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Abstract
Againstthecontext of theTNPin theAreaof Languages,aEuropean-Unionfinancedconsortiumaimed
at improving languagelearningin highereducation,thepaperreportsontheresultsof asurvey of dictio-
naryuseamongstudentsacrosstheUniversityof Exeter. Datacollectedby questionnaireandinterviews
during the 1998-1999sessionandsupplementedby testscarriedout during the 1999-2000sessionare
analysedin termsof the students’dictionaryawarenessandthe wider implicationsfor the teachingof
referenceskills.Theoverridingimpressionthatreferenceprovisionandreferenceproficiency in thisUni-
versityis still (too) low leadsto theconclusionthatmoreattentionshouldbepaidto deliberateinstruction
in theappropriateskills, providedthatthesecanbespecified.

1 Background

Of all thespecialisationsin dictionaryresearch(Hartmannforthcoming),it is theso-called‘user
perspective’ thathasmadeasignificantcontributionto ourknowledgeaboutthereferenceneeds
andreferenceskills of dictionaryusers.Userresearchof this kind canprovide answersto such
questionsas:Whoownswhichkindsof referenceworks?Is ownershipasufficientconditionfor
successfuluse?Whatinformationcategoriesareofferedin dictionaries,andhow dousersgetat
them?Whataretherequirementsof successfulconsultation?Cantheappropriatestrategiesbe
taught?How user-friendly aretoday’s referenceworks?

Thanksto suchpublicationsasAtkins (1998)andWiegand(1998),it hasbecomea little easier
to survey whatis known aboutdictionaryuse.However, theneedfor moreempiricalstudiesis
still asurgentasever, andat Exeterwe havebeenactively encouragingsuchresearchfor a few
years.Examplesof suchprojectsarethe doctoralthesesby Diab (1989)andLi (1998)which
investigateddictionaryuseamongnursesin a Jordanianteachinghospitalandamongstudents
in aChineseuniversityof technology, respectively. And collaborativeprojectsby M.A. students
have exploredsuchtopicsas:Whatwould bethedemandfor andrequirementsof a dictionary
of theUniversityof Exeter?How well known is thegenreof thebilingualiseddictionaryamong
languagelearners?andWhatmight betheexpectationsamongpotentialusersof a ‘Dictionary
of Lexicography’or anew Websitefor theDictionaryResearchCentre?
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2 The Exeter casestudy
TheEuropean-UnionfundedConsortium‘ThematicNetwork Projectin theAreaof Languages’
(1996-99),in the Group concernedwith Dictionaries(chairedby myself), had detectedand
deploredarelatively low level of ‘dictionaryawareness’amonguniversityteachersandstudents
of ModernLanguagesanda lack of empiricalevidenceon the useof dictionariesandother
referenceworks in highereducation.Thus I was fortunatein 1998,at just the right time for
thepurposesof theTNP Sub-Project9, to obtaina researchgrantwhich enabledmeto collect
appropriatedatatowardsaprofileof British universitystudentsasdictionaryusersby meansof
asurvey of thewholerangeof issuesacrossseveraldepartmentalandfacultyboundaries.

Theprojectwasentitled‘UniversityReferenceSkills: A CaseStudyof DictionaryUsein Higher
Education’,andits declaredmain aim wasto ‘collect valuabledataaboutlevels of reference
provision and referenceproficiency in several Schoolsand Servicesat our University, by a
combinationof student-basedquestionnairesandstaff-basedinterviews’. Thismadeit aninter-
disciplinary investigation,with importantlocal implicationsfor teachingquality andnational
andinternationalimplicationsfor assessingandcomparingdictionaryawareness.

Thework wouldbespreadoverthewhole1998-99academicyear, but thebulk of theempirical
survey was to be carriedout in the autumnterm 1998so that preliminaryfindingscould be
presentedat a workshopheld in January1999which hadbeenplannedto coincidewith the
Exeter meetingof the Scientific Committeeof the TNP Sub-Project9 on Dictionaries.The
latterhadalreadydeclared,in its 1997Interim Report,that ‘findings from userstudiessuggest
a surprisingindifferenceamongstaff andstudentsto theavailability andusefulnessof various
kindsof referenceworks’.

