
Background: Higher order language skills are an essential piece to both education and social learning. 
Children who demonstrate the ability to manipulate language into various forms are traditionally more 
successful learners. The following study aimed to identify the most widely understood and used multiple-
meaning words, oxymorons, metaphors and paradoxes by middle school students, who are typically 
developing. The results will be applied to further research and development of pre- and post-test measures 
for an intervention, in sarcasm, designed for middle school students with specific language impairment.  

Materials & Methods: An Internet-survey link was distributed via social media and word of mouth to students 
ages 12-14. Students were eligible to participate if they had no self-reported history of a language disorder 
and were in the predetermined age range. In addition to social media, students were recruited from three 
schools in Ohio and one school in New Jersey.  

Data Analysis: A total of 483 students participated (males=211, females=226, no answer=39, prefer not to 
answer= 5 and transgender=2). One hundred thirty participants were disqualified for not meeting criteria.  A 
total of 170 stimuli (50 multiple-meaning words, 50 oxymorons, 50 metaphors and 20 paradoxes) were 
presented to the students across four sections of the survey. An item analysis was completed with boundaries 
of 0.26-0.75 for item difficulty and 0.3-1.0 for the index of discrimination for each item. Cronbach’s Alpha was 
also complete in order to determine internal consistency for each section of the survey. Boundaries were set 
for 0.7-1.0 for each section.  

Results: Stimuli that met criteria for item difficulty included 45 multiple-meaning words, 37 oxymorons, 38 
metaphors and 10 paradoxes. Stimuli that met discrimination criteria included 42 multiple-meaning words, 37 
oxymorons, 41 metaphors and 12 paradoxes. Stimuli that met criteria for both item difficulty and item analysis 
included 42 multiple-meaning words, 32 oxymorons, 32 metaphors and six paradoxes. Data of Cronbach’s 
Alpha indicated a range from .818-.946 for multiple-meaning words, .799-.842 for oxymorons, .765-.927 for 
metaphors and .504-.696 for paradoxes. Due to paradoxes not meeting alpha criteria, they will not be 
retained for use in the future research intervention.  

 
 

★ Higher order language skills include inferencing, comprehension, and interpretation of language (Gillon,      
   2004, p. 10). 

★ Metalinguistic skills (thinking about language) paired with Theory of Mind (ability to understand another   
   person’s perspective) are vital to the processing of higher order language skills (Nippold, 2007, p. 233).  

★ Higher order language skills are an essential piece to education learning and social interaction (Shamay- 
   Tsoory & Tomer, 2005; Farrant, Feltcher & Maybery, 2006). 

★ Children who lack the ability to understand and use figurative language often demonstrate decreased  
   ability to succeed in a traditional classroom setting (Ortony, Turner & Larson-Shapiro,1985).   
 
 

★The following study was approved by the CWRU IRB (with exempt status).  

★ Subjects were recruited via social media and word of mouth. An Internet-survey was conducted using the  
   website Survey Monkey.  

★ Intake based on responses to Internet-survey questionnaire.  
 Multiple meanings words: words with more than one meaning 

      Oxymorons: two words which seem to contradict, appearing together 

      Metaphors: figure of speech used to say that something is the same as another thing - without  
  using “like” or “as”  

      Paradoxes: a statement contradicting itself 

★ Inclusion Criteria 
  Ages 12-14 years old and no history of language disorder   

★ Exclusion Criteria  
  Outside of age range and/or history of a language disorder   

Defining Multiple-Meaning Words, Oxymorons, Metaphors and Paradoxes:  
How Children, Who are Typically Developing, Perform This Task 

★ The stimuli tested in this research will be used to design a pre- and post-test for a future language  
   intervention, in sarcasm, for students with specific language impairment. 

  
★ Items identified for the survey were collected from an Internet based list of words and phrases most  

   commonly used in the classroom and in literature.  
 
