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Introduction: This article presents a project-based classroom practice of 
transformative language teaching and learning for sustainability (TLS). Sustainable 
Development Goal 10 (SDG10) was approached paying close attention to the 
use of language in relation to (in)equality-related terms. This use of language is 
also defended as SDG18 in recent research in a debate about the importance of 
language use as a transversal sustainable development goal.

Methodology: A task-based methodology is employed to examine students’ perception 
on functional diversity terms and how their understanding changed throughout the 
practice developed in the study. Qualitative data in this study are drawn from a group 
of students (n = 20) who were finishing their degree in English Studies. Students 
participated in a task to analyze five functional diversity terms (Special Educational 
Needs, disability, deaf, blind, and Asperger’s). A qualitative research questionnaire 
asked the participants to reflect on their learning process in this task.

Results and discussion: The report of our findings shows how students developed 
their lexicographic and conceptual competence regarding FD terms. Results illustrate 
how TLS transformed students’ concepts and ideas underlying functional diversity 
concepts and helped promote sustainable language use.
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1 Introduction

A key issue in functional diversity is accessibility. The idea of accessibility revolves around 
how different individuals access information and information tools as well as on making 
information meaningful and useful. In the case of language teaching and specifically the 
teaching of lexicography, this is achieved by teaching and learning how to make an informed 
use of lexis and the elaboration of adequate, useful definitions. Functional diversity is a social 
construct and in this sense, the use and definition of concepts play a relevant role in our 
culture. In this study, this meaningful use of language is developed through a teaching proposal 
approach that promotes transformative language teaching and learning for sustainability (TLS) 
where the key tools are the development of action competence (Sass et  al., 2020) and 
lexicography as mediation (CEFR Mediation Strategies).

The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, adopted in United Nations 
(2016), states the necessity of “Recognizing that disability is an evolving concept and that 
disability results from the interaction between persons with impairments and attitudinal and 
environmental barriers that hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal 
basis with others.” This idea points out two important issues:
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 - Disability is an evolving concept
 - The concept results from the interaction between persons with 

functional diversity and (a) attitudinal barriers and (b) 
environmental barriers

This recognition that functional diversity is an evolving concept 
is an important statement when we work with lexicographical sources 
of information. Lexicography is the practice of creating dictionaries 
and other lexical databases and is concerned with the study of the 
meaning, evolution, and function of lexical items. The fact that 
functional diversity (Romañach and Lobato, 2005) is an evolving 
concept implies that its definition must be revised and updated in all 
languages. If we have to consider attitudinal barriers and how these 
can be  reduced or broken down, this will affect how functional 
diversity (FD)1 is defined and, in turn, definitions will influence how 
people understand FD. In this sense, it is important to note the 
importance of sustainability concepts but also where those concepts 
are presented and to whom they are presented (Weder, 2023; Nayak 
and Raval, 2024). Different cultures and societies may also have their 
own definition and understanding of terms related to functional 
disability (Alduais and Deng, 2022; Cooms, 2023; Shume, 2023). 
Moreover, people with FD are frequently excluded from participating 
as informants in the scientific literature even though they are the 
subject of study (Palacios et al., 2012; Rabang et al., 2023).

The framework for this article is supported by transformative 
language teaching for sustainability. Within this framework, action 
competence plays an important role as well as conceptualization as a 
mediation strategy.

1.1 Transformative language teaching for 
sustainability

As highlighted in Campoy-Cubillo (2019) and Maijala et  al. 
(2024), in an educational setting it is important to pay attention to 
teachers’ knowledge of what is accessibility, how to teach it, and how 
it relates to their subject (also how it relates to a specific degree or 
specialization in university contexts). In this sense, the present article 
studies first what a lexicography subject could consider in relation to 
FD. The basic consideration should be how to define terms that are 
relevant in sustainability, in our case FD terms. It should also consider 
the cognitive process and conceptual competence involved in defining 
such terms (Andreou and Galantomos, 2009; Higginbotham, 1998). 
Second, the task designed for the classroom project intends to 
promote Transformative Language Teaching for Sustainability (TLS). 

1 Functional diversity is defined by Palacios et al. (2012, p. 122) as: “Functional 

diversity implies different ways (neither better nor worse; neither more capacity, 

nor less) to live daily; it expresses the creativity of those who must do daily 

things in a different way of what is considered standard, because they require 

non-conventional tools (both human and technical). It expresses potential 

creativity of the group in a positive way; as long as all negative connotations, 

still associated to the conception of functional diversity as illness, are 

abandoned. In this case, the body is no longer a submission and control object, 

and becomes a potential innovation device, in a transformation, advance and 

improvement platform, that improves society.”

TLS is a new didactic model to teaching promoted by the Ethical and 
Sustainable Language Teaching project (Eettisesti kestävä kielten 
opetus (EKKO)) at the University of Turku. It studies how the 
principles of ethics and sustainability can be built in language teaching 
and pre-service teacher education. Its goal is “to help teachers to find 
new ways to combine education for sustainable development (ESD) 
with language teaching”.2

Political and institutional understanding of accessibility in relation 
to functional diversity in education is an important part of designing 
an education for all systems based on quality education (Sustainable 
Development Goal 4) and reduced inequalities (Sustainable 
Development Goal 10). In the multidimensional relationship of the 
student with functional diversity with his/her own educational and 
sociocultural context (Campoy-Cubillo, 2019), one of the smallest 
units in the system is the classroom, where what is taught and how this 
is taught matters as much as attending special needs students in the 
classroom and the relationship among all members of the class 
(students and teachers).

For students who want to become language teachers, it is 
important to fully understand the meaning of functional diversity 
terms and how to use them. This is, in my opinion, a fundamental step 
in understanding accessibility. Teachers should first know what FD 
terms mean and how to use them before they start thinking of creating 
materials for the classroom. Steps in accessibility design and 
implementation are illustrated in Figure 1.

Thus, recognizing and comprehending concepts and ideas related 
to accessibility is the first step toward awareness raising in accessibility 
and for building strategies that are in line with how terms are defined 
in a given community, country, service, institution, or enterprise. In 
their proposal for transformative language teaching for sustainability, 
Maijala et  al. (2024) suggest that integration, identification, and 
awareness-raising should conform to the teaching cycle in Education 
for Sustainable Development (ESD). They reinforce the relevance of 
their method stating that there is a lack of language teacher training 
in sustainability as well as a scarcity of materials. They also claim that 
action competence needs to be  included in ESD. Action-oriented 
activities increase learner participation and develop important skills 
such as critical thinking and decision making, which are needed to 
take action in sustainability-related issues. According to Sass et al. 
(2020, p. 9):

“Someone is action competent when they are committed and 
passionate about solving a societal issue, have the relevant 
knowledge about the issue at stake as well as about democratic 
processes, take a critical but positive stance toward different ways 
for solving it, and have confidence in their own skills and 
capacities for changing the conditions for the better.”

The TLS framework discusses how the language subject differs 
from other subjects: it represents the goal and, in the communicative 
approaches, the way to reach this goal. Language is most of the times 
both the medium and the content. In the case of teaching lexicography, 
this is particularly so, as lexical items are analyzed for communication 
purposes. Dictionaries provide lexical item information and not only 

2 https://sites.utu.fi/ekko/
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define those items but also indicate adequate usage of the items, and 
present selected examples of use. They may also include pragmatic 
information and visual resources that may provide important 
additional information (Nied Curcio, 2023).

1.2 Conceptualization as a mediation 
strategy

Dictionaries are repositories of conceptualizations of a language, 
and they are concise pieces of work where each word or phrase is 
analyzed in detail as a dictionary entry. The most relevant part of the 
entry is the definition of the word or phrase which has the purpose of 
clarifying meaning. But there are other parts in the entry, such as 
usage information, pragmatic and cultural aspects, or examples of use. 
All these parts have a specific weight when dealing with FD terms and 
are relevant to fully understanding the terms and their use. In 

dictionaries, special care should be given to sensitive terms, such as 
those related to FD, and for that reason, the role of lexicographers as 
mediators is relevant.

When compiling a dictionary or any lexicographical resource, a 
good lexicographer should construct or mediate meaning and can also 
mediate from one language to another. This is especially so with 
sensitive language (Norri, 2018) and the reason why lexicographers 
may act as mediators of concepts and ideas (Nied Curcio, 2023; 
Council of Europe (CEFR), 2018). Norri (2018), for instance, examines 
the treatment of disability and illness terms at length in 20 dictionaries, 
discussing the different labels and usage notes given in their entries 
and how they differ as well as the influence of the person-first language 
in the design of the definitions.

As stated by Nied Curcio (2023, p. 202):

“Of particular concern to the lexicographer as a mediator are 
mediating a text, mediating communication, and effectively using 

Ease of 
access

comprehensibility obtainability ACCESSIBILITY

A�en�on to accessibility in countries, policies, ins�tu�ons, 
organisa�ons, enterprises and their commitment to 
accessibility 

Iden�fy concepts and ideas related to accessibility. Examine 
validity of how these ideas and concepts are defined.

