
Fine & Coarse 

Coding
By Mark Wynn



My Interest

 In years of teaching vocabulary to second 
language students, I have found most 
vocabulary assessments to be little better 
than random. The only constant appears to 
be a particular student’s familiarity with the 
particular target words.

My observations are not atypical:

▪ Many fail to look at words beyond the surface level.

▪ They often become frustrated when a word use is 
rejected or causes confusion.

▪ They often lack the skills (resources and 
metalanguage) to determine why the error occurred.



 The problem is not likely
with a failure of instructors extolling 

the need to view vocabulary comprehensively

and partake in extensive reading.

 The endless hordes of student notebooks
filled with binary translations

and the inescapable observation

of students reflexively looking no further

than an online translation suggest

that the problem lies primarily

in students’ failure to absorb the message.

 Here is where science can help. 



Key Concepts

Cerebral Asymmetry: the two hemispheres 

work independently and cooperatively.    

If you think of your brain 

as two different types of engines, 

then you realize that it needs      

two different types of fuels.

 Parallel Processing: selecting the right word  

involves a great number of contextual clues; 

much of these clues are found in

real world experiences and readings

and not in dictionaries.



VISUALIZATION OF FINE & COARSE CODING
 IN LEFT & RIGHT HEMISPHERES



Contextual contra Abstract

be exemplified by the red traffic light: 
its power lies in its use, and its use depends
on a 1:1 mapping of the command ‘stop’
onto the colour red.” 

           (2009, p. 51)



FINE CODING is the basis of 
Structural Grammar.

The ______ told the ______ to ______ly

_______ a _______ in the ______ ______.

In Structural Grammar, words are just slots to 

be filled in, and therefore appear to be 

simple one-dimensional objects that do not 

merit much attention.



COARSE CODING involves all the experiences that are 

associated with the word.

 It involves collocations: words that frequently appear with  

the word in question, including terms, phrases, and idioms.

 It involves extended senses: metaphors and analogies.

 It involves connections to synonyms and antonyms.

COARSE CODING also

 lasts longer (which provides later context)

 semantically overlaps (which strengthen synonyms)

 bridges gaps (which lead to inference).

MOST IMPORTANTLY,

the right hemisphere never exhausts attention.

In other words, it is always on, and it is always

associating and making connections.



Parallel Processing



NAME & FACIAL RECOGNITION



Native Speakers Would NOT Have to Read
the entirety of this passage to pass.

The use of technology has both advanced and undermined the music industry.  Because of 

sites like iTunes and Amazon.com, the world-wide 1. __________________________ of new music 

can happen almost instantly.  However, since the first peer-to-peer file sharing website 

started, the music industry has also seen a dramatic rise in copyright  

2. __________________________ over the Internet.  The 3.__________________________ P2P networks use 

software that allows users to share files directly.  The software itself is legal, but many of 

the files downloaded are really shared illegally.  There are millions of illegally shared files 

every month and each one is a 4.__________________________ violation.  The fact that these file-

sharing sites are legal only adds to the legal 5.__________________________.  Big music studios are 

asking the government to 6.__________________________ copyright law even more, although 

many admit that current laws are difficult to 7.__________________________.  Although some 

musicians argue that illegal downloading 8.__________________________ their rights as artists, 

other musicians use the Internet to 9.__________________________their music.  Even though the 

two sides disagree, there is no arguing the fact that technology has led to the music 

industry being more 10._____________ 



Quizzes are Collocatively Biased

Part II: Fill in the blanks with one of the vocabulary words below.
Each will only be used once. You don’t need to change word forms. (1 point each)
________________________________________________________________________

copyright  innovative  enforce  infringement gray areas
distribution violates  promote  restrict  democratized

world-wide ______________

copyright ________________

______________ violation

legal _____________

asking the government to ____________ copyright laws even more

current laws are difficult to ______________

______________ their rights

industry being more ___________





• egregioushttp://www.oed.com.ezproxy.proxy.library.oregonstate.edu/view/Entry/59939?redirectedFrom=egregious

•More to come on this

http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.proxy.library.oregonstate.edu/view/Entry/59939?redirectedFrom=egregious




What this helps explain

 Why language learners need to understand that 
vocabulary is a comprehensive and complimentary 
set of skills and not fill-in-the-blank-models of previous 
theories that leave students acquiring vocabulary 
superficially and mechanically. 

 In order to build up coarsely-coded lexicons, students 
will need to expose themselves to more and more 
language in context.

 The only way to do this is immersion in conversation 
and reading. Rich vocabularies can not be built by 
teasing together a great number of fine codings.



How I Teach These Concepts

Within the first few weeks of nearly every 

course, I dedicate a whole class to one 

lecture which can include a series of 

activities that draw their attention to five 

essential features of vocabulary.

 I teach these as conceptual handles that 

will help built lexical networks.



 Historical Orthography and Etymology: the lesson 
being that our spelling system reflects historical quirks 
that lend greater understanding to word families and 
interesting features that assist recall.

 Connotation: the lesson being that they exist and, not 
being denotative, are rarely in dictionaries and that 
they are the main reason why tutors and teachers 
can’t precisely explain why that word just isn’t right.

 Translation is subjective: the lesson being that due to 
coarse coding semantic equivalents do not map 
precisely across languages.

 Word forms and Collocation: the lesson here being the 
three-dimensionality of words to emphasize how word 
form errors are grammar errors, but also that 
colligation and collocations are part of a word’s map. 
This lesson merits significant emphasis for logographic 
language users.

 Spaced Repetition: the lesson being that creating the 
conceptual maps needed to fully acquire a word 
involves usage, repetition, and strategic memorization.



Can you sort the following words 
into positive and negative pairs?

+      -
perspire    scrawny

motive               challenging

confident         fired

       old  cowardly

prudent       fat

mixed-breed warmonger

dove sweat

thin career

portly           inquisitive 

terminated cocky

nosey      elderly 

hawk motivation

job    pacifist  

difficult         mutt



The Right Word

Right
Side

Vayase 

directo 
al frente

Right 
Answer

Go
Right

 to the front

Lado 
Derech

o

Respuesta 
Correcta

It’s right 
there

Esta justo 
alli

It’s all 
right 

Esta 
bien 

Right  
to Vote

Derecho 
al   

votar

Right 
angle

Angulo 
recto

The 
right 
wing

Los de 
la 

derecha

Right 
& Wrong

Bien  
y Mal





Words can have SHAPES, 
but related words 

can build off into NEW shapes.



“SPACED REPETITION” MEANS

REPEAT AT KEY TIMES



NEURONS THAT FIRE TOGETHER

WIRE TOGETHER, 

SO

USE = REPETITION
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