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Abstract. Knowledge of synonyms in a foreign language (L2) and the ability to collect information about
them form an essential part of the translator’s professional competence. It has been observed that the approach
to working with L2 synonyms used by translation students seems to have a number of shortcomings and hinders
the successful acquisition of these lexical items. We developed a learning procedure based on peer teaching
which was used to teach L2 synonyms to 3™- and 4"-year full-time translation students. The findings suggest
that peer teaching offers a number of significant benefits in terms of the acquisition and practice of the skills
needed to work with synonyms, thereby contributing to better knowledge retention and learners’ increased con -
fidence in the ability to use L2 synonyms correctly. The findings also revealed some aspects which require fur -
ther consideration. Overall, the study provides a theoretical basis for the use of peer teaching to improve the ef-
fectiveness of teaching L2 synonyms in translation-oriented foreign language instruction and offers a useful
tool for achieving the above-mentioned goal.
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Introduction

Synonyms are words which share a core meaning but differ in many aspects, including con-
notations, collocations, degree of formality, grammatical patterns and style. These differences ac-
count for the individual patterns of behavior of L2 synonyms, knowledge of which is essential to
using L2 synonyms correctly.

Extensive research has confirmed that L2 synonyms account for approximately 40% of all
lexical errors [20]. This situation would be unacceptable in translation, as the translator uses their
knowledge of L2 to ensure effective cross-lingual and cross-cultural communication. Inability to
use L2 synonyms correctly can significantly affect the quality of both direct and inverse translation.

To acquire a comprehensive knowledge of L2 synonyms, one needs to obtain different types
of information which requires the ability to (a) use various reference materials and (b) collect, ana-
lyse and synthesise information. However, it has been our observation that translation students often
fail to collect comprehensive information about L2 synonyms which seems to be in line with recent
research which has produced similar findings [24]. This suggests that translation students fail to ac-
quire and/or practise some important and professionally significant skills. One way of dealing with
this problem is to create a learning situation in which learners will have to develop and apply these
skills. We believe that this can be achieved through peer teaching.

Peer teaching is a teaching strategy in which ‘peers instruct each other in a purpose-driven,
meaningful interaction’ [3, p. 31]. A considerable amount of research has clearly demonstrated the
benefits of peer teaching and confirmed its effectiveness (a) in different learning contexts [4; 11;
19] and (b) for different subject areas and levels of education [2; 14; 15; 16; 18; 22; 25; 26]. The
aim of this paper is to develop, test and evaluate a learning procedure for using peer teaching to en-
sure the development and practice of the skills and strategies needed to work with L2 synonyms
which, in turn, can contribute to the successful acquisition of these lexical items.

The paper provides a theoretical basis for the use of peer teaching to improve the effective-
ness of teaching L2 synonyms in translation-oriented foreign language instruction. The practical
contribution of the study consists in developing a learning procedure which can be a useful tool for
achieving the above-mentioned goal.

Theoretical foundations

Synonyms

Synonyms are words which have the same denotational meaning but differ in many aspects,
including connotations, collocations, degree of formality, grammatical patterns and style. They
form clusters or sets which have their internal structure determined by the nuances of meaning of
each synonym. In addition, differences can be observed between synonymic sets in a foreign lan-
guage (L2) and learners’ native language (L1).

Research has shown that the acquisition and use of L2 synonyms present a challenge for
learners. The most common problems faced by learners include (a) inability to choose the right syn-
onym for a given context, (b) inability to use collocations correctly, (c) false beliefs that synonyms
are interchangeable and (d) negative transfer from L1.

The above-mentioned problems stem, among other things, from the fact that learners often
fail to develop ‘word consciousness’ with regard to synonyms. It involves the ‘awareness of the
communicative power of words’ and the ability to use them correctly [6]. In the case of syn-
onyms, word consciousness should include knowledge of (a) the L2 concept described by a syn-
onym, (b) its typical collocations and contexts of use, (c) the differences between L2 synonyms
and the way they relate to each other and (d) the differences between concepts expressed by syn-
onyms in L2 and their equivalents in L1.

