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DICTIONARIES AND LANGUAGE LEARNING

Paul Nation

e use of research on vocabulary

make it easier for learners Lo gain new vocabulary.
do this include indicating word frequency, providing
useful etymological information and definitions which use this, giving the under-
lying concepts of words, and changing the format of dictionary entries.

here is a difference between dic-

The purpose of this article is to show that t
tioparies for language learners and dictionaries for language learning, and to

chow that with only small changes it is possible to make a dictionary which

makes learning a language gasier.

Dictionaries for language learning should mak
and vocabulary learning to
The changes necessary to

LEARNERS’ DICTIONARIES

e account of the level of profi-

Dictionaries for language Jearners typically tak
they may experience through

anguage learners and the difficulties

ciency of 1

coming to learn a language while already being very proficient in their first

language. Thus, such dictionaries usually provide definitions in controlled

vocabulary, concentrate on the more frequent words of the language, and pro-
ronunciation and grammar. They function as

vide systematic information about p

sources of uscful accessible information about the language.

DICTIONARIES FOR LEARNING

Dictionaries for language learning should provide information about the
language but they should also help learners to learn. Almost a century of re-
search on vocabulary learning has provided very useful information about the
nature of vocabulary and how it can be learned. Makers of dictionaries for
learners of other languages should take account of this research and put if to use
in the design of their dictionaries. If they do not, they ar¢ providing the learners
with information but are withholding the means for learners to put that informa-

tion to use.
The following sections of this

vocabulary and vocabulary learning an

paper will examine the findings of research on
d then suggest how these findings can be
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RESEARCH ON VOCABULARY

Th . g .
o M %Mm%mﬁmw mﬂ_wmwmmmma in ﬁM:w section relates particularly to English but stud
¢ uggest that much of it, especially the statistical i ma-
tion on vocabulary frequency, applies to all ammE.& Hmnmmwmom satisical nfarma:

Low f; .

that by mww HMME" mMMo_,w . Numerous studies of vocabulary frequency indicate

Careoll Um&ommwnm omw : M:Huvmq of words in a language occur very infrequentl

that 40.4% of the 86 ,MHE@ s (1971} study of a 5,000,000 word corpus mo_Ew

context is clearly nof umomumuﬁmmmgw words occurred only once. Repetition in
o .

Other help is necded, g to be the means by which such words are learned.

frequency wi iti

o gh. requone éo_ﬂ.%mmn.“h. JEMSP frequency studies show that a relatively
et quite X nly 5,000 or less, occur quite often. Because they
koo e Hmﬁw M.nnoznﬁ for a very large proportion of the words in an
e e o oo q@.‘ % M:S the most extreme example, if you learn the quw
limes in ovory 100 MHM t mm words in a text, because the occurs around seven
coing (o st 3 go0d 1 mm of text. If you learn this word then clearly you are
e T the roﬁaﬁw W“MR for your learning effort. This is not limited to
o T, e howe m.n ; ong the most frequent 5,000 words of English are
All these examples m.__n meMM Hm”_omu uwrnmm_ww“w Moﬂmw S aience, and atomal
i~ ridge English Lexicon by Hind-
marsh %_H%MMW: Mww%oMmr Hﬂ.romm words by no means occur as frequently mw Mwn“
Joarte thoms are bich .,J.Hm_ua_,..., the chances of meeting them again after havin
compared with the n..umn Omm_nnmwhmww MM\M M»..M_.M:. ovvouﬂzuxw o thn e o irom
o . i1s much greater than th -

e %M“MMWWH MMHMEon words. .msﬁumow and West (1934 p.8) MxMHMMMM% M: Wﬁ
oo way Bffort must b %H.MMM_MMMM aE terms of the accomplishment aimed at." If
could then be efficient in their <o@§mHM.MMMMMM.uMMMmH forthe costof earning, they

Wor i
o meMMW‘QMHQMHMn@ studies of word building in English (Roberts, 1965)
of Eopiih o m..om e M 66% of E.a words not in the most frequent 2 ooou words
ot Eh om_”ﬂw nMﬂnF _..N.:E or Greek, This means that _E.mw numbers
o pish words can mw roken into parts such as prefix, stem, or suffix. Here
o il the Tronc R »,m in and Qnmo.w derived words from a 93 word mn.m raph
m irom an ESP journal: contrast, telephone, 8%49.%%%:
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XD identify pplied, sy prologue (2x), information, customize,
ected, identify (3x), supplied, s stem, pro
Mmqmnc_mw recipients mmmocmmmo? 1t is not difficult to see that for most of these

words, knowing the meaning of the parts of the iozm_m would (1) make m wmmﬁ”.
to aon__an__unu the meanings of the words and (2) give mnmumm Mmmw__dm_n_ . MM@E
> 1 cmo
f words. For example, knowing that con means :
W.Mh_wuw M.Mo meaning of contrast "put two or more aE._mm Smam.rn_. to maw MMMM
iti ds that use the prefix con- m
ifferences”. In addition there are many wor
M&Mng together, Studies by Stauffer (1942) and wNow Awfmvamrom M,M_M_M M\N
i large number of words.
small number of prefixes occur m a very e O s eat help
to learn only a few prefixes, about 20, 1n order to A ; ¢
W_MMMMW»M%E@% many words. Learners of course would need help in seeing
which words could be broken into parts and what these parts mean.