Desing accessibility plans star�ng from clearly iden�fied concepts and ideas 
and defini�ons that provide relevant and contrasted informa�on and 
context.

Accessibility focuses on designing products so that people with (or without) 
disabili�es can use them, making sure there are no barriers preven�ng 
equal access. It also focuses on access to all. Web accessibility means that 
your website is designed and coded in a way that people with disabili�es 
can perceive, understand, navigate, and interact with it

Usability is about making products easy to use. 
User-friendliness means that your website is easy to use, 
intui�ve, responsive, and engaging for all users.

FIGURE 1

Steps towards designing and implementing accessibility. In the elaboration of this figure, the following sources have been used: Ideas and concepts as 
part of accessibility plans: author’s creation. Accessibility: Caldwell et al. (2008); W3C Web Accessibility Principles. Available at: https://www.w3.org/
WAI/fundamentals/accessibility-principles/; Accessibility, Usability, and Inclusion, WC3 Web Accessibility Initiative. Available at: https://www.w3.org/
WAI/fundamentals/accessibility-usability-inclusion/. User-friendliness: How do you ensure web accessibility and user-friendliness for diverse 
audiences? Available at: https://www.linkedin.com/advice/1/how-do-you-ensure-web-accessibility-user-friendliness
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mediation strategies while describing the meaning of cultural 
items.” (…) “The mediator—and this is also valid when preparing 
a lexicographic article—must first select from the vast volume of 
information available and then transfer it to the target person in 
a more condensed but still truthful/accurate form.”

1.3 Action competence and the common 
European framework of reference for 
languages (CEFR)

In this study, a pedagogical proposal to work with understanding 
FD concepts and ideas is presented and the results of its 
implementation are analyzed. Following Sinakou et al. (2019) and the 
CEFR, the tasks designed for this study were framed in those aspects 
of the CEFR guidelines that were consonant with the TLS approach, 
specifically those related to action competence. Those are based on the 
development of communicative competence, cultural competence, 
and sharing ideas in the form of forum discussions and reflections; 
project-based learning (dictionary project); discovery/investigation 
(reading bibliographical sources; use of corpus linguistics); and 
questionnaire responses (surveys). Peer interaction and student 
leadership (part of the TLS approach) were promoted in the form of 
interaction strategies and collaborative learning (concept mediation 
strategies) and learner-centered, autonomous learning, and reflection 
through the questionnaire.

It should be noted that the aim of the study and the task it reviews 
is not to create perfect definitions but rather to create the best possible 
definitions for FD terms dealt with in the study in accordance with the 
student’s language proficiency level and prior knowledge of the field 
(SEN). It is also the objective of this study to show how the proposed 
task is useful to improve students’ knowledge and understanding of 
FD terms and this is exemplified in the evolution observed in the 
different tasks and in their final project. A personal vision of the 
usefulness of the task is also given by students at the end of the 
semester in the final questionnaire.

2 Materials, methods, and participants

The present study is based on the implementation of a task-based 
lexicographical practice and the analysis of student’s progress 
throughout the activities performed in class.3 One of the classroom 
instructors compiled and anonymized student forum data, answers to 
assignments, and dictionary projects. An anonymous questionnaire 
was also used at the end of the semester. These anonymized data were 
then analyzed by the second instructor. Nunan’s definition of the task 

3 Students were informed that: The confidentiality of the information provided 

in this study is fully guaranteed. The results of the study will be stored and 

protected with the security measures required by current legislation (Ley 

Orgánica 3/2018, de 5 de diciembre, de Protección de Datos Personales y 

garantía de los derechos digitales; modificación BOE núm.110, del 9/5/2023). 

No personal data allowing your identification will be accessible to any person 

of the study or outside of it, nor may they be disclosed by any means, hence 

keeping at all times your confidentiality.

as: “a piece of classroom work which involves learners in 
comprehending, manipulating, producing or interacting in the target 
language while their attention is principally focused on meaning 
rather than on form” (Nunan, 1989, p.  10), different classroom 
activities were designed around functional diversity terms which main 
goal was to work on word meaning and use.

In order to implement this curriculum idea, 20 students who were 
enrolled in the Lexicology and Lexicography subject in the fourth year 
of their English Studies degree participated in this study. The study 
aimed to enhance participants’ awareness of functional diversity both 
as a social construct and as a reality in their professional future. It is 
also intended to promote appropriate linguistic choice and to make 
participants aware of the importance of properly defining concepts 
and ideas. The tasks they performed were conducted in a language 
laboratory that facilitated computer use as well as the possibility of 
removing access to Internet browsers. While performing certain tasks, 
students were required to use their previous knowledge and skills 
rather than carry out internet searches. All tasks were completed in 
the Moodle4 system in their subject’s virtual classroom.

This lexicographical practice is twofold: on the one hand, it is 
rooted in students’ previous knowledge, further developed by peer 
discussion in forums; on the other hand, it is reinforced by study 
materials and corpus use training. The study is also supported by a 
qualitative analysis of a final questionnaire that is divided into two 
sections: questions posed from a lexicographic perspective and those 
related to critical reflection on FD concepts. The lexicographic 
perspective gives us data related to the development of lexicographic 
and mediation competence. The second part of the questionnaire 
sheds light on transformational language teaching and learning issues.

Students were provided with the following lexical items: 
“disability,” “Special Educational Needs,” “blind,” “deaf,” and “Asperger” 
and had to decide which lemma they would use in their dictionaries 
as an entry’s headword. Proficient students were expected to 
understand that “Special Educational Needs” is a concept and can 
be given entry status. They would also consider whether having this 
entry is a better choice than including this phrase under the entry for 
“needs.” In the same way, given the lemma “Asperger,” they had to 
observe its usage and this could lead them to understand that 
“Asperger’s” or “Asperger’s syndrome” were possible headwords. They 
should also consider the fact that dictionary users would be more 
interested in knowing about what the syndrome is about rather than 
knowing about the pediatrician who gave the name to the syndrome 
(which could be an entry in an encyclopedia). Another possible choice 
they could make was to use Asperger as headword and include 
“Asperger’s syndrome” and/or “Asperger’s” as in Manuel Seco’s 
Diccionario del español actual, where the meanings of the lexical unit 
studied are distributed within the article in primary groups according 
to the different syntactic categories in which this unit is inscribed 
according to its functioning.5 Students’ mother tongue, Spanish, could 
be a factor leading them to choose this last option.

It should be noted that the idea of the project was to work with 
particular conceptualizations of the words and, in this sense, they 
worked with the social and medical conceptualizations of the word 

4 https://moodle.org/

5 https://www.fbbva.es/diccionario/Asperger/
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“disability.” The following step should have been to introduce the 
biopsychological model of disability. In order to do this, more material 
would have been needed as well as more class time which was already 
too tight for the project. Moreover, students worked with corpus data 
and the idea was that they should work with the information they 
found in corpora. Finding information about and understanding the 
biopsychological model would be  really challenging. The 
biopsychological model cannot be  easily found as part of the 
collocational and example analysis in the corpora students used. This 
is a theoretical model and is not easy to find through text analysis 
alone. Thus, students were given material that they could relate to the 
corpus findings. Introducing the biopsychological definition of 
disability could be part of the classroom input but outside the task 
proposed here.

It is important to mention that (future) teachers are mediators of 
values and beliefs in their classroom and to this extent, the practice 
developed for this study enabled students to develop mediation skills 
that can be  very helpful in their future careers. More specifically, 
mediating sensitive terms such as those related to FD is a relevant 
professional skill for secondary school teachers. CEFR-CV mediation 
strategies (Stathopoulou et al., 2023) that were used for mediating 
concepts in the development of the task were as follows: (1) linking to 
previous knowledge (use questions to encourage people to activate 
prior knowledge; make comparisons and/or links between new and 
prior knowledge; provide examples and definitions), (2) adapting 
language, and (3) amplifying a dense text (give examples and provide 
labels and usage notes).

Materials used during the task implementation were online 
dictionaries and activities designed by the instructor, including 
Moodle forums and assignments as well as thematic documents 
informing about the five terms studied that are used by students to 
inform their final dictionary project. In order to inform their 
dictionary project, students were also trained in the use of the corpus 
tool Sketch Engine6 (Kilgarriff et  al., 2014) by performing a few 
classroom activities with the tool using several of the corpora 
contained made accessible through the Sketch Engine. Students were 
also guided into corpus use by using the embedded pedagogical 
videos contained in the Sketch Engine webpage.

