English learners’ dictionaries: An undervalued resource

Abstract

Many students are unaware of the value of learners’ dictionaries and prefer to use bilingual dictionaries, which offer a quick and easy translation of unknown vocabulary.  Nevertheless, they frequently find that bilingual dictionaries do not provide enough information to allow them to use new words productively.  By undertaking a vocabulary exercise using either bilingual dictionaries or monolingual English learners’ dictionaries, ESL students at an Australian university were exposed to a new resource and evaluated the contribution it made to their use of unfamiliar English vocabulary. The potential contribution that learners’ dictionaries could make to their use of academic English was also assessed by the students.  It was found that, though most students had little prior knowledge of learners' dictionaries, at the end of the session they rated the learners' dictionaries more highly than bilingual dictionaries in terms of the contribution which each dictionary could make to their English writing skills.

Introduction

Most ESL students will assert that the prerequisites for tertiary study in Australia are an IELTS certificate, a theoretical knowledge of the English language and . . . a bilingual electronic dictionary. In practice, however, the IELTS test is not always an accurate indicator of academic success (Feast, 2002), English knowledge is usually incomplete, and recourse to a grammar book or dictionary is frequently necessary.  Most students therefore rely on their bilingual dictionaries, which provide a quick and easy translation, often suitable for what Béjoint terms "decoding" (translating into L1), but inadequate for the intricacies of "encoding" (writing in L2) (Béjoint, 1981, p. 210).  However, monolingual English learners' dictionaries (henceforth referred to simply as learners' dictionaries) present a resource which gives information on grammar, pronunciation and register, as well as meaning.  If students were aware of the range of information provided by such dictionaries, they might be able to use a learners' dictionary to improve their vocabulary, grammar and contextual knowledge, and thereby enhance their academic writing skills.  While studies on learners' use of dictionaries have been conducted in Europe and Israel, little research has yet been done in other countries (Chi, 2003). This pilot study was undertaken in order to determine if students in an Australian university setting were aware of the contents of learners’ dictionaries and to examine their evaluation of this resource.

Literature review

Previous studies suggest that learners do not fully understand the range of resources offered by their dictionaries.  Lemmens (1996) indicates that of the 112 translation studies students in his study, 46.5% did not know what grammatical information could be found in the bilingual dictionaries which they used regularly.  Indeed, many students assume that they already know how to use dictionaries and do not take the trouble to investigate further (Bensoussan, Sim & Weiss, 1984).

There is also a general reluctance among students to use learners’ dictionaries rather than bilingual dictionaries.  Atkins and Varantola (1998) and Bensoussan, Sim and Weiss (1984) found that, even when shown the advantages of using a learners’ dictionary, the majority of students still preferred to use their bilingual dictionary.  In some cases this was for pragmatic reasons, the student’s bilingual electronic dictionary proving easier to transport than a more cumbersome hard copy.  Even training in dictionary use, however, did not increase students’ desire to use a learners’ dictionary (Atkins and Varantola, 1998).    Bogaards (1995, as cited in Hulstijn & Atkins, 1998) suggests that this reluctance on the part of the students may be due to ignorance of correct and effective dictionary skills.

One problem outlined by Cowie (1980, as cited in Béjoint, 1981) is that learners’ dictionaries demand reference skills beyond the capabilities of many of their users.  The coding systems used by dictionaries vary in complexity and depth, making it difficult for students to use them effectively and to switch easily between dictionaries. A study by Béjoint revealed that 89% of those surveyed had not studied their dictionary’s introductory matter, and 55% did not use the coded information on word usage (Béjoint, 1981). Béjoint’s conclusion, like that of Atkins and Varantola (1998), was that students should be guided in their use of learners’ dictionaries.

The type of learners’ dictionary used (for example Collins COBUILD, Longman or Oxford) seems to have little effect on users’ accuracy, according to Nesi (1998).  Students are more often hindered due to their own poor knowledge of grammar.  In Nesi and Haill’s study (2002), students often failed to "identify the word class of the look-up word" (p. 282), confusing nouns, verbs and adjectives.  Bensoussan, Sim and Weiss (1984) found that most students ignored the part of speech of a given word and felt that they "merely [needed] to look up words in order to understand the text" (p. 269), leading the researchers to the conclusion that teachers need to make students more grammatically aware when using dictionaries.

