Hearthrug,
near the Fender,
(with Alice’s love).

Oh dear, what nonsense I’m talking!’”
(AIW 22)

Both PT and AIW offer valuable lessons on
life that oddly mirror the experiences of newly
arrived American immigrants. Both protago-
nists gain worldly experience through seeming-
ly ridiculous situations that are almost without
exception based on nuance of language and a
requisite amount of “cultural currency,” two
important areas for language development for
many LaGuardia students. The students will-
ingly embrace the approach of taking the class
vocabulary from the texts, but find the materi-
al daunting. Imagine reading a story in a for-
eign language with which you are barely con-
versant. Then imagine the main character
falling through a rabbit hole, changing shape
four times in as many minutes, almost drown-
ing in her own tears, and racing in a caucus race
led by a dodo bird, all in the pursuit of a talk-
ing rabbit with a pocket watch! With the com-
bined forces of class discussion, vocabulary
work, and online discussion boards, students
develop their vocabularies.

At this point, students will have been
exposed to course vocabulary at least six times:
by reading the word list aloud; reading them
at home and looking up definitions; complet-
ing matching, fill-in-the-blank, or comprehen-
sion exercises; seeing them written as prefix-
root-suffix combinations; discussing their
embedded meanings in the book; and finally,
as the most difficult task, using the words in
sentences of their own making.

As the students continue to read PT and
begin AIW, the follow-up continues in a series
of Blackboard Discussion Boards. Students are
asked to discuss situations they have had with
language confusion (Appendix–Wk 4), to cre-
ate a personal fairy tale (Appendix–Wk 5) and
to choose two narrative threads that mirror
their personal lives to develop in paragraph
form (Appendix–Wk 8). These threads double
as material the students will use to compose
their “About Me” narratives for ePortfolios. 

In summary, the LaGuardia College course
catalogue states that CSE 105 is designed “to
introduce students to the methods of expand-
ing their vocabularies. The development of
modern English is studied to explain the state
of current vocabulary. . . . Special consideration
is given to introducing the students to the
vocabulary essential to their major area of study
(LaGCC 2005: 62). My strategy was to expose
students to numerous examples of speech acts,
such as those in PT and AIW, in order to con-
trast the nuance of dialogue, humor and ver-
bal play with more conventional norms of
speech. 

All of the course vocabulary was drawn
from the above folk or literary sources. My
argument is that LaGuardia students need to
be as conversant in vernacular English as they
will soon become in their area of study. For
example, our language is rife with allusions to
Lewis Carroll’s works: from “white rabbit,” to
“curiouser and curiouser,” to “Mad Hatter,” to
“Jabberwocky.” In addition, there is ready evi-
dence of educators using folkloristic approach-
es for enriching reading or writing skills (Halpin
et. al 134–139; Hamer 365–367; Hoewisch
253–259; Morgan-Fleming 274–280), or apply-
ing ethnographic or interview methodology to
construct identity (Gérin-Lajoie 1–2; Nagel
26–28), but none have specifically addressed
the needs of vocabulary enhancement. My
hope is that I can further refine this approach
for use in other Communication Skills classes.
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Appendix 
Examples of Discussion Board Assignments
1. Reflections at Week Four (15 minutes)

This class is about words. This class is designed to improve your vocabulary and to make you more
comfortable speaking conversational English. Another goal is to help you improve your reading skills
for college-level reading assignments.

We have read approximately half of The Phantom Tollbooth. Please take about ten minutes to reflect
and write on what you have read so far – particularly about the characters, the story line, and the plot
development. Take into consideration Milo’s difficulties with language or his constant frustrations –
with the Whether/Weather Man, with the Lethargarians, or with the Spelling Bee. 

How has language learning been frustrating for you? How have you overcome your difficulties with
understanding the written/spoken word? How will you use these lessons to improve your vocabulary?

2. Reflections at Week Five – ”If I Were A Rich Man” (30 minutes)

In The Phantom Tollbooth, Faintly Macabre tells Milo and friends the story of how their kingdom
came to be in the shape it was and why she was going to remain in prison until Rhyme and Reason
were returned. The frame of the narrative she told was typical of a fairy tale. It began, “Once upon a
time . . .” and contained frightening creatures and huge obstacles to overcome; utilized threefold
repetition and magical gifts; and, although the end was yet to be determined, she predicted it to be:
“And they all lived happily ever after.”

Take a few minutes to reflect on what you have read so far. Let us create a “fairy tale” world for our-
selves. Imagine you have received a “magical gift.” One gift might give you the financial freedom to
not worry about money for school. Perhaps you could even quit your job long enough to attend
school full-time. Or, imagine another magical gift you might attain.

What gift might you choose for yourself? How would you use this opportunity to achieve your
goals? How would you spend your time? Finally, how could you become a better speaker of English
and “live happily ever after?”

3. Reflections at Week Eight 

The characters and plot line of The Phantom Tollbooth highlight some of the following core values: 
1) appreciating the things of everyday life; 
2) the difficulties of growing up; 
3) gift giving and receiving; 
4) learning to use common sense; 
5) following directions; and, 
6) strategies for escaping boredom.

Take a few minutes to reflect on the lessons Milo learned and compare these with your own situa-
tion. Then, choose two of these motifs and develop an essay of at least two paragraphs detailing
how you or your situation has changed as a result of coming to the United States and attending col-
lege at LaGuardia.
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