RESEARCH ON VOCABULARY LEARNING

This section looks at research on how learners can be ww.xumm to %HQEMEMM
new vocabulary. It looks at research on the keyword technigue an hou. 5
sentence contexts, and it discusses the unresearched area of the effect of learning

the underlying concepts of words.

yword. The keyword technique is one of the most Hro:w:.m:_w researched
mHMMM o%ﬁ%nmcn_mi wwunaum. Reviews of nommmm_,nr in 1981 Awm:”.nm E:M wwwmﬂo%m
ers) and 1982 (Pressley, Levin and Delaney) included almost m ty _M cwm ond
there have been many more since Eaa.. In almost every stu w ,n_o ?NMM@?
technique has been shown to be far superior to any other rote method o
lary learning. The keyword technigue involves these steps.

1. Thiok of a word you already know from your first langnage or ﬁ_ﬁ second

language which sounds like all or the first part of the .éo_d you 88_: to amnnhco&

For example, if you want to learn pode then think Q...m »..:mﬁ wmmﬁmm.w pord
or a known English word that sounds EMU 53@@ or the beginning of pode:

is word, know, is your keyword,

nrwwmm,w””%?ﬂwwm an image noEm&:mum the meaning of the new word mwm n._w
meaning of the keyword. For example, node means "a place where _umm:pn mmrom
parts of a system or network E%Q mo_. JE__” so the image could be a face wi

ing smi on the node of a plant. .
wawma ﬁ”.mww_w% MM%M@ keyword technique learners need to be able to .ﬁwmnwﬂoﬂm
keywords and think of a useful image. Using word parts is a very movEm:nM am
use of the keyword technique. In this casc, the keyword is ::m ﬁ._.owmm or an %m@
the stem. The image is not something manufactured but is in wnﬁ the .
etymological connection between the meaning of the word part and the meaning
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of the word. For example, the keyword for exhume would be €x (meaning "out,
away") and the connection between the meaning of the word exhume and the
keyword ex- is the etymological connection - "take a body out of the ground”. In
order to use this most important application of the keyword technique it is
necessary to know (1) the new word contains parts, (2) the meaning of the

parts, (3) the way the meaning of the parts relates to the meaning of the whole
word,

Contexts. Most research on learning vocabulary in sentence contexts has been
done with native speakers of English learning English words. Gipe (1979) and
Crist (1981) found that learning words in sentence contexts gave superior results
over learning from definitions, This was particularly true if the learning was
tested using sentence contexts, which is somewhat like the use learners will have
to make of learned vocabulary. Crist concluded "acquiring word meaning
through contexts results in a greater degree of generalization to new contexts
than would obtain if subjects encountered an unfamiliar context after exposure

to definitions" (p. 276). Clearly, there are advantages in having sentence contexts
which encourage learners to make inferences.

Underlying concept. Dictionaries tend to increase the number of entries or
meanings for words rather than decrease them. For example, different entries
are made for different parts of speech of a word. Different uses are carefully
distinguished such as for the word name, to give a name to something, to say
someone’s name, and to name a successor. This has the effect of increasing the
number of items to be learned. If the distinctions also correspond to different
first language words, the problem is made worse, To make the learners’ job
easier, a dictionary should try to reduce the number of learning items so that the
learners have less to learn. This can be done by providing definitions which
cover as many different uses of a word as possible. For example, name could be
defined as "(make use of) the word(s) that someone or something is known by,
in order to..." with the various distinctions used as examples or applications of
the general definition,

Let us now apply these research findings to the design of dictionaries.

DESIGNING DICTIONARIES FOR LEARNING

If dictionaries are based on the findings of research on vocabulary and vocabu-
lary learning, they should contain the following information.

&

Information about the usefulness of words. The dictionary should contain
some indication of word frequency. This could be done by using numbers (as in
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the Cambridee English Lexicon) for the high frequency words of English, per-
haps the most frequent 5,000 or so words and having no indication for the
remaining low frequency words. Any word with a number would be worth
making an effort to learn. Other words could be left to the learners’ discretion.
This would be a very small change to about one-guarter or less of the words in a
dictionary.

Contexts for the words.

Wherever possible the dictionary should provide

sentence contexts for words in order to enrich the chances of learning. Most
learners’ dictionaries already do this. It would be advantageous if these sen-
tences preceded the definition to encourage guessing from context.

Helpful etymology. Where it is helpful, the dictionary should include simple
etymological information. Such information is helpful where the meanings of
the word parts can be related to the meaning of the word. Thus, providing
etymological information for despicable is useful. But providing it for destine is
not useful as it is difficult to sec how the meanings of the parts relate to the
present meaning of the whole word. A useful addition to this kind of informa-
tion is an indication of related words. So the entry for rank should indicate its
relationship to arrange. This type of information allows learners to connect
previous learning to the learning of the new items. Some dictionaries, but not
learners’ dictionaries, already provide some information of this kind, but it needs
to be presented more accessibly, with learning in mind rather than etymological
accuracy. This would result in only a small addition to learners’ dictionaries.