The above studies were conducted in European and Israeli universities, with predominantly European or Israeli students.  In Australia, the majority of international university students come from Asian countries.  The study which follows aimed to discover whether these students knew what was in a learners’ dictionary, and to ascertain whether, once exposed to this resource, they thought it would be helpful for encoding tasks.  
Participants

Forty-two students participated in the study.  They were all studying an ESL topic at an Australian university and were in their first or second year of tertiary study in Australia.  The ESL topic was a credit-bearing course which students studied concurrently with other topics.  Forty of the students were undergraduates; the remaining two were postgraduates.  All had a minimum global IELTS score of 6 and had been in the ESL class for three months, receiving instruction in academic writing skills, vocabulary and grammar. There was an almost equal number of male (23) and female (19) students, most of them aged in their early twenties.  Thirty-one of the participants spoke Chinese as a first language.  The other participants were L1 speakers of Amharic (1), Arabic  (2), Japanese (3), Khmer (1), Portuguese (2), Swedish (1) and Tagalog (1).

Method

The ESL students were taught in three separate classes, each student having enrolled in the class which best suited his or her own timetable. The same material was taught in each class, at the same level of difficulty.  This study was conducted with each class individually. 

At the first stage, after a brief discussion of the different kinds of dictionaries available (bilingual, electronic, monolingual and learners’), the students were introduced to a selection of learners’ dictionaries.  These were limited to the hard copies available in the Student Learning Centre and comprised: Collins COBUILD (1987, 1995 and 1996 editions); Cambridge advanced learner’s dictionary (2003); Cambridge learner’s dictionary (2nd edition) (2004); and Longman dictionary of contemporary English (2003).  The coding information was briefly explained.  

In Stage 2, the students were  asked to use either a learners’ dictionary or a bilingual dictionary (their own or that of a classmate) and complete a gapfill exercise, using ten words to complete ten sentences (see Appendix 1). Students were reminded to fit the words into the sentences grammatically.  Each word was to be used only once.  The words used were: accentuate, discrepancy, elaborate, elucidate, epitome, euphemistically, idiosyncratically, myriad, panacea and paucity. These words were chosen from a list devised by Nesi and Haill (2002) of vocabulary looked up by students and felt to be commonly used by English-speaking lecturers, and were deemed to be those that students might not know but which would be useful to them in their studies. 

For Stage 3 of the study, as they completed the gapfill exercise, students were also required to fill in a chart (see Appendix 2) which listed the ten words and asked for details of word class (adjective/adverb/noun/verb), context (formal/informal/scientific), collocation (such as prepositions) and pronunciation.

In Stage 4, after finishing the exercise, the participants were invited to complete a questionnaire on dictionary usage (based on Nesi and Haill, 2002) designed to investigate the students’ prior knowledge of dictionaries, the ease with which they had completed the exercise and the attitude which they now had to learners’ dictionaries (see Appendix 3).  The questionnaire enabled the students to articulate their attitudes to bilingual dictionaries or learners' dictionaries, allowing the researcher to compare rates of satisfaction with the two types of dictionaries.
Findings