TheExetersurvey wasthereforeboth timely andwelcome.Supportedby regularandminuted
meetings(eightwereheldbetween2 September1998and12 January1999,anda furtherfive
in the period up to 24 June1999), the ProjectGroup first considereda draft questionnaire
(preparedby Lan Li on the basisof her own ExeterPh.D.on dictionaryusein China)which
incorporatedanumberof itemspreviously investigatedby othersand,afterpiloting it with over
100studentsin theEnglishLanguageCentre,modifiedit several times,confirmingWiegand’s
(1998)experiencewith theelaborationof aquestionnaireprogressively refinedby aHeidelberg
projectteam.

Version4 of the 30-itemExeterquestionnairewasthendistributedbetweenlate Octoberand
mid-November1998to largenumbersof bothundergraduateandpostgraduatestudents(asam-
ple of just over 2,000or nearlya fifth of thetotal studentpopulation)in five groupsof depart-
ments(Schoolof Business& Economics,Schoolof Education,Schoolof Engineering& Com-
puterScience,Schoolof English,andSchoolof ModernLanguages)andtwo Centres(Foreign
LanguageCentreandEnglishLanguageCentre).Thequestionnairesurvey wassupplemented
by 17 interviewswith representativesof thestaff in thesedepartments,schoolsandcentres.

3 Resultsof the questionnairesurveyand interviews
The responserateof 35% (710 completedquestionnairesout of a total of 2,040distributed)
wassatisfactory, but it variedconsiderablyfrom onedepartmentto another(German81.7%,
Business& Economics15.8%).
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3.1 The sample(Questions1 to 5)

Thedistributionof subjectsby sex, age,language(s)andstudylevel wasasexpected,reflecting
a maleto femalestudentratio of 39.7%to 60.3%,who arepredominantlyunder25 yearsold,
over 80% native speakersof English,with somedeclaredproficiency in the major European
languagestaughtin Britain (83.7%French,51.4%Germanand38.5%Spanish),rangingover
several levelsof study(1styear20.7%,2ndyear24.9%,3rd year12.5%and4th year12.3%,
plussmallernumbersof postgraduates).Thefollowing 5 subjectgroupswererepresented:En-
glish 20.0%,ModernLanguages(French/German/Spanish/Italian/Russian)29.4%,Business&
Economics8.5%,Education16.9%,Engineering& ComputerScience18.3%,other (includ-
ing EnglishLanguageCentre)5.9%.Therelativepredominanceof ModernLanguagesover the
otherSchoolsturnedout to beanadvantagefor thepurposesof thisproject,aswewereparticu-
larly interestedin eliciting datafor dictionaryawarenesslevelsamongstudentsundertheaegis
of theTNP in theAreaof Languages.

3.2 First dictionary use,purchaseand ownership (Q. 6 to 15)

The greatmajority of the studentshadstartedto usedictionariesat primary school(72.5%)
ratherthansecondaryschool(25.8%),but ownershipis associatedwith laterstages(acquisition
at primary school39.9%,secondaryschool49.2%,further education4.1%,university 3.9%).
Moststudentsown ageneralmonolingualdictionary(94.7%),many havebilingualdictionaries
(77.2%,especiallythosestudyingModernLanguages),a surprisinglylarge proportionown a
thesaurus(66.2%),while encyclopediasandspecial-subjectdictionariesareownedby fewer
students(40.5%and37.8%).Lessthanathird haveaccessto electronicdictionaries.Many own
several dictionaries;the unexpectedlyhigh averageof 5.9 tendsto vary moreby age,native
languageandsubjectstudiedthanby sex. Their choiceandpurchaseseemsto dependmoreon
personalpreferencesthanon tutor recommendations,with relevanceto theirown needsbeinga
higherpriority thanpriceandportability.