Learners may fail to develop word consciousness with regard to L2 synonyms for a number of
reasons. One of them is the shortcomings of learners’ approach to working with L2 synonyms which
include insufficient effort and/or a lack of the necessary skills and strategies. These shortcomings may
stem from the fact that to grasp all the nuances of meaning of L2 synonyms one needs to collect, ana-
lyse and synthesise different types of information which requires time, effort and skills.
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First, it is important to analyse dictionary definitions. However, it is advisable to study and
compare several definitions as they are not without limitations. They may (a) fail to reflect all the
nuances of meaning and subtle distinctions between synonyms [5], (b) provide vague and abstract
definitions characterised by ‘certain circularity’ [21], (c) provide insufficient contextual and collo-
cational information [7].

Second, dictionary-based knowledge should be complemented by ‘contextual knowledge’
[13] and ‘collocational knowledge’ [12] through observation of how synonyms are used in different
contexts which is seen by many researchers as essential to mastering L2 synonyms.

It has been our observation that when students are given a task to comment on the differences be-
tween L2 synonyms from a particular synonymic set, their preparation is often limited to writing down a
dictionary definition and possibly an example sentence. However, if asked to explain how the synonyms
relate to each other and describe their typical contexts of use, many students are unable to give a clear
answer. They expect these questions to be answered during class discussion or by the teacher.

Such an attitude is unacceptable for translation students for two reasons. On the one hand, the
ability to independently collect and analyse information about L2 grammar, vocabulary etc. is an in-
tegral part of the translator’s professional competence. On the other hand, lack of a fine-grained
knowledge of the meanings of L2 synonyms and inability to use them correctly can affect the quali-
ty of translation. Thus, we believe that it is important to equip translation students with the neces-
sary strategies and skills and provide them with an opportunity to practise them.

Peer teaching

Peer teaching is a teaching strategy in which ‘peers instruct each other in a purpose-driven,
meaningful interaction’ [3, p. 31]. It involves learning the material in a collaborative way where stu-
dents, who are experts in a subject area, teach their peers under the supervision of the teacher.

Peer teaching is a flexible teaching method and can be implemented in different ways: (a) in
pairs or groups [19]; (b) student teachers and student learners can be of the same age or of different
ages [11]; (c) learners can be equally involved in the process, or one of them may supervise it [4].

Extensive research has shown that peer teaching has been successfully used in various subject areas
and at different levels of education, including mathematics, medicine, food science, foreign languages,
physical education and theology as well as secondary and higher education [2; 14; 15; 16; 18; 22; 25; 26].

Overall, there is a consensus among researchers and practitioners that peer teaching is a high-
ly effective teaching strategy. More specifically, it:

1. increases academic achievement [18], improves content mastery and knowledge retention

[26], gives a better understanding of the subject and complex concepts [22];

2. develops motivation [14; 15] and a sense of responsibility for one’s own learning [17; 25],

gives learners a sense of purpose with regard to their learning [9];

3. encourages independent learning [3] and thinking [25], develops research skills [10];
4. encourages active and collaborative learning, actively engages students in the learning pro-

cess [18; 25];

5. contributes to self-development [3; 26], develops the skills of self-reflection [23] and self-e-
valuation [1];
develops presentation skills and the ability to express ideas [9; 16; 22];
improves communication, interpersonal [25], teamwork [3] and organizational [1; 9] skills;
builds self-confidence and self-esteem [14; 16; 17];
improves classroom atmosphere and fosters a positive attitude to learning [3; 23].
We believe that peer teaching can be especially useful for helping learners develop the right
approach to working with L2 synonyms. First, having to teach something to others reinforces the
teacher’s own learning, sharpens their skills, gives a better insight into the subject, consolidates
knowledge, encourages them to conduct more research and fill the gaps in their own knowledge.
Moreover, in the case of peer teaching, failure to present and explain the material clearly and con-
cisely will result in immediate feedback from the class in the form of questions, requests for clari-
fication, and possibly negative comments.

Al i e
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Second, thorough preparation will contribute to better knowledge retention through different
cognitive operations involved in (a) collecting, analysing and synthesising information from differ-
ent sources, (b) planning the teaching session and (c) preparing handouts for the class.