The questionnaire revealed that each student owned on average two dictionaries.  It is not clear, however, whether the students interpreted "own" as "possess" or "have on the desk before me now", since several who claimed to "own" a learners’ dictionary said they had never used one before the exercise.  (This may perhaps reflect the fact that they had a dictionary but did not use it.)   Nineteen students (45% of the sample) specified that they had at least one electronic dictionary (usually Chinese/English, but three of these incorporated a learners’ dictionary). Twenty-two students (52% of the sample) said they had used learners’ dictionaries before.  Of those used, eleven were Oxford learners’ dictionaries, two were Collins COBUILD, two were published by Longman and four were published by Cambridge University Press (the exact names and editions were usually not specified).  A short discussion, however, revealed that although these students claimed prior use of learners' dictionaries, they were not familiar with the full range of their dictionaries' contents.  Nineteen students (45%) used a bilingual dictionary to do the exercise (seventeen of these dictionaries were electronic and two were paper dictionaries), while twenty (48%) used learners’ dictionaries (one of which was part of an electronic bilingual dictionary). Three students (7%) did not use a dictionary.
Students were asked whether the dictionary they had used in the exercise explained all the words correctly and, if not, which words were not explained and what was not clear in the explanation.  Since students had been given a chart to fill in, described in Stage 3 of the Method section above, it is likely that most students used the chart’s criteria to determine whether the information they had gained was sufficiently comprehensive.  The students were required to fill in one column of the chart only, answering questions on either bilingual or learners’ dictionaries. However, sixteen students filled in both columns, and their results are not included in Tables 1 and 2, which summarises students' comments on information provided in the two kinds of dictionaries.

Table 1: Students' opinions about bilingual (BLD) and learners' (LD) dictionaries used in a class vocabulary exercise (0=no comment made)

	
	BLD (n=10)
	LD (n=12)

	Words correctly explained
	8
	11

	Words not explained correctly
	2
	1

	Words which caused problems
	Idiosyncratically (2)

Euphemistically (1)

Elucidate (1)
	Paucity (2)

Elaborate (1)

Euphemistically (1)

	Formal/informal not indicated
	0
	4

	Usage or context not indicated
	0
	0

	Countability status of nouns not given
	1
	0

	Pronunciation system too complicated
	0
	1


While none of the users of bilingual dictionaries commented on register, four users of learners' dictionaries complained that the formal or informal status of a word was not given.  Answers to this question may have been influenced by the chart the students filled in during the exercise, and by the fact that distinctions in formal/informal usage were pointed out to the students as being one of the advantages of a learners' dictionary.  In fact, formal/informal indications were given in all the learners' dictionaries for the word paucity and in the Cambridge dictionaries for elaborate.   Other words, such as euphemism, were not marked, as they are more neutral in register.  It could be that the students had not understood that a word could be neither formal nor informal, suggesting that further teaching on register is necessary.
At the end of the questionnaire, space was left for participants to write comments on whether the exercise had changed their view of dictionaries. Of the 42 students who had participated, 16 replied affirmatively and 11 replied negatively.  Of the negative comments, one student had already been using a learners’ dictionary for five years and had found it helpful.  Two students commented that they would continue to use the dictionary they already had, since they were more comfortable with it.  Only one student was disappointed, commenting:

I expected that a learners’ dictionary was more complete, with the same details in all words, not just in some words.

Four students felt that a learners’ dictionary could enhance their English skills:

Learner’s dictionary is a powerful tool during English study in that it force you to forget your native language and go through it totally in English background.

I need a learner’s dictionary.  It is useful not only in look up words but also helps your reading.

Learner’s dictionary is very helpful if I write a report or essay.

I think I should spend more time on paper dictionary and I find it is very useful for writing in the right way.

Some students thus related the dictionary to the core skills of decoding and encoding, and at least one person realised the importance of working totally in their target language.

Six students thought that the learners’ dictionary could give them more information than their bilingual dictionary:

The dictionary shows the context besides word class and pronunciation.

I think have a learning dictionary can help you to understand the words, to know the usage more thoroughly while you can only learn the meaning of the words in elecernic [sic] one which is suit for quick search.

Yes, it tells me using the dictionary is not only just know what the meaning is, but also we should know how to use and explain them in English.  Furthermore, the example sentence could help me to understand the different use.

Yes, I might need to have a learner’s dictionary if it helps me more than the electronic dictionary.

Yes, more details and information, better than my electronic dictionary.

Personally, I used to use electronic dictionary.  It’s faster, but I find the learner’s dictionary can help me a lot by providing details about the use of words.

These students had progressed from seeing the dictionary purely as a decoding device and had realised the importance of contextual information and the usefulness of providing example sentences and collocations.

Five students commented that the exercise had changed their view of dictionaries generally. Student comments included:

Yes.  I can’t really tell what is a learner’s dictionary before.