In termsof use,thegeneralEnglishdictionarydominates(over50%,especiallyamongstudents
of English,EducationandScience)over thebilingual dictionary(lessthan40%,especiallyin
ModernLanguagesandto a lesserextentEducation);both by far outstripthe thesaurus(5%),
the special-subjectdictionary(4%) andthe encyclopedia(1%). Whenasked to rememberde-
tails abouttheir own favouritedictionary, 80.2%canrecall its title, 76.1%its colour, 62.3%its
publisher, but many havedifficultieswith namesof editors,sizeandotherpublicationspecifics.

3.3 Dictionary awareness,contextsand fr equencyof use(Q. 16 to 21)

Thatdictionaryawarenesscanoftenbelessthansatisfactoryhasbeendiagnosedby otherstud-
ies. Our survey confirmedthis, e.g.by the two findingsthat (a) informationcontainedin the
appendicesof dictionariesis rarely consultedand (b) 70.9% of the respondentsadmit that
they managewithout front-matterguidancenotesaltogether. Dictionaryawarenesstendsto be
greateramongforeignratherthanEnglishstudents,andavoidancemorepronouncedin Science
thanArts students.

Dictionaryuseis associatedwith studyat home(97.7%)andin thelibrary (58.6%)ratherthan
theclassroomandothercontexts,andconditionedby work-relatedwriting activities (e.g.writ-
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tenassignments91.2%,readingtextbooks68.3%,translationexercises60.0%)ratherthanother
readingandentertainment.Meaningsandspellingsof wordsaremuchmorefrequentlylooked
up thangrammar, pronunciationandetymology, encyclopedicinformationis in muchlessde-
mandthanlexical detail.

3.4 The joys and difficulties of dictionary use(Q. 22 to 27)

Whenaskedwhetherthey aresatisfiedwith theirability to useadictionary, 90.6%of therespon-
dentsanswered‘yes’, which maysuggestanexaggeratedfeelingof self-confidencethatneeds
to berelatedto suchissuesasignoringotherpeople’s adviceon purchasinga dictionary, man-
agingwithout theguidanceprovidedby thedictionaryandblamingthedictionaryratherthan
themselvesfor any difficulties (e.g.with technicalterms).In view of this, we weresurprised
by thefrequentlystatedopinionthatdictionaryuseis ‘informative’ (ratherthan‘not worth the
trouble’)and‘easy’ (ratherthan‘dif ficult’), andthatdictionariesareseento benefitstudyskills
(suchaswriting andreading).

3.5 Skills training and other matters (Q. 28 to 30)

Two questionsexplicitly addressedtheissueof instructionin referenceskills. 34.6%of thestu-
dentshadneverbeentaughthow to usea dictionary, andover60%felt thatit would be‘(very)
important’ to be taught.It would make sense,therefore,to build on thestudents’own assess-
mentandreview currentteachingarrangementsin departments,schoolsandcentresin aneffort
to raisedictionaryawarenessacrossthe whole university. Only 22% of the respondentstook
advantageof theopportunityin thefinal questionto addsomepersonalcomments.Thesewere
generallyfavourabletowardsdictionaries,althoughtherewerea small numberwhich contain
jocularandcritical points.

Thequestionnaireis not theonly methodof collectingevidenceondictionaryuse(in Hartmann
1989I list 20 suchempiricalstudiesunder7 sub-headings;many moreareannotatedin the
bibliographyby Dolezal& McCreary1999).Thereis, aboveall, aneedfor more‘direct obser-
vation’ by meansof test,quiz andprotocolapproaches.This issuewill bepursuedin Section4
below; meanwhilea brief reportis offeredhereon theresultsof interviews which I conducted
with representativemembersof staff from 12departments,two languagecentresandthreeother
ExeterUniversityunits(Arts Computing,ExaminationsOfficeandtheUniversityLibrary).

