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Understanding the meaning

Words with more than one meaning

 1 Ask students what accurate means. Ask them to list as many things as possible that could be 
described as accurate: these could include information, figures, data, measurements, records, 
estimates, predictions, equipment, instruments, methods, descriptions, accounts, translations. 
Ask them if the meaning of accurate is exactly the same when it describes all these things. 
Are there any differences? Point out that accurate information is correct in every detail; an 
accurate method produces results that are correct in every detail.
a sense 3 in the dictionary
b sense 1 in the dictionary
c sense 2 in the dictionary

 2 Now ask students what the general meaning of reaction is. Ask them if they know any 
disciplines in which reaction has a more specific meaning. When they have named as many 
as they can, ask them to look at the OLDAE entry for reaction and see if they can find any 
more. They will probably identify the chemistry, medical and physics senses.
a sense 3 in the dictionary
b sense 2 in the dictionary
c sense 5 in the dictionary
d sense 1 in the dictionary

Apart from the definitions, students should have made use of the subject-specific vocabulary 
in some of the sentences (allergic – medical, chemistry – chemical) and also, in sentence c, 
the following preposition (reaction against) should have helped to match it to sense 5, where 
the complement frame ~ (against sth) appears before the definition.

 3 Ask students to read the text first without looking in the dictionary and then tell you 
anything that they have learned or can guess from it about the British East India Company. 
(When was it set up? What happened to it after 1700? Where did it trade? What did it trade?) 
Ask them to identify any words they would need to look up in order to understand more of 
the text. Students either check all 5 words, or you could divide the class into groups to look 
up one word each and explain it to the class: take into account that some of these terms 
(shadow, yielded) are probably more challenging than others.

shadow – sense 3 in the dictionary: ‘was coming out of the shadow of sth’ here means ‘was 
no longer dominated by/inferior to’

rival – noun (homonym 1) – in this case ‘an organization that competes with another in 
business’

TEACHER’S NOTES



 PHOTOCOPIABLE  © Oxford University Press 2014

Oxford Learner’s Dictionary of Academic English       TEACHER’S NOTES

yielded – verb (hom 1) – sense 2 – ‘stopped resisting’ in this case means ‘stopped trying to 
compete with’ – gave way is here a pretty exact synonym and could be substituted in the 
text

pioneered – verb (hom 2) – ‘were the first to’ import textiles from India
textiles – types of cloth (a term used especially in an industrial or business context)

Understanding idioms

Students are often told that we don’t use idioms in academic writing and it is true that the 
more colourful idioms found in conversational English (once in a blue moon, raining cats and 
dogs) are rare in academic contexts. There are, however, many fixed phrases and expressions 
that are more common.

 4 It can be difficult to decide where some idioms start and end, especially in longer phrases 
(make a point of doing sth, go some way towards doing sth), so this activity first focuses on 
identifying the idioms. Elicit the meaning of those idioms that are already familiar, then 
encourage students to check any that are unknown or uncertain in the dictionary. In these 
examples, the idiom can be found at the entry for the  word in bold.
a after the event – after sth has happened
b under way – having started
c make a point of doing sth – to make sure you do sth because it is important or necessary
d in any case – whatever happens or may have happened, here it emphasizes that the 

previous point (about the figures being out of date) is irrelevant because the figures are 
unreliable anyway

e go some way towards doing sth – to help a little in achieving sth

 5 Finding idioms in the dictionary involves identifying the ‘key word’ in order to look up the 
correct entry. These simple guidelines should help students find idioms in the dictionary. 
•	 Ignore short grammatical words like for, under, any, the, etc.
•	 Some very common verbs like go, get or make are not used as key words.
•	 If a word in an idiom is optional, like in (actual) fact, or can vary, it won’t be the key word.

Looking back at the examples a-e: 
a, b and d start with grammatical words that can be ignored 
c and e both start with a common verb (make, go) that is not used as a key word 
e is variable – go some/a long way towards – so ‘way’ is the first fixed word

Practice

 6 Most academic texts will contain examples of words with more than one meaning and some 
examples of idioms, even if they are very common phrases like in fact, for example, etc. For 
this task, students could find their own texts from their individual disciplines or you could 
choose sections of texts that you have used in class for students to work on in pairs or groups. 
They should then report back on their analysis, giving clear examples and evidence from the 
dictionary.
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Understanding the meaning

Words with more than one meaning

Many words in English have more than one meaning. This dictionary explains all the 
meanings of a word that are used in academic writing, with the most frequent meaning first. 
It is important to look at the whole entry for a word to make sure that you have chosen the 
right meaning for the context.

 1 These sentences all contain the word accurate, each with a slightly different meaning. Look 
up the entry for accurate in the dictionary and match each sentence to the correct definition.
a Miller’s account offers the most accurate description of these events.
b This method produces extremely accurate estimates.
c The satellite contains a very accurate atomic clock.