Third, preparation will give learners an opportunity to (a) acquire and practise the skills and
strategies needed to work with different reference materials and (b) practise the sequence of steps to
collect information about L2 synonyms. Another benefit lies in the fact that the peer teaching con-
text can foster more effective communication and cooperation between teacher students and peer
students. Due to cognitive and social congruence, i.e., similarity in intellectual development and so-
cial standing and age [11], peer teachers are better placed to (a) understand the potential difficulties
of their peers, (b) find ways of explaining complex concepts using language that
is clear and easy to understand. Similarly, peer students are more likely to (a) interact freely with
peer teachers and ask clarifying questions and (b) actively participate in discussions.

Methodology

Participants

The participants were 3"- and 4"-year students enrolled on a 5-year full-time translation train-
ing programme with English as their major foreign language. The groups included 17, 12 and 13
students (42 overall).

Research design

Peer teaching sessions were conducted during one semester. The students prepared and con-
ducted teaching sessions in small groups (3—4 students). Each group conducted two peer teaching
sessions, each lasting about 10—15 minutes. L2 synonymic sets were assigned to the groups by the
teacher. To prepare a teaching session, the students had to:

1. analyse several dictionary definitions of the L2 synonyms;
provide L1 equivalents for the L2 synonyms;
find example sentences and analyse the patterns of usage of the L2 synonyms;
compare, analyse and synthesise the information from steps 1, 2 and 3;
prepare a presentation for the teaching session;
prepare handouts for the peer students.
It was the responsibility of the students to divide the tasks equally among group members.
However, each student was supposed to take part in the presentation during the teaching session.
After the presentation, the class, including the peer teachers, had 15-20 minutes to do several (2-3)
practice exercises. The exercises were provided by the teacher and contained about 5-7 sentences
each. The students could choose to do the exercises individually or in pairs. Their answers were
then checked and discussed in class.

The task of the teacher was twofold: (a) to give guidance to peer teachers and (b) to minimise the
possible disadvantages of peer teaching which include: (a) insufficient or inadequate knowledge of the
content to be taught, (b) careless attitude to the task on the part of peer teachers and/or peer students, (c)
students’ reluctance to teach or be taught by their peers, (d) adversarial relationships among students.

At the beginning of the peer teaching project, the teacher explained its aims and objectives to
both peer teachers and peer students to ensure their meaningful participation. At the preparation
stage, the teacher’s main role was to provide direction and support. The teacher had to (a) clearly
define the objectives and expected outcomes of the teaching session, (b) describe the content to be
taught, (c) give step-by-step instructions on how to prepare the teaching session, (d) recommend
useful reference materials and other resources and instruct the students how to use them correctly
and effectively, (e) provide ongoing support to the students.

During the peer teaching session, the teacher was supposed to (a) monitor the class, (b) fill
knowledge gaps when needed and (c) keep an eye out for inappropriate behavior of the peer teach-
ers and peer students.

Data collection and analysis

This study uses a quantitative approach. The data were collected through a questionnaire that
consisted of 8 closed-ended questions. The questionnaire aimed to find out the students’ opinions

Ak
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about the usefulness of the peer teaching experience in terms of (a) the development and practice of
the skills and strategies needed to collect, analyse and synthesise information about L2 synonyms,
(b) the acquisition and retention of information about L2 synonyms and (c) the ease of interaction
between peer teachers and peer students during peer teaching sessions. A 1-5 numerical rating scale
was used, with 5 being the positive end and 1 being the negative end. For each response option 1-5,
the percentage of students who chose this option was calculated.

Table 1
The questionnaire

Development and practice of the skills and strategies needed to collect analyse and synthesise
information about L2 synonyms

1. Did you acquire any useful skills in and strategies for collecting information about L2
synonyms?

2. Do you think these skills and strategies can be used to learn L2 synonyms independently?
Acquisition and retention of information about L2 synonyms

3. Did the preparation for the teaching session help you to gain a clear understanding of the
differences and similarities between the synonyms?