The task devised for this study differs from traditional TLS 
because it is completely aimed at teaching sustainability (SDG10) both 
in language form and content. Most ESD materials in language 
teaching solely present topics related to sustainability but are seldom 
related to transformational teaching. Sustainability topics as part of 
ESD usually lack the transformative profile of TLS and do not include 
action competencies that are related to the professional profile of 
students (as is the case of the pedagogical proposal presented and 
discussed in this article). Participants in the study: (1) defined terms 
in FD, (2) discussed the group definitions in forums, (3) critically 
analyzed the content of the defined FD terms in several lexicographical 
resources, (4) read materials succinctly informing about these terms 
containing selected excerpts dealing with these FD terms and used 
corpus linguistics tools for lexicographic research, (5) elaborated a 
dictionary project with definitions for FD terms with the experience 

6 http://www.sketchengine.eu; https://data.europa.eu/en/publications/

use-cases/sketch-engine

gained from the previous steps and created dictionary entries for those 
terms, and (6) answered a short questionnaire to reflect on and analyze 
what they learned in this task.

3 Results

This section will first illustrate the results obtained in the different 
parts of the task and then present the results of the final questionnaire.

3.1 Task results

Task results correspond to the six activities (Sections 3.1.1–3.1.6) 
that formed part of the task. These were sequenced from the easiest to 
the most complex and were intended to build students’ knowledge on 
the terms they worked with.

3.1.1 Defining functional diversity terms as a 
lexicographic practice

Students were asked to work with five terms related to functional 
diversity. Participants were simply asked to define each word using 
their own knowledge and without using any dictionary or information 
source; that is, students used only their previous knowledge and 
competencies to write their definitions. Student’s computers had 
access to browsers blocked during the task. The first two terms, 
“disability” and “Special Educational Needs,” were used to introduce 
the topic and foster discussions on what they mean as well as different 
ways to refer to the same reality (e.g., handicap/disability/
functional diversity).

The activity development was carried out during 5 weeks in which 
one of the five terms was introduced per week. They were asked to 
define one of the terms and the definitions were individually submitted 
by each student using the Assignment option in Moodle. All students 
answered at the same time, not being able to see other students’ 
definitions until the task was over.

The concepts selected for the task were as follows: disability, 
Special Educational Needs, blind, deaf, and Asperger’s. The following 
definition examples illustrate how these terms were defined, and the 
definitions selected represent the different ways students decided to 
define these words. It should be noted that what the participants say 
in their definitions does not necessarily coincide completely with 
what they intended to say as they are all learners of the English 
language. They may even use words because they think it “sounds 
better” when they use difficult or uncommon words. Therefore, 
we need to remember that students are not only learning about the 
terms they are defining but also about the English language and how 
to express the meaning of concepts and ideas. The definitions 
presented below may also respond to different senses of the words 
instead of the sense that is related to functional diversity. Definitions 
are reproduced verbatim.

3.1.1.1 Definitions for disability
S3. It is a term that defines the lack of characteristics or capabilities 

of a person or an object.
S1. It is a physical or mental handicap that makes it difficult for 

someone living a full, normal life or from holding a gainful job; 
incapacity.
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S12. It is the lack of capability of aptitudes regarding a certain 
physical or psychological aspect of the human body.

S14. It is a mental or physical condition that limits a person’s 
movement, capacity of thinking…

S5. Lack of (physical or mental) capacity to think or act as is 
required in any situation.

S2. The inability to do something. It may refer to either a physical 
or mental condition that characterizes a person and which may 
prevent him or her from developing a certain action.

3.1.1.2 Definitions for special educational needs
S15. Are the specific needs in the educational sector used to teach 

people with any disability Educational Needs.
S9. Special educational needs encompass different tools to carry 

out the learning in those students that under personal circumstances 
cannot follow the same educational system than the others.

S6. (n.) Special educational needs represent a set of necessities 
or supports which some learners, during the process of learning, 
must have at their disposal when difficulties arise along the  
process.

S8. (n. pl.) It refers to the set of cognitive individual characteristics 
or factors of learners that may affect pedagogical instruction in 
classroom settings.

S12. Special educational needs: it is the amount of specific means 
that are used to process the information given more appropriately to 
disable people.

S14. It may refer to those educational aspects students need to 
develop in order to deal with the learning process.

3.1.1.3 Definitions for blind
S16. Adjective. It refers to the incapacity to see or perceive things 

through sight. For example: He needs to walk with a stick because 
he is blind.

S12. It is the disability to not see totally or partially.
S11. It is a term that is used in order to describe a person or an 

animal who has a lack of vision. It can be total of partial.
S17. A person which is not able to see.
S13. A disability that characterises people that are not able to use 

the sense of sight.
S6. It is an adjective that makes reference to the inability to see or 

watch that anyone can suffer, either people nor animals.

3.1.1.4 Definitions for deaf
S14. It may refer to a person’s unwillingness to hear.
S2. Deaf is the person who suffers hearing problems total 

or partially.
S13. A disability that characterizes people that are not able to use 

the sense of hearing.
S5. Lack of the ability of audition which can be attributed to any 

living thing.
S7. It is the physical inability to hear.
S4. It is a disability related to the listening in which a person is not 

capable to listen.

3.1.1.5 Definitions for Asperger’s
S3. It is a personality disorder that some people have which makes 

a person to behave or react in a particular way. The name comes from 
a scientist who discovered this issue.

S16. Syndrome which is characterized by a disorder of the 
personality of a person with respect to socializing with other people 
and understanding daily things.

S8. It refers to the cognitive disability regarding individual lack or 
problems of expression, emotion, attention or affection.

S20. Mental condition included in the Autism Spectrum Disorder 
which affects communication skills and social relations. People with 
Asperger’s usually develop very restrictive interests on specific subjects.

S15. Neurobiological disability compared to autism. People who 
suffer this disorder have an alteration of the behaviour and they tend 
to be clever in a specific sector.

S5. Mental disorder of a human being which leads to the 
incapacity to socialize and think or act as required in any kind of 
situation. This disorder is also characterized by over developed brain 
which results in high academic achievement.

As can be  seen from the above examples, there are different 
degrees of understanding of the five terms. Participants also differ in 
their skill to define with more or less accuracy (for instance, being able 
to understand that SEN refers to the needs and not to the people with 
those needs). The level of understanding also differs from one term to 
the other, and it seems the group understands the concept “Asperger’s” 
more clearly than the other terms. This may be related to the fact that 
in their university there is a high number of students with Asperger’s 
(31.8%) as compared to other SEN students (visual difficulties 22.7% 
and hearing difficulties 40.9%, where only a few students are totally 
blind and no student with severe or profound hearing loss, and those 
with hearing difficulties enrolled in language programs are not 
students with an important hearing loss).7 Being able to relate with 
students with Asperger’s may have made them understand this 
condition more fully than others, particularly when other types of 
diversity do not interfere with communication among students and 
affect students with SEN more deeply than it may affect their 
relationship with their partners.

3.1.2 Forum discussions
Asking students to discuss in forums which of the (anonymized) 

definitions they had previously submitted were best for each defined 
term. The forum discussions activated for this task provided a space 
of debate where different participants contributed to what the others 
knew about functional diversity.

Once all definitions were submitted, the teacher would choose 
eight anonymous student definitions different in form, content, and 
information types and created a forum in Moodle for each term. 
Students were then asked to say which was, in their opinion, the best 
definition in the list and why. After students submitted their own 
definitions, forum discussions were used to compare possible term 
comprehension and ways to express what they wanted to define. The 
terms were dealt with one by one, each term had a dedicated forum. 
It should be noted that as the participants go on with the tasks along 
the course, they become more and more aware of the susceptibility of 
the terms being used and this creates a visible difference between the 
first terms defined and the last terms they worked with.

Table 1 shows part of the discussions for all terms.

7 The nomenclature used in this paragraph is employed by the University 

Diversity and Disability Unit.
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TABLE 1 Debate samples taken from the forum for the different terms.

DEBATE ON BLIND

Which is the best definition for “blind”?

With your classmates, discuss which is the best possible definition for the word “blind” from those given below. Give your reasons:

Blind

 1. People who suffer blindness have lost sight well since they were born or during adult life due to accident or illness

 2. The inability to see in human beings or animals, e.g., to be blind means that a person cannot see due to a problem in their eyes.

 3. (adj.) It refers to the condition a person may have in which a partial or full inability of sight.

 4. Blind: Lack of the ability of sight which can be attributed to any living thing.

 5. Blind: It is a cognitive disability of the sight sense which does not allow a person or animal the ability to see.

ANSWERS

Re: Which is the best definition for “blind”?

A1

1, 2, and 3 are not correct definitions to describe this word. They lack of content and inappropriate presentation of the word. Therefore, I think 4 and 5 are the most accurate 

definitions in spite of the fact that they both contain little errors. For example, the number 4 mentions “any living thing” and it is too abstract; and number 5 uses repetition in 

“disability of the sight” and “ability to see.” For this reason, I propose a mix of 4 and 5 with the best elements of each one.

