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Choosing the Right Dictionary

We are often asked which dictionaries we would recommend, but there are many excellent ones available and choosing one is a matter of individual taste.  This lecture looks at some of the factors involved in making your choice, and evaluates a number of dictionaries.
Task 1
Talk with your neighbour(s) about the English/English dictionary you have and/or the one you would like to buy.  Consider the following questions:

· Apart from words and their meaning, what other types of information are available in a dictionary?

· Which of these types of information affect your choice and which are not important to you?  Also consider practical issues such as format and lay-out.
Learner’s dictionaries
Learner's dictionaries are written for English language learning and teaching, and are aimed at non-native speakers who want information about the meaning and usage of words and phrases. They focus on current meanings, and do not usually provide etymology or quotations. All headwords are explained with a minimum of complicated vocabulary, and many example sentences are provided.  There may also be explanations about words that are particularly difficult for learners, and about word frequency. 
Task 2
Below you will find 2 examples from Advanced Learner’s Dictionaries, covering similar entries.  Compare the examples and find some major differences between the 2 dictionaries.  In your opinion, which one looks better?  Which one has a better choice of head words?  Look at an entry and decide in which dictionary you find the most useful explanation.  Compare your thoughts with your neighbour.
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Task 3
Below you’ll find a list of some of the features of 4 dictionaries that would be useful for advanced learners like you.    Assume they can all be obtained in electronic and paper format with CDs.  
Rank them in order of your preference.  Then compare your order with your neighbour’s and justify your choices.  
	Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English 
	· 3,000 most frequent words highlighted in red. 

· over one million real-life examples show words in meaningful contexts

· Collocation and Word Focus boxes 
· British and American pronunciations of headwords, including people and place names
· clear definitions, using 2000 of the most commonly known words
· over 1000 listening exercises and exam practice for FCE, CAE, CPE, IELTS & TOEIC

· Writing Assistant – write correct English first time, every time

	Cambridge Advanced Learner's Dictionary
	· 'Word partner' boxes to help you use words in the most natural way.
· 'Extra help' section includes maps, illustrations and photos
· 'Let's Talk' section which focuses specifically on spoken English 
· Even more Learner Error notes taken from the Cambridge Learner Corpus 
· extra collocation information 
· Interactive exercises include real past papers from IELTS, FCE, CAE, CPE and BEC.

	Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners 
	· The most frequently used 7,500 words in English are printed in red, graded with stars, and explained with extra detail about how you should use them.
· includes hundreds of new words; many more collocations, synonyms and antonyms

· clearly labelled subject- specific vocabulary 

· multi- page vocabulary building sections on the themes of movement, communication and emotions 

· carefully researched materials based on a detailed analysis of learners' own writing 

· full page writing sections and Get it right boxes (academic and professional writing)

	Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary
	· 183,500 British and American words, phrases, and meanings, plus 85,000 examples showing how words are used.
· 20,000 word origins explained 
5,000 study words used in the sciences, maths, computing, literature, and business.
· the 3,000 keywords students need to know, with extra information on synonyms, collocations, and extra examples to extend vocabulary.

· Illustrations and photographs, colour maps 
· 2,600 encyclopaedic entries to explain references such as Fort Knox, Marie Celeste.


Now imagine that Longman costs £24, Cambridge £26, Macmillan £27, and Oxford £35.  Does this make a difference to your choices?
Thesauruses 
According to Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary, a thesaurus is:

	the·sau·rus \thi-ˈsȯr-əs\ noun plural the·sau·ri \-ˈsȯr-ˌī, -ˌē\ or the·sau·rus·es \-ˈsȯr-ə-səz\ , etymology: New Latin, from Latin, treasure, collection, from Greek thēsauros, circa 1823 1: treasury , storehouse2 a: a book of words or of information about a particular field or set of concepts ; especially : a book of words and their synonyms (...)


Some dictionaries include a thesaurus, or they can be bought separately.  They can also be accessed on-line.  Electronic dictionaries usually include a thesaurus function (but many students are not aware that they have this).  There is also a thesaurus function in ‘Word’: depending on the software version you use, right click on the word you need a synonym for, or look under ‘tools’/’language’ or ‘review’.
A thesaurus can be particularly helpful with your academic writing.  As it provides synonyms, it can allow you to find more formal alternatives for the phrasal verbs you might use when speaking, it can help you paraphrase, or it can help you avoid repeating the same word too often.  Be careful to choose an appropriate alternative – it needs to have the right meaning for your context and you may have to change the grammatical pattern.  
Task 4
In the following extract from a student’s essay, the words ‘consider’, ’aspect’ and ‘reason’ are repeated too much.  The student could perhaps have omitted some of them and replaced others.  Study the thesaurus entries for these words below and then choose the best improvement: paragraph A or B.  Justify your answer to your neighbour.
“According to King, there are 2 reasons.  Firstly, he indicates that Marx considered religion meaningless for the reason that it alienated a person from himself.  This is because Marx places more emphasis on behavioural notions than on metaphysics.  Secondly, King considers the notion of analytical philosophy, which objects to the notion of transcendence for a different reason.” 
Synonyms suggested by the thesaurus: 