4. Did the experience of being taught by your peers help you to gain a clear understanding of the
differences and similarities between the synonyms?

5. Do you think you can correctly use the synonyms which you taught to the class?

6. Do you think you can correctly use the synonyms which you were taught by your peers?

Ease of interaction between peer teachers and peer students during peer teaching sessions
7. Did you find it easier to understand the explanations of the peer teachers than those given by
your regular teacher?

8. Did you find it easier to discuss points of confusion with the peer teachers than with your
regular teacher?

Results and discussion

Questions 1-2 concerned the usefulness of the peer teaching experience for the development
and practice of the skills needed to collect, analyse and synthesise information about L2 synonyms.
The results are presented in Table 2.

Table 2
Development and practice of the skills and strategies needed to collect,
analyse and synthesise information about L2 synonyms.
1 | 2 | 3 | 4 | 5
1. Did you acquire any useful skills in and strategies for collecting information about L2 synonyms?
2.3% | 4,8% | 19% | 40,5% | 33,3%,
2. Do you think these skills and strategies can be used to learn L2 synonyms independently?
0 | 7.1% 14,3% | 35,7% | 42.9%

The data demonstrate that most participants positively evaluate their teaching experience in terms
of the acquisition of useful skills and strategies (Q1). A large majority of the participants chose ‘3°, ‘4’
and ‘5’ as response options, 19%, 40,5% and 33,3% respectively. However, it is important to note that
(a) the largest proportion of the participants (40,5%) chose response ‘4’ and not ‘5’ and (b) a certain
number of the participants (2,3% and 4,8%) chose responses ‘1’ and ‘2’. This may suggest that the
strategies that the students were supposed to employ were not quite new to them. However, our earlier
observations indicate that not many students use them on a regular basis. Still, an overwhelming major-
ity of the participants admitted their usefulness for working with synonyms independently (Q2).
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Questions 3—6 addressed the usefulness of the peer teaching experience for the acquisition and
retention of information about L2 synonyms. Table 3 summarises the results for these questions.

Table 3
Acquisition and retention of information about L2 synonyms

1 | 2 | 3 | 4 | 5
3. Did the preparation for the teaching session help you to gain a clear understanding of the
differences and similarities between the synonyms?

0 | 0 | 9,5% | 23,8% | 66,7%
4. Did the experience of being taught by your peers help you to gain a clear understanding of the
differences and similarities between the synonyms?

0 | 7% | 16,6% | 28,7% | 47,7%
5. Do you think you can correctly use the synonyms which you taught to the class?

0 | 0 | 14,3% | 28,6% | 57,1%
6. Do you think you can correctly use the synonyms which you were taught by your peers?

0 | 5% | 24% | 36% | 35,00%

As can be seen from the table above, the students seem to be more confident in their knowl-
edge of and ability to use the synonyms which they taught (Q3, 5) than those which they were
taught by their peers (Q4, 6). The difference is not dramatic but still deserves attention.

A substantial majority of the students chose ‘4’ and ‘5’ as their response options for Ques-
tions 3 and 5, 66,7% and 23,8% vs 57,1% and 28,6% respectively. These findings suggest that the
students acquired a good knowledge of the L2 synonyms while they were preparing for the teaching
sessions. However, for Question 5, there is a slight shift towards ‘3’ as a response option which was
chosen by 14,3% of the students compared to 9,5% for Question 3. This might indicate that despite
having a fairly good understanding of the nuances of meaning of the L2 synonyms, the students
were not sure that they could use them correctly in all contexts. It is also possible that the students
made this conclusion after doing practice exercises.

The figures for Questions 4 and 6, which focused on the experience of being taught by
peers, were slightly lower than for Questions 3 and 5. A larger proportion of the students chose
‘3’ as a response option for both questions, 16,6% and 24% respectively. Response ‘2’ was cho-
sen by 7% (Q4) and 5% (Q6) of the participants, while for Questions 3 and 5, it was chosen by
0% of the participants. These findings can be accounted for by several factors. On the one hand, it
may have been the case that the peer students had less trust in their peers than in their regular
teacher which translated into lower levels of confidence in the knowledge which they acquired
during the peer teaching sessions. On the other hand, the fact that some peer teachers (a) did not
put enough effort into preparing for the task and (b) lacked the ability to clearly express their
ideas to the class, could have also affected the results.