A2

Personally, the proper definition would be number 2, or 5 if it was modified into a less repetitive way. The case of number 2 being more appropriate is because of the detailed 

definition given to the adjective ‘blind’; it gives the explanation of what it is, to whom it affects and an example to fully comprehend it.

The other ones either do not include animals (as they can also suffer blindness) or include all living things, which is not the case, as a plant is a living thing and cannot 

be blind. Other definitions can be quite repetitive or have a lack of information.

A3

Among the five options, I would firstly choose number 2 as it includes the fact that both human beings and animals can be blind. However, I am not sure if it is appropriate to 

include an example or to paraphrase what you have just said in a dictionary entry (“e.g., To be blind means that a person cannot see due to a problem in their eyes”). Then, 

I would combine it with part of definition number 1. More specifically, I would use the chunk “since they were born or during adult life due to accident or illness” as it 

mentions the possible causes of blindness.

DEBATE ON DEAF

Which is the best definition for “deaf ”?

With your classmates, discuss which is the best possible definition for the word “deaf ” from those given below. Give your reasons:

Deaf

 1. Deaf is the person who suffers hearing problems total or partially.

 2. People who partially or wholly lacking or deprived of the sense of hearing; they are unable to hear.

 3. It may refer to a person’s unwillingness to hear.

 4. It is a term that is used in order to describe a person or an animal who is unable to hear sound and words. It can be total of partial.

 5. It is a cognitive disability of the listening sense which does not allow a person or an animal to perceive sounds.

ANSWERS

Re: Which is the best definition for “deaf ”?

A1

Number 4 is the most appropriate definition for the term ‘deaf ’ because it makes reference to “a person or an animal,” which is the only one who takes into account both of 

them. The rest of the definitions only refer to people. Furthermore, this definition distinguished between the two types of ‘deafness’: total or partial. It is very important to 

mention it because people or animals can be partially deaf and it does not mean that they are unable to hear anything.

The other definitions are incomplete for the following reasons:

1. Number 1 does not refer to animals.

2. Number 2 does not refer to animals and the definition makes no sense because the verb “lacking” is wrongly conjugated, it should be “lack.”

3. Number 3 uses the word “may,” which is not appropriate for a definition. In addition, it does not mention animals either.

5. Number 5 is well written and makes sense but it does not mention the types of deafness (partial and total).

A2

In this case, I would say that the best possible definition for the concept “deaf ” is the first one: Deaf is the person who suffers hearing problems, totally or partially. However, 

I would suggest changing the verb “suffer,” as we have seen that it may have some negative connotations and, especially, in the context of functional diversity.

A3

As far as I’m concerned, the most appropriate definition among 1,2,3,4 is number 4 and the most inappropriate number 5 for the reason that “deaf ” refers to a person, so it is 

not a cognitive disability. Therefore, from my point of view number 4 is a complete definition.

A4

Improved definition for number 5: It is a disability of the hearing sense which does not allow a person or an animal to perceive sounds. It can be total or partial.

(Continued)
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DEBATE ON SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS

Which is the best definition for “special educational needs”?

With your classmates, discuss which is the best possible definition for the word “blind” from those given below. Give your reasons:

Special educational needs

 1. People who suffer a disability need a special education in order to develop his brains, improve intellectual level

 2. Particular and distinctive learning adaptations that students may need depending on different aspects such as proficiency, culture or mental ability, among others.

 3. It is a term that is used in order to characterize kids, who suffers from different problems related to the mental and educational growth.

 4. It is a set of personal factors that need to be taken into account in order to address appropriately students’ specific characteristics in terms of learning processing.

 5. It is a condition that is set for individuals who require some special attention, treatment or reinforcement in an educational setting.

ANSWERS

Re: Which is the best definition for “Special Educational Needs”?

A1

I think that the best definition is number 2, because it is very complete and gives examples of the different aspects that affect the student who needs special education.

A2

The first definition is not appropriate because special educational needs of students do not require improving intelligence, but the focus is on the specific requirements of individuals that 

have difficulties in learning. The second definition is more accurate since learning problems do not only include mental problems, but difficulties in learning, such as proficiency, culture 

or mental ability, among others, as it is stated in this definition. The third definition I do not consider it to be correct because special educational needs is not a characteristic of kids, but of 

academic learning. Moreover, the fourth definition is more accurate than the second and more technical words. Moreover, this definition includes key words such as: personal factors, 

students’ specific characteristics, and learning processing. Nevertheless, the second includes some of the aspects that may be regarded as special needs, so it is more specific. The last 

definition is accurate enough, but I would say the second is better. The last definition does not include different aspects as the second, which are important to understand that special 

educational needs is not only a matter of treatment or reinforcement, but of appropriate adaptations regarding different aspects of education. Therefore, any individual can require of 

specific needs regarding education, including children who have a high intelligence level, and not only those with mental disabilities.

A3

In my opinion, I would say that definition number 4 is the best one since it widely describes the term of “special educational needs.” On the one hand, I like that this person has not used 

words such as “disability,” but “personal factors,” which makes it sound more inclusive and less discriminatory. On the other hand, I especially like the fact that, in contrast to other 

definitions, it does not include words such as “problem” (in number 2), “suffer from” (in number 3), or “treatment” (in number 5), which may give a negative connotation to the term.

DEBATE ON ASPERGER

Which is the best definition for “Asperger”?

With your classmates, discuss which is the best possible definition for the word “Asperger” from those given below. Give your reasons:

Asperger

 1. Asperger Syndrome is a kind of autism, patients present inability to express emotions, to relate with other people, to accept noise and violence among other symptoms

 2. It is a developmental disorder of autism in which someone does not develop impaired social skills or repetitive behaviours. Moreover, he/she is often very interested in one 

particular subject, but this disorder does not involve delayed development of linguistic and cognitive abilities.

 3. It is a medical term used to define the psychological disorder, which is characterized by an alteration of the behaviour. It affects especially kids.

 4. Neurobiological disability compared to autism. People who suffer this disorder have an alteration of the behaviour and they tend to be clever in a specific sector.

 5. Mental disorder of a human being which leads to the incapacity to socialize and think or act as required in any kind of situation. This disorder is also characterised by over 

developed brain which results in high academic achievement

Re: Which is the best definition for “Asperger”

A1

From my point of view, the best definition for the term ‘Asperger’ is the fifth one. This definition presents a proper explanation of the term ‘Asperger’ classifying this disorder 

as a ‘mental one of human beings’. However, definition fourth is more detailed in terms of classifying this disorder, i.e., ‘neurobiological’ so this classification can complement 

the fifth definition to further explain the term ‘Asperger’. (The student is trying to say “However definition number 4 provides a better understanding because it specifies that 

“it is a neurobiological disability that affects behaviour” and the student thinks that this should be added to definition 5 so that it is more specific).

A2

I think Asperger is very difficult to define since it is not clear-cut what having Asperger involves. (The student believes Asperger’s is a very complex condition and would not 

fit into a simple definition, the student thinks defining it is an impossible task probably because it involves people and varies from one person to another).

Nevertheless, I think that the fifth definition provides a more detailed explanation of the term and characteristics of the Asperger Syndrome and the third option provides a 

more positive definition of the syndrome since it defines as ‘a medical term used to define the psychological disorder.

Thus, I would like to highlight the fact that all these definitions use some words with have negative connotations such as ‘mental disorder’, ‘disability’, ‘suffer’, or ‘incapacity’, 

which may be offensive for people with ‘Asperger’.

A3

In my opinion, I would choose both definitions (1) and (2) to mix them together, as they include the most outstanding aspects to mention.

On the one hand, we have the word syndrome (in definition 1) and developmental disorder of autism (in definition 2), which are key to explaining what Asperger is and its 

relationship with Autism.

On the other hand, I like the fact that definition 1 comprises information related to the different symptoms that characterise Asperger Syndrome, such as inability to express 

emotions or lack of social skills to relate with people. However, I would substitute the word patients for a person/people, to avoid any negative connotation.

We also need to mention that this disorder does not involve delayed development of linguistic and cognitive abilities (in definition 2), since Asperger is also known as a “high 

functioning” form of Autism.

TABLE 1 (Continued)
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The selected forum answers show how students focused on a 
number of interesting questions. First and most important, they paid 
attention to the extent to which the group’s definitions clearly 
explained the text. Second, they paid attention to the accuracy of the 
definitions (whether the information was correct) and to the fullness 
of the definitions (whether they lacked information). Third, they 
suggested improvements to the definitions and started thinking about 
how much more information they would include in their dictionary 
projects. Hence, they paid attention to grammar and grammatical 
categories and language choice and also suggested the inclusion of 
usage notes.