★ Future projects could involve detailed analyses of the stimuli to identify characteristics that contribute to items  

   being too easy, too difficult or ideal.  
 
★ According to the results of the study, multiple-meaning words, oxymorons and metaphors were most easily  

   understood by this age group while paradoxes were most difficult and perhaps not a developmentally- 
   appropriate target. 

θæŋk ju tu ˈdɑktər ˈænʤələ tʃitʃə fɔr ɔl ðə taɪm ænd səˈpɔrt ðæt ju hæv ˈgɪvən mi soʊ ðæt aɪ 
kʊd səkˈsɛsfəli kəmˈplit ðɪs ˈprɑʤɛkt tu ˈkɛli ˈkæmpiən fɔr ɛnˈdjʊrɪŋ ðə məˈnɑtənəs wɜrk 
ðæt wɛnt ˈɪntu ðɪs riˈsɜrʧ- maɪ əˈpɑləʤiz fɔr nɑt ˈlɜrnɪŋ ðə ˈʃɔrtˌkʌts ˈsunər- ænd tu ʤɑn 
θɔrn fɔr ˈbiɪŋ ə mʌʧ ˈnidəd səˈpɔrt ˈsɪstəm fɔr mi ænd ˈbiɪŋ mʌʧ ˈbɛtər æt ʤiˈɑmətri ðæn 
mi.  
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Metaphors 

1. The thunder was a mighty 
lion  

2. The stormy ocean was a 
ranging bull 

3. Her tears were a river  

★   Item Difficulty  
  Data indicated that the lowest level of difficulty items were the following: 

Data indicated that the highest level of difficulty items were the following: 

Multiple-Meaning 
Words 

1. Plan  

2. Party 

3. Like  

Oxymorons  

1. Passive Aggressive  

2. Guest Host  

3. Silent Roar 

Metaphors 

1. The world was his oyster 

2. And your flesh shall be a 
great poem 

3. All the world’s a stage and all 
the men and women merely 
players 

Paradoxes 

1. If you wish to preserve a secret, wrap 
it up in frankness  

2. What a pity that youth is wasted on 
the young 

3. Drowning in a fountain of eternal 
youth  ★  Item Discrimination  

 Data indicated the following items were best able to discriminate:  

Multiple-Meaning 
Words 

1. Season 

2. Skip 

3. Wave 

Oxymorons  
1. Virtual Reality 

2. Never Again 

3. Adult Child  

4. Clearly Misunderstood 

Metaphors 

1. The news was music to my 
ears  

2. She is a chicken 

3. The classroom was a zoo 

Paradoxes 

1. Deep down, you’re really shallow 

2. I’m nobody  

3. I can resist anything but temptation  

Paradoxes 

1. The person who wrote that book can’t 
write  

2. If you wish to keep a secret, wrap it up 
in frankness 

3. Nobody goes to the restaurant, it’s too 
crowed  

4. It’s raining but I don’t believe it  

Oxymorons  

1. Graduate Student  

2. Guest Host  

3. Deafening Silence  

Multiple-Meaning 
Words 

1. Bill  

2. Bark  

3. Bat  

Data indicated the following items were not able to discriminate:  

Multiple-Meaning 
Words 

1. Bill 

2. Bat 

3. Bark 

Oxymorons  

1. Poor Health  
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Metaphors 

1. The teenager’s stomach 
was a bottomless pit  

2. The man was a road hog 

3. The computer in the 
classroom was a dinosaur  
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★  Retainable Items  
 Data indicated the following items met criteria for item difficulty and item discrimination:  

Multiple-Meaning 
Words 

1. Block 

2. Dart 

3. Seal  

Oxymorons  
1. Occupied space  

2. Wise Fool  

3. Adult Child  

Metaphors 

1. The snow is a white blanket 

2. She is a chicken 

3. His brother is a couch potato 

Paradoxes 

1. Deep down, you’re really shallow 

2. I’m nobody  

3. I can resist anything but temptation  
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