 2 Now match these sentences to some of the different meanings of reaction, which has seven 
different senses in the dictionary.
a Allergic reactions are rare.
b The ash does not undergo any further chemical reaction.
c The Romantic reaction against modernity was strongest in Germany.
d The speech provoked a furious reaction from her political opponents.

Apart from the definitions, what helped you to match each sentence? 

 3 Read this short text and explain the meaning of each of the words in bold, as they are used in 
this text. You can use your dictionary to help you, but try to guess each meaning first.

The British East India Company
By 1700 the British company was coming out of the shadow of its Dutch rival. It had 
yielded to the Dutch in the pepper and spice trades, but had pioneered the import of 
Indian textiles to Europe.
Source: Blanning, T.C.W. (2000). The Eighteenth Century: Europe 1688-1815. Oxford: Oxford University Press

Understanding idioms

Some words can be used as part of a fixed phrase or idiom which has its own meaning as 
a single unit. These idioms have a separate definition and examples in the section marked 

ˌone-to-ˈone (especially BrE) (NAmE usually ˌone-on-ˈone)
adj. [usually before noun] 1 between two people only: a one-
to-one conversation/meeting/interview  They want to cut
class sizes and provide more one-to-one teaching.
2 matching sth else in an exact way: In Papua New
Guinea, there is no one-to-one mapping between village
names, groups and language names.  There is a one-to-
one correspondence between the set of men who are
unmarried and the set of men who are bachelors.  ˌone-
to-ˈone adv.: A great deal of market research is undertaken
one-to-one.

ˌone-ˈway adj. [usually before noun] 1 moving or allowing
movement in only one direction: Most road networks
include one-way streets.  The device forces air via a one-
way valve into the patient's lungs. 2 operating in only one
direction: Most traditional media provide one-way com-
munications, where information passes from a source to a
receiver but there is little opportunity for feedback.

on·going  /ˈɒnɡəʊɪŋ; NAmE ˈɑːnɡoʊɪŋ; ˈɔːnɡoʊɪŋ/
adj. [usually before noun] continuing to exist or develop: It
is clear that personal development is an ongoing process. 

There is an ongoing debate about whether management is
an art or a science.  Clinical trials are currently ongoing.

on·line /ˌɒnˈlaɪn; NAmE ˌɑːnˈlaɪn; ˌɔːnˈlaɪn/ adj. connected
to or available using a computer or the Internet: There is
growing evidence that online surveys typically generate
lower response rates than postal surveys.  online
resources/materials/research/communication  Finally,
Hollensen suggests that organizations can create online
communities where customers can share ideas and interact
together.  OFFLINE  see LINE1  on·line adv.:
Increasing numbers of customers now prefer to shop
online.

only1 /ˈəʊnli; NAmE ˈoʊnli/ adv. 1 no one or nothing
except: There have been only a limited number of studies
on this topic.  Only three levels were used in the analysis
presented.  Capitalist production was only a small part of
the economy.  Thermodynamics applies only to bulk mat-
ter, not to individual molecules.  sb ~ has to do sth One
only has to note the growth of price comparison websites to
see how these tools can be extremely important. 2 in no
other situation or place; for no other reason: Thyroid eye
disease only occurs in patients with Graves' disease.  ~
because He emerged victorious only because his opponents
were more incompetent than he was.  ~ if A firm will
reinvest profits only if it expects to earn more profits.
 In formal written English only, or only if and its
clause, can be placed first in the sentence. In the second
part of the sentence, be, do, have, etc. come before the
subject and the main part of the verb: Only in Burma and
Thailand did Buddhism achieve the status of a state reli-
gion.  Only if cost-cutting fails will enterprises make stra-
tegic changes within their existing operations. 3 no more
than; no longer than: Some species grow to adult size and
reproduce only once.  Soil temperature increased only
slightly.  Climatic recovery takes only a decade or so.
4 not until: The census analysis has only recently been
completed.  Radiation damage may only become appar-
ent many months or years after radiation exposure.  Only
then can the cell divide to form two daughter cells.
When only begins a sentence be, do, have, etc. come
before the subject and the main part of the verb. 5 used
to say that sb can do no more than what is mentioned,
although this is probably not enough: Workers can only
hope to shape or block technical change, not to initiate it. 

The President could only begin to come to grips with the
enormity of what Hurricane Katrina revealed. 6 used to
say that sth has or will have a bad effect: AIDS only serves
to exacerbate poverty.  He argues that pumping more
money into the economy would only make things worse. 