· reason: cause, motive, basis, grounds, motivation, point, rationale, explanation, justification, argument, incentive, goal, purpose

· consider: think, believe, deem, judge, regard as, take into account, assess, evaluate, examine, rate, find, view as, note
· notion: idea, view, concept, belief, conviction, conception, impression, opinion, perception, thought, hypothesis, theory, suspicion
A

“According to King, there are 2 reasons.  Firstly, he indicates that Marx considered religion meaningless on the grounds that it alienated a person from himself.  This is because Marx places more emphasis on behavioural notions than on metaphysics.  Secondly, King evaluates the concept of analytical philosophy, which objects to the idea of transcendence on different grounds.” 

B
“According to King, there are 2 reasons.  Firstly, he indicates that Marx considered religion meaningless for the purpose that it alienated a person from himself.  This is because Marx places more emphasis on behavioural notions than on metaphysics.  Secondly, King judges the belief of analytical philosophy, which objects to the theory of transcendence for a different basis.” 

Tip: if you are not sure which synonym is best in your academic writing, translate the word back into your language.  This might help you determine if it is a formal word with the right meaning.
Extra Material
E/E or bilingual dictionary?

When you started to learn English, a bilingual dictionary was probably your best choice.  

This dictionary is probably still very useful when you are reading: you do not want to interrupt your reading for too long and a translation into your own language is the quickest way of understanding a word.

Hopefully, you will now (also) be using a monolingual E/E dictionary, because it will encourage you to learn more about word use, especially as you will be given good examples of definitions in English.  By reading in English, you will develop your intuition about grammatical patterns and about words that often occur together.  

Using both types of dictionary together can be very useful in situations where you find more than one translation of a word in your bilingual dictionary, but are not sure which one is the best one.  Looking at the definitions in an E/E dictionary will help you decide.
Electronic dictionaries
These are lightweight, very handy, and are available both as translating dictionaries and E/E dictionaries.  Many contain a thesaurus function too.  The technology is constantly improving so it may be worth comparing different ones on the market.  
Be careful when you use them: some have a pronunciation function which sounds very American, which might be fine for your purposes, but there are also instances where the computer gets the pronunciation wrong.  

Because they are so easy to use you might also be at risk of overusing them and letting them be a distraction: don’t interrupt your reading too often, keep working out the meaning of words from the overall context rather than always reaching for your dictionary, and don’t use them constantly during lectures.  
Other types of dictionary

There are probably more types of dictionaries on the market than you are aware of.   Depending on your interests outside of your academic work, they may be of use to you.  For example, if you have a family, it might be worth buying a children’s dictionary, and if you like word games, you might want to buy a type of puzzle dictionary.
Here are some different categories of dictionary, divided according to:
· Target group: children’s dictionaries, advanced learner dictionaries, dictionaries for writers.

· Subject matter: encyclopaedic dictionaries, bilingual dictionaries, games dictionaries (e.g. Scrabble), specialised (= technical) dictionaries (e.g. a medical dictionary), multilingual dictionaries, rhyming dictionaries ...
· Lay-out:  use of colour, use of symbols, amount of information per page, inclusion of a thumb index. 
· Format: paperback, hard cover, with CD-Rom, electronic dictionaries.

· Extras: in a competitive market, publishers keep including new information to attract buyers, e.g. visuals, lists of unusual words, English language facts, usage notes, and separate booklets.

Task 5
Look at the product information about the following dictionaries.  Try to match them with their title and one of their target readers.  Some answers have already been given. 
Missing titles: the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, The Oxford Reverse Dictionary, A Dictionary of Law 

Missing target readers: a British 14 year-old, a British person who’s never used a dictionary before, a fan of comedy, a student of law, a student of English, somebody who loves solving crosswords

	Description
	Title
	Ideal for 

	A is a world-famous bestseller, with up-to-date and authoritative coverage of the English language. It contains over 240,000 words, phrases, and definitions, providing meanings for everyday words including scientific and technical vocabulary, as well as English from around the world. 
	The Concise Oxford English Dictionary

	the average dictionary user 



	B:  How do you find those elusive words that you just can't bring to mind but are on the tip of your tongue?  What is the word for a water slide at a swimming pool? This dictionary will help you find words you can't remember:  words are grouped by subject-related key words.
	