3.1.3 Analysis of terms in online lexicographical 
resources

Students examined and analyzed the content of the defined FD 
terms in a number of lexicographical resources, namely, three online 
dictionaries that provided different definitions and treatment of the 
terms. Differences in format and how to present information as well 
as amount and quality of the information presented in dictionary 
entries were important to further enhance students’ comprehension 
of FD terms and the ways information about concepts can 
be presented. The selected works to contrast FD term definitions were 
as follows:

 - Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English.8

 - Merriam Webster Dictionary.9

 - Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary.10

The different entries for disability, Special Educational Needs, 
blind, deaf, and Asperger’s were simply contrasted in the three 
dictionaries, and students closely examined how information was 
presented and the amount and type of information presented. Figure 2 
exemplifies how one of these terms, disability, is presented in the 
dictionary entries:

Not all information contained in these dictionaries is included in 
this figure, but the figure shows dictionary features that may 
be compared. For example, the definition in the Oxford dictionary 
talks about “a physical or mental condition” and includes “learning 
disability” as a separate phrase and entry. The Longman dictionary 
defines disability as “a physical or mental condition” and suggests as 
possible frequent phrases “learning/physical/mental etc. disability.” 
The Merriam-Webster definition talks about “a physical, mental, 
cognitive, or developmental condition” and includes “intellectual 
disability” and “learning disability” as separate phrases and entries. 
Additionally, the Oxford dictionary includes a usage note (Which 
word?) with extensive information on the differences of the terms 
disabled/handicapped and provides further information on the uses 
of learning disability vs. learning difficulty in American and British 
English. Finally, Oxford and Longman dictionaries differ in the way 
they present the topics that are linked with the entry for disability. 
While Oxford addresses the entry reader to Disability as a topic and 
presents a list of searchable words in the dictionary including terms 
such as blind, blindness, sign language, and learning disability, the 

8 https://www.ldoce.com

9 https://www.merriam-webster.com/

10 https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/

Longman Dictionary links the disability entry with Disability and 
Illness as a topic. This takes the dictionary user to a very varied list of 
searchable entries including for instance: specimen, hard of hearing, 
self-examination, coma, bellyache, dialysis, bruise, blood transfusion, 
sexually transmitted disease, disorder, or palsy. These terms are 
visualized in a cloud of words where letter size indicates 
term frequency.

The word disability in two of the dictionaries is related to the topic 
of illness, thus giving a medical view of the term. The Oxford 
Dictionary, however, provides more useful related terms by relating it 
to disability terms only, taking a social approach to the term.

3.1.4 Reading excerpts on FD terms
Reading materials prepared by the instructor were selected 

excerpts from different sources used as samples to know more about 
those terms. These materials were intended to represent specialized 
source materials used for lexicographic consultation but are by no 
means exhaustive. They were created for the students to understand 
that for specialized terms they need to look up specialized sources of 
information. These materials were intended to be comprehensible 
input in the sense that the selection of excerpts was made to provide 
additional information on the terms but at the same time students 
read excerpts instead of the full text to reduce their learning load. The 
aim of these documents was thus to be informative, but the length of 
the texts was reduced to meaningful excerpts with the aim that 
students would not lose their motivation to read the texts, which could 
in all instances be accessed in full in case they wanted to read the 
whole text for each excerpt. A sample of this material for the term 
“disability” is shown in Appendix 1.

3.1.5 Corpus analysis
The final activity was programmed to train students on how to 

find information using corpora in the Sketch Engine tool to design 
their dictionary entries. A linguistic corpus may be  defined as a 
collection of digitalized texts that users of that corpus may interrogate 
through the use of corpus tools in order to gain knowledge about 
words and their linguistic patterns. One of the uses of corpora, 
particularly with philology or translation students, is its pedagogical 
use (Lőrincz, 2024; O’keeffe et al., 2007; McEnery and Xiao, 2011) 
where learners explore digital texts and learn about word and pattern 
usage, while gaining in-depth knowledge on word meaning due to the 
analysis of corpus concordances in the form of key word in context 
(KWIC or strings of text where a key word appears) and by accessing 
to the paragraph or text the concordance comes from. Collocational 
pattern information (recurrent use of word combinations) also aids 
comprehension of a word or phrase, as typical collocations expose the 
co-text and ideas related to a specific term.

Within pedagogical corpus linguistics, this study aligns with what 
Ma et al. (2022, p. 7) suggest as ways forward in corpus-based language 
pedagogy (CBLP) when they talk about “integrating corpus 
technology with their pedagogical reasoning into their teaching.” In 
this sense, the study combines CBLP with concept understanding to 
raise awareness of what is functional diversity and how people talk 
about and understand it.

Corpus use with the help of the Sketch Engine tool provided 
students with an ample repertoire of real examples that could 
be used to understand term usage and exemplify terms in their 
dictionary projects. The concordance tool yielded typical word 
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combinations with the selected terms, such as “learning 
disability,” “partially deaf,” or “Asperger’s spectrum.” These 
combinations show different realities and situations students had 
to consider for their final dictionary projects. It also allowed for 
the comparison of the use of terms like “disorder” and “disability” 
where they could see how the typical attributes for “disorder” 
were diagnosis, syndrome, and illness, while the attributes related 

to “disability” were burden, impairment, inability, barrier, or 
limitation. As part of corpus analysis students used both General 
and Specialized corpora, showing a preference for the enTenTen 
corpus (English web corpus) as representative of speech used by 
the majority of speakers. Participants had to take into 
consideration statistical data in corpus investigation results 
(word combination significance and frequency).

FIGURE 2 (Continued)
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3.1.6 Dictionary project
Students had to compile a small dictionary (containing 45 

entries) with the help of corpora, using the Sketch Engine tool. For the 
five chosen terms, apart from corpora use they had all the material 
developed and discussed in the previous activities. In this project, 
they elaborated definitions for FD terms and created dictionary 
entries for those terms. This section compares the final entry in the 
dictionary project (Section 3.1.5.) with the first definition they 
created in the first activity (Section 3.1.1) which was writing their 
own definition using their previous knowledge without using any 
source. In the case of the project they had a lot of information they 
could rely on, and this logically yields more complete definitions. 
However, the interesting part of the comparison is their choice of 
information for the dictionary entries and how much they changed 
their initial definition of the terms. To this end, Table 2 provides a 
comparison11 of the first and last definitions of the task. This table 
shows how students implemented what they learnt throughout the 
task with different degrees of success. This means that the change of 
words in their dictionary project may not be the best one but still 
show some awareness that the previous wording was not adequate. It 
may also be the case that the change of word implies no improvement. 

11 Participants were given a number in the anonymized documents that 

allowed for this comparison without revealing their identities.

As an example, one student changed word choice from “handicap,” 
“normal life,” “incapacity” to “dysfunction,” “develop certain tasks.” 
Another example presents a change from “physical inability” to 
“sensory condition that implies physical inability.” They may also 
provide more informed definitions, for example, from “a person’s lack 
of vision” to “person’s low vision or the loss of it, either from birth or 
as a result of an injury, illness, or by age” also specifying that blindness 
“can vary from low vision, partially sighted, to legally blind and 
totally blind.” Generally speaking, students also became aware of the 
different contexts where the terms were used, such as medical 
contexts or educational contexts, as well as idiomatic or figurative use 
of the terms.

3.2 Questionnaire results

Appendix 2 shows the questionnaire that was used at the end of 
the semester after students had gone through all the activities 
proposed in the task. This section comments on and exemplifies 
different aspects of this classroom experience representing the 
answers of the whole group. The questionnaire has two parts: the first 
part contains questions from a lexicographic perspective, 
interrogating participants on their task completion and practice in 
designing entries for special educational needs terms; the second part 
deals with a reflection on FD concepts and how this may relate to 
their professional future. The coding of responses means student (S) 

DISABILITY

PHRASES: 
with a disability 

learning/physical/mental etc 
disability

on disability
colloca�on: severe disability

a physical or mental condi	on that makes it 
difficult for someone to use a part of their body 

properly, or to learn normally

Related topics:
Illness & disability

clinical wheeze writer's cramp 
mad cow disease first aid health 
doughy outpa	ent housebound 

mo	on sickness starva	on period 
pain pathology delirium bruise 
incision 	nnitus ba�le fa	gue 

bunion colic twitch bespectacled 
disease gnarled sickly fit insane...

(Use of typography: colour and 
size to indicate relevance / 

frequency) 

More results: 
disability benefit 

disability insurance 
disability payment 
disability pension 
learning disability 

See all results

FIGURE 2

Dictionary sample content used to work on FD terms. (A) Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary. (B) Merriam Webster Dictionary. (C) Longman 
Dictionary of Contemporary English.
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TABLE 2 Comparison of the first and last definitions in the task.

First definition Dictionary project/last definition

DISABILITY

Disability: The inability to do something. It is a functional diversity, which can include physical, sensory, cognitive and psychological characteristics that differs from the majority of the members of a society. For example, a 

blind person who cannot see. The term can be considered as offensive.