~ to do sth Tall smokestacks are constructed on coal-burn-
ing power stations to reduce local pollution—only to cause
acid rain elsewhere.

 only ˈjust 1 not long ago/before: Progress in this dir-
ection is only just beginning. 2 almost not: Only just over
1% of the acid has dissociated.  The very low cloud base is
only just visible through the driving rain. only too… very:
Governmental authorities are only too aware of their obli-
gations under international law.  They knew only too well
how unpredictable and devastating earthquakes could be.
 more at EVER, IF, NAME1, NOT

only2 /ˈəʊnli; NAmE ˈoʊnli/ adj. [only before noun] 1 used to
say that no other or others of the same group exist or are
there: The only way a firm can stay in business is to make
profits.  He was the only person capable of bringing unity
out of division.  Scale is not the only difference between
the two supermarkets. 2 used to say that sb/sth is the best
and you would not choose any other: There was a devel-
oping belief that hospital was the only safe place to have
children.

onset /ˈɒnset; NAmE ˈɑːnset; ˈɔːnset/ noun [sing.] ~ (of sth)
the beginning of sth, especially sth unpleasant: Treatment
should be initiated within 60 minutes of the onset of symp-
toms.  Only after the onset of the recession in 2008 did a
clear policy divide on economic issues appear.  (medical)
the sudden/early/rapid/acute onset of sth

onto /ˈɒntə; NAmE ˈɑːntə; ˈɔːntə; before vowels ˈɒntu; NAmE
ˈɑːntu; ˈɔːntu/ (also on to) prep. 1 used with verbs to
express movement on or to a particular place or position:
The sugar cane was loaded onto carts.  Samples can be
smeared directly onto a glass slide. 2 used to show that sth
faces in a particular direction: Only a few small windows
looked onto the street.

ontol·ogy /ɒnˈtɒlədʒi; NAmE ɑːnˈtɑːlədʒi/ noun (pl. -ies)
1 [U] a branch of philosophy that deals with the nature of
existence: For such reasons as these, Heidegger believes
that ontology and phenomenology coincide. 2 [C,U] (com-
puting) a list of ideas and categories in a subject area that
shows the relationships between them: An ontology is con-
structed so that the acquired knowledge can be classified.
 onto·logic·al /ˌɒntəˈlɒdʒɪkl; NAmE ˌɑːntəˈlɑːdʒɪkl/ adj.:
Any entity's ontological category is very plausibly one of
its essential features.

on·wards /ˈɒnwədz; NAmE ˈɑːnwərdz; ˈɔːnwərdz/ (espe-
cially BrE) (NAmE usually on·ward /ˈɒnwəd; NAmE ˈɑːnwərd;
ˈɔːnwərd/) adv. 1 from… onwards continuing from a par-
ticular time: The Royal African Company's standing grad-
ually declined from the 1710s onwards.  From that point
onwards, progress seemed unstoppable. 2 forward: The
term ‘cohort’ is derived from the idea of a Roman troop of
soldiers marching onwards together.  The fear was that
humankind might be regressing instead of striving
onwards and upwards.

opaque /əʊˈpeɪk; NAmE oʊˈpeɪk/ adj. 1 (of glass, liquid,
etc.) not clear enough to see through or allow light
through: Most opaque minerals have colours in reflected
light that range from nearly pure white to various shades of
grey.  TRANSPARENT (2) 2 (especially of language) dif-
ficult to understand; not clear: There is a growing percep-
tion that decision-making in Brussels is remote, opaque
and even undemocratic.  TRANSPARENT (1)

open1 /ˈəʊpən; NAmE ˈoʊpən/ adj. 1 allowing things or
people to go through: He supports the ideals of democratic
peace, free trade and open borders.  The family resource
centre should be a welcoming space with an open door
policy.  The inlet and exhaust apertures remain open so
that the exhaust products can be expelled.  CLOSED (1)

2 (of sb's eyes or mouth) with the EYELIDS or LIPS apart:
The patient should breathe deeply with their mouth
open.  CLOSED (1) 3 spread out; with the edges apart:
Frost can damage open flowers, preventing seed set.
 CLOSED (1) 4 not blocked by anything: Keep the

O
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 which appears at the end of the entry for the first key word. So the idiom ‘for certain’ 
appears at the end of the entry certain1: without doubt: It is impossible to say for certain if 
earthquakes were responsible for destroying the Mississippian temples.
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 4 In these sentences, identify the idiom that includes the word in bold. Explain the meaning of 
the idiom, checking any you don’t know in the dictionary.
a We are often able to explain after the event why a car accident has occurred even though 

we could not have predicted it.
b Indeed, similar work is under way in many countries.
c The President makes a point of meeting the scholarship winners.
d Published figures for each country are soon out of date and, in any case, unreliable.
e The reforms ought to go some way towards addressing the backlog of cases.

 5 Complete these guidelines for identifying the ‘key word’ and so finding the entry where an 
idiom is listed. Use the examples in 4 to help you.
•	 Ignore short _____________ words like for, under, any, the, etc.
•	 Some very _____________ verbs like go, get or make are not used as key words.
•	 If a word in an idiom is _____________, like in (actual) fact, or can vary, it won’t be the  

key word.

Practice

 6 Now choose a short text from your own discipline. Can you find examples of:
a Words with more than one meaning? Can you identify which meaning is used in  

this context?
b Phrases or idioms? Identify the idiom and the key word to look it up in the dictionary.