Yes, dictionary is more useful than I think about it before.

Yes, before I did not take note of the context of the word (formal, informal, scientific etc.).  However, after doing this exercise I am made aware of this.

As some dictionaries provide more information as well as the meaning of a particular word, it is probably better for people who are not only seeking the meaning of a word but also seeking the use of the word.  It changed my view of dictionaries as before all the dictionaries are same.

These students now saw that the dictionary was a wider resource than they had thought.

In an overall comparison of the two types of dictionary, learners’ dictionaries scored more highly in every category (see Table 2).  
Table 2: Mean student responses to items regarding information provided in bilingual (BLD) or learners' (LD) dictionaries (1=strongly agree; 7=strongly disagree)

	The dictionary allowed me to:
	BLD (n=10)
	LD (n=12)

	Understand items in context
	3.4
	2.6

	Use the words in speech or writing
	4.6
	3.0

	Know which words to use before or after (eg prepositions, participles)
	4.0
	3.1

	Know contexts for words (eg scientific, formal, informal)
	4.1
	3.6

	Know how the word is pronounced
	3.8
	2.3


The biggest differences in scores were in relation to using words in speech or writing, and in knowing the pronunciation of a word. The responses given by the users of learners' dictionaries indicated that the information they had found had given them greater confidence for encoding activities.  Learners' dictionaries were also thought to provide more information on collocations and context than bilingual dictionaries.  This may have been because the learners' dictionaries provided example sentences incorporating the look-up words and giving a clear indication of the words' productive use.  Despite the spoken pronunciation given by electronic dictionaries, students felt that phonological information was better in learners' dictionaries. This finding is surprising, given that teacher experience indicates that many students have difficulty using the IPA (see, for example, Reif, 1985) and that these participants did not have access to the CD Roms which provide spoken pronunciation in all the latest editions of the learners' dictionaries.  In general, however, these results indicate that the students were beginning to see that a learners’ dictionary could contribute not just to the decoding of unfamiliar words, but to their productive use in encoding and their correct use in terms of register and context.  

Limitations

The main limitations to this study are the small sample size (n=42) and the fact that sixteen students did not fill in the questionnaire correctly, completing answers for both bilingual and learners' dictionaries, rather than only for the dictionary they had used for the exercise.  In addition, most students were not familiar with English learners’ dictionaries, and needed more time to understand in detail how the dictionaries and their coding systems worked. Another lesson learned from this pilot administration of the questionnaire related to the wording of items. The question "Did [the dictionary] explain all the words in the exercise correctly?" raised the issue of the meaning of  "correctly", and a better wording for future use would be "Did [the dictionary] explain all the words in the exercise adequately?".
Recommendations

Since the literature reveals that students require training in dictionary use (see, for example, Atkins and Varantola, 1998), a future study would include more explicit guidance in using dictionaries.  Larger numbers of students from a wider variety of language and cultural groups could participate, and a different questionnaire be administered for each dictionary type.  

Conclusion

The students in this exercise had little detailed knowledge of learners' dictionaries before the session, but recognised that learners’ dictionaries have great potential to improve their academic writing skills by providing accurate grammatical and contextual information.  However, even when students possess a learners’ dictionary, their own lack of grammatical knowledge may frustrate their search (Nesi & Haill, 2002, p. 300).  It then becomes a chicken and egg situation.  Can dictionary skills help students to improve their grammar, or is a good knowledge of grammar needed before dictionary skills can be gained? The two are probably complementary. The fact that four users of learners’ dictionaries failed to find the obvious information on a word’s formal/informal status confirms the conclusion of Béjoint (1981) and Atkins and Varantola (1998) that students need training in the use of learners’ dictionaries.   Students also need to be shown or reminded of how the forms of a word can be built.  In this way they will be able to separate nouns, adjectives and adverbs, so that words such as euphemism, euphemistic and euphemistically can be more easily recognised and found.  They could also be made more aware of the importance of, for example, countability, in determining article use, or the irregular forms of English verbs, and look for these details in their dictionary searches.  Two vital questions remain.  Will students use a heavy, hard copy learners’ dictionary when an electronic bilingual dictionary is readily available?  And, if the learners’ dictionary is added to their electronic dictionary, will they use it in preference to the bilingual dictionary?  Although participants in this study indicated that they appreciated the advantages of learners' dictionaries, actual future use of learners' dictionaries would need to be verified by further research.  It remains clear, however, that the students benefited from their exposure to learners' dictionaries, ranking them more highly than bilingual dictionaries in regard to the usefulness of the grammatical, contextual and phonological information provided and, by implication, to their usefulness for encoding activities.  What was true for the students in Béjoint's 1981 French study appears to be true for students in Australia today: learners’ dictionaries obviously have the potential to play a key role in enhancing students’ academic writing skills.  It now lies with teachers to recognise this potential and incorporate dictionary training skills in their ESL curricula. 
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Appendix 1