COLLOCATIONS:

Noun

has a […] disability

suffer from a […] disability

treatment for a […] disability

Noun as adjective

[gets, receives] a disability [benefit, allowance]

is on disability pay

It is a mental or physical condition that limits a person’s 

movement, capacity of thinking…

1. It is a socially constructed term, frequently used from a medical perspective, which refers to a person’s functional diversity in terms of physical, sensory, psychological, and cognitive 

features. Excluded were residents of institutions, mentally handicapped people, and those whose primary disability was deafness or blindness.

2. (Related to medicine). A person’s physical, sensory, psychological, or cognitive limitation or lack of ability (dis-) to perform certain tasks or actions, either from birth or resulted from 

an injury.

Frequent COLLOCATIONS

Modifiers of ‘disability’ Nouns modified by ‘disability’

 - with developmental disabilities

 - learning disabilities

 - physical disabilities

 - permanent disability

 - disability insurance

 - disability discrimination

 - disability compensation

 - disability benefits

 - with learning disabilities

Verbs with ‘disability’ as an object

 - diagnosed disability

 - perceived disability

 - suffer a disability

Verbs with ‘disability’ as a subject.

 - disability prevents

 - disability resulting from

 - disability benefits

 - disability impacts

(Continued)
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TABLE 2 (Continued)

First definition Dictionary project/last definition

Disability: a term that define the lack of a certain ability 

or more.

It is a term that defines a person when he lacks a skill or more. It refers to a physical, cognitive or psychological alteration that a person may suffer performing certain tasks, such as 

moving or listening.

E.g., She is blind, but her disability does not prevent her from doing everything she wants. / Many public places are not prepared for people with disabilities.

COLLOCATIONS:

Has a (hearing, sight, physical, mental, learning) disability

Suffers from a (hearing) disability

(Undergoing) treatment for a [hearing] disability

Has a (partial, full, severe) disability

DISABILITY: It is a physical or mental handicap that 

makes it difficult for someone living a full, normal life or 

from holding a gainful job; incapacity.

DISABILITY /ˌdɪs.əˈbɪl.ə.ti/ /ˌdɪs.əˈbɪl.ə.t̬i/ ❶ (n.) It refers to the physical, cognitive or psychological dysfunction a person may experience to develop certain tasks such as moving or 

hearing. ● Gerald, who is wheelchair bound, was competing in the men’s recurve event in the Disability Sport England competition. ● Most rheumatic disorders present with pain, 

stiffness or disability.

COLLOCATIONS

❖ NOUNS

1. Insurance ● If you have fallen ill and had to take time off from work to heal, you know how important disability insurance is. ● Here is the information that you have to consider 

when purchasing a disability insurance plan.

2. Benefits ● An attorney can provide assistance for seniors when they are making a claim their Social Security or disability benefits. ● This job openings include systems analysts, 

security consultants, disability benefits specialists, and auditors.

3. Allowance ● I am getting paid a disability allowance. ● The company offers my a disability allowance.

4. Sport ● James, who is wheelchair bound, is going to competition the men’s recurve event in the Disability Sport England competition. ● I wish I can participate in the recurve event 

in the Disability Sport England competition.

5. Pension ● My grandmother gets a disability pension from the Government because of her disabilities in a car accident. ● Andrew had never received his disability pension.

❖ VERBS

1. Learn ● Accommodations in schools should be made for students with learning disabilities. ● Jimmy’s mother stated that he may have some learning disabilities.

2. Cause ● Her disability caused this thing to fail. ● Disability caused by a pre-existing medical condition.

THESAURUS

+ Synonyms: ❖ Ailment ❖ Affliction ❖ Defect ❖ Disqualification ❖ Impairment ❖ Infirmity ❖ Injury

− Antonyms: ❖ Ability ❖ Advantage ❖ Benefit ❖ Health ❖ Strength

(Continued)
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TABLE 2 (Continued)

First definition Dictionary project/last definition

It may refer to either a physical or mental condition that 

characterises a person and which may prevent him or her 

from developing a certain action.

DISABILITY (noun) pl. disabilities, countable

It is a socially constructed term, frequently used from a medical perspective, which refers to a person’s functional diversity in terms of physical, sensory, psychological, and cognitive 

features.

Stuart Miller is training to be a pilot and says once you are in the air there is no disability (Disability: BBC News).

MEDICAL SENSE

A person’s physical, sensory, psychological, or cognitive limitation either, from birth or resulted from an injury, to perform certain tasks or actions.

Excluded were residents of institutions, mentally handicapped people, and those whose primary disability was deafness or blindness (BNC Medicine Corpus).

See also: Functional diversity, Special Educational Needs

BLIND

It may refer to a person’s lack of vision 1. A sensory condition that implies a person’s low vision or the loss of it, either from birth or as a result of an injury, illness, or by age. John Bramblitt went blind over a decade ago due to 

complications from epilepsy, but that has not stopped him from making art and being an inspirational figure. (Scene360).

2. (Related to medicine). Vision impairment that can vary from low vision, partially sighted, to legally blind and totally blind. Students who are blind, visually impaired, deaf or hard of 

hearing are now able to access children’s television programs with closed captioning and video descriptions through the Department of Education Described and Captioned Media Program 

(DCMP) (enTenTen13).

It is the physical inability to see. BLIND (adjective)

Having a sensory condition that implies a person’s low vision or the loss of it, either from birth or as a result of an injury, illness, or by age.

• Ray Charles Robinson became permanently blind from glaucoma when he was seven (The Independent).

Medical sense

Having a vision impairment or inability to see that can vary from low vision, partially sighted, to legally blind and totally blind.

• The current sensation in the Apple store is a new puzzle game for the people who are visually impaired or blind (English Web, 2015).

Figurative sense

Reluctant to see or accept the truth.

• Even Einstein said that science is blind without religion (ScienceBlogs).
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and the number they were given in the anonymization process. 
Responses from all students are chosen for one answer to a question 
or another and are representative in content (i.e., one answer has 
been chosen and there were five answers providing the 
same information)

Q1. You have been working with special needs vocabulary. What 
have you learnt about this topic that you didn't know before?

S6. Regarding special needs vocabulary, I have learnt how to 
express myself correctly when dealing with specific terms 
regarding this type of vocabulary, which may require, in some 
way, consideration and acceptance. Since terms within this topic 
need to be defined in the most accurate and proper way, how to 
choose proper words for doing so without sounding neither 
disrespectful nor rude, has to be considered and developed in the 
most conscious manner.

Thus, leading with this kind of vocabulary in our final projects 
(dictionaries) may have influenced us to be more considered and 
conscious when writing or expressing ourselves and knowing how to 
do it in its most precise and polite way.

S11. I  learnt how to explain myself in a neutral way, because 
everything that I supposed it was “normal” it can offensive for another 
one maybe. Neutral definitions.

S14. While working with the topic of special needs I have 
discovered a huge amount of terms related to the field that I have 
never considered before. In fact, I  realized that some of them 
have negative connotations and for that reason, people with that 
particular disabilities tend to create new ones that involve more 
positive connotations. Moreover, I found out that there are many 
related terms for just one single concept, that made me 
understand the lexical complexity of the topic.

S20. It became interesting to me how vocabulary related to this 
does yet have negative connotations at many of its instances. I find 
the main issue to be the misinformation people have on many of 
these terms. It is easier to address, for instance, Asperger syndrome 
as a disability or an illness rather than speaking of diversity. We do 
have as well terms such as “disorder” which, despite seeming more 
formal, are still perceived to contain a negative connotation and, as 
such, influence on the perception of special needs or “neurodiversity.” 
Should we  at some point assimilate that “disorder” does not 
necessarily mean “disadvantage,” the integration of people with 
special needs will be easier. It is not only about the conditions of 
certain people themselves, but it is as well about what connotation do 
we provide to the language used, for what promoting contexts in 
which these words’ usage is further positive will result in a great help. 
Nevertheless (and adding my two cents as a diagnosed “aspie”), trying 
to simply positivize certain meanings will have a surrealistic impact 
on the collectives these address as well as for the words 
connotations themselves.

Q2. Separate forums were designed to work with the terms: 
Asperger’s, blind, deaf, disability, and special needs. How does 
lexicography help you understand these concepts better?

S4. They have helped me as I could see the other companions’ 
responses to the forum, so I could learn directly from them as well as 
from the definitions firstly provided in the forum.

S6. Lexicography helps us to understand these concepts better by 
word choice, although how the sentence and these words are 
introduced in the sentence structure play a big role here. Choosing 
the best word option to express ourselves would not be useful as long 
as we do not fit it correctly into the sentence. By participating in these 
forums and discussing with other classmates which was the best 
option for a word’s definition, made us notice different mistakes that 
maybe by our own could not, or maybe, by considering different 
aspects of each definition, a new one made by the combination of 
others could be made up, or a new definition by taking ideas of what 
had been read in other definitions.

S8. The participation in the forums has allowed us to share 
different opinions and points of view and question the word choices 
and etymology of each word, providing opportunities to improve this 
definition using inclusive language. I think that these forums have 
been an excellent activity to activate our critical thinking, encouraging 
to question the different words used in society.