Definitions that relate to word parts. The definitions given should be worded
so that they contain the meaning of the parts of the word. Depreciate for exam-
ple in the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (1987) is defined "to
fall in value”. A slight change in this definition to "to go down in value" includes
sdown", the meaning of the prefix de-. This type of change does not change the

size of the entry for this item.

Keywords. Each dictionary entry could suggest a keyword for that item. This
would encourage the use of this very effective mnemonic technique. Research
on the keyword technique, however, has shown that, at least for some learners, it

is better if they find their own keywords, thus 1 do not feel very strongly about
the inclusion of this information. Its inclusion however would have a positive
effect on learning, even if only in encouraging the use of the technique rather
than helping learners with each word, It would result in only a one word addi-
tion to each entry for words that did not have etymological information.
Underlying concepts. Definitions should cover as many uses of the word as
possible, treating different uses as examples of the underlying concept rather
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th i i
FMMHMWmmMMNMMHM szwmus.mm.?ﬂ@m would have the added benefits of encouraging
€ 1n their interpretation of words in ¢

: ontext and woul

_ Mnomﬂﬂnwmm hrn mmqm_owwami of concepts that are not poor translations of mwmﬁ”

o ooumE n.nnnmﬁ.mm This .n.rmsmm to dictionaries would not require extra space

siah u.w : sw %MH M..M wmw%::rowm that relate to word parts, it may result in mon:u_

efinitions, but when this is weighed agai i

b it would sivs b _omnzmm, ghed against the considerable

: g, such awkwardness is readil i

tions were given in sentence form as i oo o thore
s in the COBUILD dicti i

probably be no awkwardness at all. Listi o pord i
. Listi , i

belp loarnors goncraline rom tho oat ng related forms of the word will also

T .
o mho_woﬂwumnﬁ_ oM. calries. Mro format of each entry should help learning. For
cram wom;n NM H_or_n_sgm might come after the examples to encourage mzmmmmn
pom o mo:rmﬁ e M@Mﬁ.o_o@ would be pointed out before the definition is mmqonm
Lossibl Hmmomozm n.w %“ Ewmvwranmm.w%maazmmﬂm introspection techniques, mﬂ:mm.
. ton, ¢ skilis needed to use the diction i

ing adaptability to computer use. This i o ponsider

oili . This is what an entry adapted f

Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (1987) Bmmrﬁw_oow mwo. rom the

ex. ik’

mWawMMM _\ ik ,wwom,nwm\ ¥ [UWL] (ex- out, -pand spread) Water expands when it

o m_mo e B@wuw rm.m nxumnama. its operations in Scotland by building a
ry there. | the rapidly expanding market for computers | I don’t quite

follow your reasonin
) g. Can you expand (on it)? :
argument if you want to convince me. _ A 7| Yol hae to expand your

Wh i
en you expand something or when something expands, it spreads out to

become bi ing in si
beco % w_mmo_. by growing in size or number, or by adding more detail
pandable, expanse, expansion, expansive .

U . < .

m_c H\nm\mw mm M“MQMMMM _%a_nwﬁonw.. It signals that the word is in the University
. ation, 1984) and is theref :

©rs golng on to upper secondary or tertiary mﬂc%w,.o # very seful word for learn-

Com icti :
!.Ibllnoamc_”“....a_m_mm Mww dictionary should be available in both book form and on
Computer cmﬂn. is s”osa allow the dictionary to be used in many ways with
examplos om. mﬂ. En_mﬁm:mnm. For mxmaﬁ_o. learners could call up the dictionar
the Gt 22 they meet while reading to help them guess from context M
o MHM as %.n a disc, it would allow reordering of the dictionary or selec-
collocations %.MM Mwm_” to fr Bcnnmnw level, word parts, grammatical pattern and
. ctionary co i ;
ctatorials o st y could thus be a useful basis for making learning
The computer version of the dicti
¢ dictionary could gradually reveal i i
cal inf
that an entry could be used as an exercise, Here are moﬁw oxmBEMM ermation so
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(i) The example sentences are shown and the learner has to decide what
grammatical pattern the word fits into. Then the answer is provided.

(i) The- example sentences are shown and the learner tries to guess the
meaning. Then the definition or a choice of four definitions is provided (three
taken from other words in the dictionary).

CONCLUSION

The aim of this article has been to suggest that we need to change the purpose
for which dictionaries are prepared. They should no longer just be sources of
information, and research shows that they are not well-used sources (Newbach
and Cohen, in press), but should be a learning resource with learning considera-
tions systematically taken into account. As we have seen, this does not require
enormous changes to existing learners’ dictionaries. If these small changes are
made then dictionaries, instead of being useful adjuncts to a course, can become
core texts,
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