(Answers have been supplied here.  The original exercise contained gaps in place of the words in italics.)

Choose from the following words to complete the exercise below, remembering to make the words fit grammatically in the sentences. 

accentuate
discrepancy 
elaborate
elucidate
epitome
           euphemistically
idiosyncratically
myriad

panacea

paucity

1.
I did not notice all those details in the plan, and now I do not understand.  Please could you elaborate.

2.
No one else had pronunciation like his; he spoke idiosyncratically.
3.
There are myriads of so-called remedies for the common cold, but none of them work.

4.
The two reports showed discrepancies and failed to corroborate each other.

5.
The essay is not clear because the main points are not strong enough.  You should accentuate them by using topic sentences.

6.
The chef cooked a wonderful meal.  In fact, you could say it was the epitome of a successful banquet.

7.
The results of the study showed that the researchers needed to elucidate the main points by making them clearer.

8.
No one has yet discovered a panacea for computer viruses, although there are many anti-virus programmes.

9.
There is a paucity of information regarding the participants in the study.

10.
There is a shortage of restrooms here, which means, speaking euphemistically, that there is a lack of toilets.
Appendix 2


Dictionary use chart
	Dictionary used: 



	Word
	Word class (adjective/adverb/

noun/ verb)
	Context (formal/

informal/scientific)
	Other words given (eg prepositions)?
	Pronunciation given?

	accentuate
	
	
	
	

	discrepancy
	
	
	
	

	elaborate
	
	
	
	

	elucidate
	
	
	
	

	epitome
	
	
	
	

	euphemistically
	
	
	
	

	idiosyncratic
	
	
	
	

	myriad
	
	
	
	

	panacea
	
	
	
	

	paucity
	
	
	
	


Appendix 3
Questionnaire on dictionary usage

1.
How many dictionaries do you own?

2.
What are their names (and dates of publication, if you know them)?

3.
Have you ever used an English learners' dictionary?

4.
If so, which one?

5.
If you have used an English learners' dictionary, is it part of an electronic dictionary?

6.
What dictionary did you use to do this exercise?

7.
Please answer the following questions.  Fill in one column only.

	Bilingual dictionary
	Learners' dictionary

	a) Did it explain all the words 

in the exercise correctly?
	Yes / No
	a) Did it explain all the words in

 the exercise correctly?
	Yes / No

	b) Which words were not 

explained?
	
	b) Which words were not 

explained?
	

	c) What was not  clear in the 

explanation?
	
	c) What was not clear in the 

explanation?
	


8.
Did the dictionary give you enough information?  Please agree or disagree with the 


following statements, giving details if you can.

	The information in the dictionary allowed me to: 


	Bilingual 

dictionary
	Learners' 

dictionary

	a) Understand the items in context
	
	

	b)  Use the words – if I had to – 

     in speech or writing
	
	

	c) Know which words to use 

    before or after (eg prepositions,      

    participles)
	
	

	d) Know the kinds of contexts (eg   

    scientific, formal, informal) 

    in which the words are used
	
	

	e) Know how the word is 

    pronounced
	
	


9. Has this exercise changed your view of dictionaries?  Give details. 
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