S12. Lexicography helped to understand those concepts better as 
we had to elaborate our own definitions for each of them, by selecting 
the most appropriate aspects to include. Moreover, we  needed to 
provide examples, collocations, a thesaurus, related terms, usage notes, 
and phraseology, among others. Therefore, we have acquired lot of 
knowledge of each word and also of the use of particular online 
resources in order to find the information.

S18. I  was familiar with the terms blind and deaf, as mostly 
everybody I guess, but I did not exactly know what was Asperger or 
how exactly can disability be  defined. I  think that learning their 
meaning has made me develop a more inclusive mentality, especially 
in the classroom area, where we will be dealing with young people.

Q3. Which part of your entry for each of these terms helped you the 
most to add sociocultural information?

S2. The part where I gave some examples. Examples from the real 
world form part of the contextualizing process that makes us aware of 
the real world. The notes in which we have to add extra information 
to clarify or avoid misunderstandings. And then the definition, as 
we tried to be accurate and faithful to what these terms actually mean.

S5. The parts of examples, usage and phraseology are the ones 
which are more socioculturally related, since they include different 
usages of the same word in context. For example, informal usage, 
or idioms.

S8. I think usage note in an entry, which can be in a different 
section or included in the definition, may serve to add information 
regarding subtle differences concerning sociocultural information.

S9. In my case, the section of creating the definition was the most 
enriching for me because I had a limited knowing about these words, 
so thanks to this project I learnt much more information.

S10. Disability for sure. As the time goes by, the definition of 
disability and the word itself has been changing. Hence, the language 
is necessary that it gets adapted to the society.

S11. Probably the socio-cultural information is added to the 
senses and collocations. Collocations are very important since they 
add connotations to the meaning of the word.

Q4. Which part of your entry do you think will help the users of your 
dictionary to employ the term correctly in any (sociocultural) 
situation?
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S2. In my view, the part of my entry that will help the users of my 
dictionary to employ the term correctly is the definition part. 
Moreover, the example part is also relevant in order to contextualize 
the term, complement and clarify the definition.

S3. The notes which provides relevant information and also 
proper examples of each definitions.

S4. The collocations part, I think it is the most complete, as it helps 
to understand the many ways in which a word can be combined.

S10. I think the section of the examples is very helpful because the 
term is already included in different contexts to show people how 
to use it.

Q5. Explain which information types you designed to complement 
the information given in the definition for one of these entries and 
try to explain what you used each of these information types for.

S9. All the dictionary entries contain the definition, thesaurus, 
useful collocations and usage in order to provide more information 
regarding their usage. Additionally, some entries such as in the word 
“blind” or “deaf ” I  included the section “Phraseology” which 
provides information regarding metaphors or idioms frequently 
used with this term. Thus, this section gives extra information about 
their usage.

S15. I designed some usage notes since they give the reader lots of 
advice helping them to avoid making some of the most common 
mistakes of usage. For example, in the entry for the term ‘deaf,’ I added 
a usage note to make the distinction between ‘deaf and ‘Deaf ’. Deaf 
people (with capitalized D) refers to dead persons belonging to 
this community.

Q6. Consider your practice in designing entries for special needs 
terms. In which ways is lexicography useful for a philologist? How 
does it make you  more professional? Does it give you  a new 
perspective to understand the world?

S4. As human beings, we use language in our community in order 
to communicate and satisfy so our needs. The language that we employ 
should be  inclusive, that makes us to take into consideration 
everything which is the reason why we have to treat the language 
carefully. By not adding a term, we are in a way excluding some minor 
groups in the society that have the right to be  visible. For this, 
I consider that philologists have to know lexicography not only to 
be more professional in order to be more accurate or formal but also 
more human in reflecting the society in his totality and taking into 
account the diversity there exists.

S9. Lexicography has allowed me to delve into the words, their 
usage, construction, connotations and the effects words have in the 
society, competencies needed for a philologist. Thus, this course has 
helped me to understand how powerful words are and to question 
every word I see. Thus, I am more conscious regarding the importance 
of the word choices made, the negative connotations a word may have 
and the effects of words when interacting in society.

S13. My practice with special needs vocabulary was necessary for 
my upbringing as philologist since I took conscious of the serious and 
important task of defining tricky words that seem not to be ordinary. 
I also appreciate the professional look of lexicography. Being familiarized 
more often with dictionaries makes the student more aware of the 
dangers of using vocabulary. In fact, the usage of dictionaries is positive 

for the development of a student who will need skills related to the 
words. For this reason, it gives a new perspective to understand the 
world as examples like special needs vocabulary help to understand the 
current situation of different groups of people who may suffer 
discrimination or unfair episodes due to misunderstandings.”

S14. Lexicography is very useful for a philologist as it just not 
only provides us with information about definitions, but it also helps 
us to translate, understand different topics in detail, acquire 
knowledge of how to use a particular term, find very specific types 
of information, work with professional online programs and 
understand that words and meanings are very important in our lives. 
Therefore, lexicography has made us more professional philologists. 
In fact, it has given me a new perspective to understand the world as 
now I am more conscious about the real use of language, the different 
meanings that we  can create when communicating and the 
importance of words in society and life.

S18. In my opinion, this subject has made me understand that 
lexicography is a key aspect for a philologist, something I wasn’t aware 
of before. I think so because learning exactly how to use a certain 
word, in which contexts to use a word or another, or how to define it 
if we are teaching and a student has a doubt, is very important for us. 
Besides, getting to know different words, especially those related with 
special needs, has made me have a broader perspective of the world, 
and understand different situations I wasn’t aware of.

Question 7 to 11 relate to the transformative language for 
sustainability (TLS) part of the project, the reflection on what was 
learnt regarding FD concepts and how we use them to communicate.

Q7. Were you acquainted with the term “functional diversity” prior 
to this course? Will you be incorporating it in your vocabulary from 
now on as an alternative to disability?

S7. I did not know so many things I have learnt this course, 
which are highly important, that at least if I cannot remember 
that term when talking about it, I for sure, will be more conscious 
and careful with my words and the message I want to transmit. 
But it has been a pleasure being able to improve my speech by 
knowing more and new words.

S9. Although I had heard before the term “functional diversity” in 
educational contexts, I have not been aware of the importance of word 
choices and the different connotations a word or expression can have.

S14. I have discovered the term functional diversity during the 
sociolinguistics subject as we  had to find information about the 
language used in society and we found a very useful example in a 
poster regarding people with functional diversity. However, in 
lexicography I have developed my knowledge on the term and of 
course, I  am going to incorporate it as an alternative to disability 
because I consider that, as it is a concept created by people who suffer 
that problem, they would prefer the rest of the society to employ it 
rather than the previous one (disability) as it can involve some 
negative connotations.

S15. No, I was not acquainted enough with the term functional 
diversity prior to this course. From now on I will make use of this 
word as an alternative to disability since the term functional diversity, 
which is a social term that embraces each individual’s complex and 
diverse way of being, behaving, and functioning from a physical, 
psychological and cognitive perspective promotes respect and social 
acceptance of those who are seen as ‘disabled’ people.
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Q8. Knowing that the term disability is a socially constructed 
concept, do you think your perception towards it has changed?

S1. Yes, I do. As I said before, I was aware of some of these terms 
but in my language. These concepts are socially constructed concepts 
that we  accept as correct. After this course, my perception has 
changed, I have introduced new concepts and added new vocabulary, 
which is very useful today.

S15. The term disability seems to be not rationally defined but 
socially construed since ‘disability’ is determined by the social 
meanings people attach to a particular physical or mental impairment. 
My perception of the term ‘disability’ has changed since working with 
the topic of special needs made me evaluate, criticize and reflect upon 
the term ‘disability’. Nowadays, the term ‘disability’ is seen as 
something ‘abnormal’, ‘bad’, ‘problematic’, as a ‘tragedy’, in few words, 
using the term ‘disability’ discriminates this community. Therefore, 
people should stop treating people with special needs as less than 
human, and stop seeing them as ‘abnormal’ or ‘problematic’ people.

S16. No, I still think the same. By having a disability, you are no 
less than someone who does not.

S18. Yes, my perspective has totally changed since I believed that 
the term disability was not a socially constructed concept and 
therefore was the appropriate one to refer to functionally diverse 
people. Now, I am mindful of this fact Therefore, now I am more 
interested in looking for words which could be the same and that 
increases my motivation for learning more vocabulary.

Q9. Language matters. How we refer to people affects the way they 
are seen by others and the way in which they feel about themselves. 
Do you think that being mindful of this fact will prevail in choosing 
how to address people with functional diversity? What can you say 
about this as a philologist?