	 

	This is a new edition of the C, offering over 120,000 words, phrases, and definitions.   The definitions are clearer than ever before and there are extra usage notes to help with tricky points of grammar. Brand-new spelling notes give quick and easy help on commonly misspelled words, such as exaggerate and necessary. A brand-new Fact finder centre section gives quick-reference entries on people, places, and events, as well as useful lists of, for example, the world's seas and oceans, presidents and prime ministers, and countries and currencies.
	Paperback Oxford English Dictionary

	

	D is a best-selling small dictionary. It has clear definitions, spelling and grammar tips.  Have confidence - it offers help with spelling and difficult pronunciation. Get it right - it includes clear definitions for all the words you need.
	Collins Gem English Dictionary

	

	Comedy's most outrageous dictionary is back with a hilarious new collection of definitions for all those English words that don't mean anything like they should. If you have ever pondered the meaning of Flemish (rather like snot) or Celtic (a prison for fleas), then E is the book for you. 
	The Uxbridge English Dictionary 
	

	F: this best-selling dictionary is a comprehensive source of clear, jargon-free legal information. Over 4,300 entries define and explain the major terms, concepts, processes, and organization of the legal system. It also includes a brand-new Writing and citation section that specifically addresses problems and established conventions for writing legal essays and reports.
	
	

	From the beginning, G was intended to be an abridgement of the full Oxford English Dictionary. The new edition, with a new introductory essay by language expert David Crystal on the History of English, includes 2,500 new words and senses, plus thousands of antedatings of existing words.  It includes a unique description of the historical development of the language together with excellent coverage of current English.
	
	


Key
Task 1
All dictionaries contain alphabetical entries and most of the following information:  pronunciation, stress, definitions, different meanings , examples (including example sentences and collocations), illustrative quotations, synonym cross-references (“See .../Compare ...”),  regional labels (e.g. B.E.), variant spellings and pronunciations, grammatical information (such as word class, inflections (=word form modifications), verb patterns), etymology (=the origin of words), appendices (e.g. about irregular verbs, geographical names), ...
Task 2

Some examples of similarities/differences:

· comparing ‘metro’ and ‘metronome, we can find a usage note and a visual in (1).  Although the definitions are similar, (1) includes ‘like a clock’ to explain ‘metronome’. 
· ‘mettle’ includes an idiom in (1).  
· They seem to have a similar amount of entries (around 10 between ‘metro’ and ’mezzanine’)

· both mention A.E. and B.E. differences. 
· (2) gives grammatical and frequency (the diamond pattern) information in a separate column. They have made different decisions about which entries to include (e.g. MI5/MIA)
Task 4
Paragraph A sounds good but there are wrong choices in paragraph B for the following reasons:
1. meaning: 
a.  ‘reason’ is different from ‘purpose in this context.  Compare:

The reason =  the purpose for the meeting is to look at finances.

They did not give me a reason ≠ They did not give me a purpose (goal)

b.  ‘judges’ is stronger than ‘considers’ in this context.

c.  philosophy is about ideas, not beliefs, in this context.

d. ‘theory’ (a set of principles, a system of ideas) has a stronger meaning than ‘notion’ here
2.  grammar

‘for a different basis’ should be ‘on a different basis’.

Some other possibilities:
“According to King, there are 2 reasons/points.  (Better: King makes 2 points about this subject).  Firstly, he indicates that Marx believed religion to be/ regarded religion as /viewed religion as/considered/found religion meaningless for the reason/on the basis/ on the grounds/ that it alienated a person from himself.  This is because Marx places more emphasis on behavioural notions /ideas/views/concepts/thought than on metaphysics.  Secondly, King considers/examines/evaluates the notion/theory/view/concept of analytical philosophy, which objects to the notion/idea/belief of transcendence for a different reason/on different grounds/on a different basis.” 
Task 5
	A: 
	The Concise Oxford English Dictionary
	the average dictionary user

	B:
	The Oxford Reverse Dictionary
	somebody who loves solving crosswords

	C:
	Paperback Oxford English Dictionary
	a British 14 year-old

	D:
	Collins Gem English Dictionary
	a British adult  who’s never used a dictionary before

	E:
	The Uxbridge English Dictionary
	a fan of comedy

	F:
	A Dictionary of Law
	a student of law

	G:
	the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary
	a student of English


� ©Els Van Geyte, 2009, updated 2010.
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