Finally, Questions 7-8 aimed to find out whether the peer students felt more comfortable
when interacting with the peer teachers than with their regular teacher (Table 4).

Table 4
Ease of interaction between peer teachers and peer students during peer teaching sessions

1 | 2 | 3 | 4 | 5
7. Did you find it easier to understand the explanations of the peer teachers than those given by
your regular teacher?
2,4% | 4,8% | 31% | 33,3% | 28,5%
8. Did you find it easier to discuss points of confusion with the peer teachers than with your

regular teacher?
0 | 4,8% | 28,6% | 28.6% | 38%
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The responses to Questions 7 and 8 demonstrate that, overall, the participants had no diffi-
culty following the peer teachers’ explanations and discussing points of confusion with them. How-
ever, a closer look at the data for Question 7 reveals that a certain percentage of the participants
(2,4% and 4,8%) seem to prefer the explanations given by their regular teacher as they chose re-
sponses ‘1’ and ‘2’. In addition, fewer participants chose ‘5’ as a response option (28,5%) compared
to those who chose ‘3’ and ‘4’, 31% and 33,3% respectively. These figures give somewhat mixed
results which can partly be explained by the lack of effort on the part of some peer teachers in terms
of preparation for and delivery of the teaching session.

As regards Question 8, the participants seem to be in agreement about the ease of interaction
with their peers when asking clarifying questions and discussing points of confusion. The majority
of the participants chose response options ranging between ‘3’ and ‘5°, with the percentage rate for
‘5’ being the highest (38%).

Overall, the study yielded some interesting findings, and the issues that emerge from these
findings deserve careful consideration. The main conclusions will be presented in the final sec-
tion of the paper.

Conclusion

The present paper was devoted to the problem of dealing with the shortcoming of the transla-
tion students’ approach to working with synonyms which can (a) hinder the development and prac-
tice of the relevant skills and strategies and (b) affect their knowledge of L2 synonyms. The aim of
the paper was to develop, test and evaluate a learning procedure for using peer teaching to address
the above-mentioned problem.

Overall, it can be concluded that the results seem to confirm that peer teaching can be suc-
cessfully used to ensure the acquisition and practice of the skills and strategies needed to work with
L2 synonyms. The obvious benefits of this activity include (a) collection of comprehensive inform-
ation about L2 synonyms, (b) the acquisition and practice of strategies and skills needed to collect,
analyse and synthesise information about L2 synonyms, (c) better retention of this information, (d)
increased confidence in the ability to use L2 synonyms correctly and (e) a more relaxed classroom
atmosphere which invites discussion and interaction among learners.

However, the findings have also revealed a number of aspects which require further consider-
ation. Firstly, the outcome of a peer teaching session to a large extent depends on the input and abil-
ities of peer teachers. A perfunctory attitude, lack of adequate preparation as well as difficulty ex-
pressing ideas clearly and coherently can have a negative effect on the outcome of the activity.
Thus, the second implication of the study is that peer teachers may benefit from this activity more
than peer students. Thirdly, there seems to be a psychological factor at play. It lies in the fact that
learners tend to have more trust in the information provided by the teacher, who is seen as an au-
thority figure, than in the competence of their peers. It is apparent that these issues need to be taken
into account when designing and preparing peer teaching activities.

We are aware that our research may have some limitations. First, no qualitative data were ob-
tained through interviews or open-ended questions in the questionnaire. However, these data could
have provided some valuable feedback from the participants about the peer teaching experience, the
difficulties they faced and the benefits they received. Also, it was beyond the scope of this research
to find out whether the peer teaching experience has contributed to the improvement of the partici-
pants’ teamwork, organisational and communication skills as well as the skill of self-reflection.

Further studies could focus on (a) exploring ways of dealing with the problem areas identified
earlier, (b) examining the possibility of using peer teaching in other areas of teaching foreign lan-
guages to translation students.
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