S1. Definitely. Language does not only define words but also 
people. In other words, language tells what we really are. We could 
state that being mindful of this fact we have the chance to address 
functionally diverse people in a way they could feel respected and 
comfortable. As a philologist, we  must support that people feel 
respected and give people the opportunity to find theses term to make 
humans beings proud of themselves.

S3. We have to be careful of how we use language since many 
times we qualify and that makes us highlight the positive and negative 
aspects of things or people. It may be  done unconsciously for 
something cultural, but it would be good if we could realize what 
we say and what we do not say as well, if we make it with objects it is 
not a big deal but with people is a different story because its emotional 
stability is at stake and his integrity as a person as well.

S16. Yes, I think this will affect for the best how we refer to people 
with functional diversity, since we will be able to put ourselves in their 
place. As a future philologist I think that change is in us and not in the 
way we give a word a different meaning.

S17. Yes, I think this will affect for the best how we refer to people 
with functional diversity, since we will be able to put ourselves in their 
place. As a future philologist I think that change is in us and not in the 
way we give a word a different meaning.

Q10. Societal attitudes towards people with disability in history have 
been predominantly negative, conveyed by means of language that 

portrays them as negative, as a problem. Is it right to think that a 
disability is an attribute of an individual that refers to the “lack of 
(dis-)” something?

S12. No, it is not true that disability is part of him or her but it 
cannot be  labeled as disabled only because “lacks of something,” 
people are more than a simple label. However, this label affected 
considerably people who suffer from functional diversity, and they are 
misjudged by the lack of something and they are isolated from 
the society.

S13. I  think it is right since we cannot change the patterns of 
nature. Vocabulary is needed to describe this kind of processes within 
nature, therefore words like disability are correctly used to explain a 
feature (or lack of feature).

S18. It is important to think about what we are saying before 
we say it since it can heart someone [hurt]. Therefore, societal attitudes 
towards disabled people are negative and people should be aware of it. 
In many cases, a disability does not necessarily mean that a person 
lacks of something. Instead, it can mean that the person has not 
developed an ability to the extent of the rest. Therefore, it is not right 
to think that the word disability refers to the lack of an ability since the 
meaning is not that one.

S19. People with disabilities have always been treated differently 
from the rest, especially years ago. But nowadays in most countries a 
person with a disability is treated just like a person who is not.

Q11. Teaching diversity to students has hitherto included individual 
differences along the dimensions of race, ethnicity, and gender. Do 
you think it is important to incorporate teaching functional diversity 
in the school curriculum? Why?

S4. Yes, educational settings have to be accommodated and 
allow blind people have the same opportunities as the others. 
What might be  an impairment at first sight for us, might not 
be an impairment for them as they have adjusted to their reality 
and we have to make the effort to adapt our system for them as 
well. Therefore, materials have to be accommodated, furniture, 
equipment, the mainstream classmates have to be aware, etc.

S8. Try to organize classes-physical classes that is—to be as 
comfortable as possible for that student, make sure the sound can 
be heard properly for the student to be able to follow the class. 
Organize the subjects so they all include a huge percentage of the 
skill the blind student will need the most to improve. Try to 
include practices more inclined to the need the student might 
have, more related to listening and speaking and, those related to 
reading and writing should allow the student to have more time 
taking into account the difficulties the student might find 
regarding time. Include the student into discussions. Find all the 
material a blind student might need and offer it to him.

S15. In general, the university, the department, teacher, 
classmates, staff and so on should accommodate this students’ 
environment in order to make he/she feel included in society and 
make he/she feel comfortable. In this sense, it is important to 
change the medium used, e.g., braille, large print, audiotape, 
electronic text and oral testing/scribing use are recommended. 
Moreover, verbal descriptions of visual aids, raised-line drawings 
and tactile models of graphic materials should be provided to this 
blind student.
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S19. In my opinion, I think that a person with a disability has to 
be treated equally to other people. In this case, a blind person can 
perfectly follow a class since much can be learned with the ear. Where 
if you could have difficulties, and therefore have some help, it is when 
doing work, individually or in groups, or when doing exams.

4 Discussion and conclusion

This study has presented a way to introduce functional 
diversity terms in the classroom as part of transformative 
language teaching for sustainability. As expected in a TLS 
practice, students actively participated in the study and the fact 
that many of the activities were challenging led them to engage 
in discussions and be motivated to improve their knowledge and 
use of the English language as well as the knowledge of ideas 
around sustainability concepts (FD terms). The different 
activities contained in the task proved to have a useful sequence 
design as they involved students little by little, from the simplest 
task of defining with their own words and knowledge to the 
forum discussions and further elaboration of full dictionary 
entries. This also enabled them to mediate concepts with other 
members of the class and in their final project. The definition 
practice throughout the task and the consultation of specialized 
readings and linguistic database resources showed them ways to 
be informed about words, their meaning, and their use. They also 
allowed for consultation regarding the sources of examples taken 
from corpora (whether the source was a political or an 
educational text, for example). The fact that all activities were put 
in common created a collaborative atmosphere where students 
learned from each other and were all able to gain new conceptual 
and linguistic knowledge while developing their know-how skills. 
The forums were valuable to the extent that they made students 
become aware of how clear they are (or not) when they speak and 
write (in this case definitions), how much they know about 
specific terms and the ways in which information can 
be  expanded in a definition. The role of usage notes and 
information on collocations was clearly perceived as very useful 
to increase their knowledge about terms and how to use them. 
This expansion would finally reach an optimum level in their 
final dictionary project with different degrees of efficiency. They 
were also able to contrast how the five analyzed terms were dealt 
with in the three online dictionaries they examined further 
developing their critical thinking skills. The specialized readings 
immersed the students in a deeper understanding of the terms 
while being informed of other social and cultural aspects they 
might be unaware of.

The results from the questionnaire also point in the direction 
that students felt they had become more proficient in understanding 
and explaining concepts (mediating concepts) as well as being able 
to manage definitions from a respectful perspective becoming 
conscious of the importance of properly defining sensitive terms. 
Participants increased their lexical range and depth as is shown in 
their task results and the answers to the questionnaire. The practice 
as a whole has also made them become aware of professional 
competencies developed in the subject of lexicography, as they felt 
they are now more accurate in the way they define and have also 
gained abilities in using corpus tools that will provide them the 

opportunity to keep investigating linguistic issues in their future as 
professionals. The answers to the second part of the questionnaire 
suggest that they have amplified their understanding of diversity 
and made them provide strong opinions on how educational 
institutions should deal with diverse students.

This is the sense that is given to the proposal of defining and 
developing a new SDG, SDG18, where language and communication 
for all is revealed as an urgent need to achieve a paradigm shift in the 
direction of language and communication oriented toward sustainable 
social change. This understanding of the use of language in general, 
and the use of the English language in particular has an important role 
in achieving the SDGs (United Nations, 2015). Recent research points 
in this direction in studies that reveal new ways to understand the 
world that are related to language use, interpretation, and 
communication (Burenhult, 2023; Buts et al., 2023; Nayak and Raval, 
2024; Servaes and Yusha’u, 2023; Yusha’u and Servaes, 2023).

5 Limitations of the study

This study is a step toward finding ways to deal with functional 
diversity in the university classroom through TLS. It should be noted 
that only 20 students participated in the study and that the same 
experience with a different and/or larger group of students could have 
different results. Eagerness to participate in the experience is also not 
necessarily the same with different groups and not all students give full 
explanations and responses when confronted with questionnaires. In 
this sense, this particular group of students was exceptional and 
provided the researcher with valuable insights regarding the 
proposed task.

The aim of the study was not to reach perfect definitions, the 
tasks developed in class were intended to be a starting point for 
making students understand the complexity of terms while giving 
them tools to better understand them. This study has 
methodological limitations as it is a classroom qualitative 
experience and it is not based on experimental quantitative 
methodologies. In this sense, organizing similar classroom 
experiences using different educational theories and methods 
could provide more information on how to deal with diversity in 
educational settings. The study presented here is a qualitative 
analysis and as such is limited by the quantity and in this case the 
diversity of the data. The small number of participants limits the 
representativeness of the data collected in the study. Further 
research replicating similar classroom formulas and studies with 
a higher number of participants could lead to statistical analysis 
of results that could be relevant to build upon this proposal.

6 Further research

Further research can be implemented with other sustainability-
related terms in relation to the SDGs and contemplating the SDG18 of 
communication as an interdisciplinary field needed to enact all other 
goals. The same task procedures may be followed with different SDG 
terms, different participants, and larger numbers of participants with 
different geographical provenance. Lexicographical approaches to FD 
terms from a theoretical perspective (Norri, 2018; Rice and Zorn, 2021; 
Nied Curcio, 2023) may also yield the foundation for classroom 
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practices. The same happens with translation and with interpretation 
studies, such as Buts et al., 2023; Cooms, 2023; Lomas, 2016.
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APPENDIX 1

Text on disability (reading resource, part of the learning task).

APPENDIX 2

Questionnaire on functional diversity tasks.
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