Whenaskedaboutproblemswith dictionaryuse,mostintervieweescouldnot recallmany. Dic-
tionariesandotherreferenceworksdo not figureprominentlyin staff meetings,they arerarely
partof a departmentalpolicy, or specifiedin studenthandbooksor moduledescriptions.In this
latter respect,the Schoolof ModernLanguageshasdevotedmoreattentionto the subjectof
dictionariesthanothersectionsof the University. Whenpressed,intervieweesrememberoc-
casionswheresuchpracticeshave led to tutorial help given to individualsor seminargroups,
but thecommentrecurred,evenamonglanguagetutors,that‘dictionariesaretakenfor granted’
(Librarian),or ‘dictionaryuseis notapriority’ (Education),anddeliberateinstructionis (there-
fore?)not generallyprovided exceptwhereit may form part of a coursein Linguistics (e.g.
Spanish)or Lexicography(postgraduateprogrammein English).
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Theinterviews complementtheresultsof thequestionnairesurvey. On theassumptionthatthe
nominatedstaff membersarerepresentative,they show awiderangeof viewsfrom interestto in-
difference.They generallyhave anopenmind towardsdictionariesandotherreferenceworks,
but do not considerthema major problemandthereforepart of normaldepartmentalpolicy.
Whendifficultiesarise,they tendto bemetby occasionalpersonalguidanceratherthansystem-
atic instruction,althougha minority (especiallyin ModernLanguages)admitthepossibilityof
change,particularlyif thequestionnaireresultsof this projectshouldsuggesta casefor it. Ar-
easfor suchactionmight bethespecificationof therole of particulartypesof dictionaries(and
otherreferenceworks) in moduledescriptions,handbooksandbook-lists,andanevaluationof
the links (at staff, postgraduateandundergraduatelevels) with the Library, the Examinations
OfficeandI.T. Services.

4 Resultsof dir ectobservation

At thestartof the1999-2000session,theProjectGroupwhich includedM.A. studentsin Lex-
icographydecidedto supplementtheresultsof thequestionnairesurvey andthe interviews by
gatheringempiricaldatafrom a Dictionary Test.Basedon a setof referenceskills (selected
from 40specifiedby Nesi1999undersuchheadingsas‘beforedictionaryconsultation’,‘locat-
ing entry information’, ‘interpretingentry information’ and‘recordingentry information’), an
entirelynew testwasdraftedandpilotedon a groupof teachertrainingstudentsin theSchool
of Educationat ExeterUniversity.

It consistsof threeparts:

1. A self-assessmentof referenceskills
(‘how well doyou think you will do withoutdictionaryconsultation?’),

2. aquizof look-upskills while referringto aparticulardictionary
(‘wheredid you look up X, andwhatdid youfind?),and

3. achanceto reflecton theexercise(‘how well doyou think youdid?).

Parts1 and2 contain10 questionseachon Spelling,Meaning,Pronunciation,Stress,Morphol-
ogy, UsageLabels,Idioms,WordOrigins,CollocationsandPartsof Speech.

The resultsof thedataanalysiswereusedto modify the testwhich wasthenadministeredon
(8) studentson theUniversityCertificateCoursein EnglishLanguageandLiteratureandtwo
groupsof pupils (of about20 each)at two secondaryschoolsin DorsetandDevon. A version
of the testhasalsobeenmadeavailableon the Websiteof the Dictionary ResearchCentreat
Exeterto elicit furtherdatafrom volunteersrespondingfrom aroundtheworld1.

5 Implications for the wider TNP context

Thesepreliminaryresultsareencouragingin their breadth,complexity anddirection.Although
responserates,coverageand administrationof the questionnairevaried considerablyacross
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the constituentunits andcorrelationsbetweenindirect anddirect observation have yet to be
established,amassof datahasemergedwhich givesfood for thought.

Many of theresultshadbeenexpected(suchastherelative indifferenceto questionsof dictio-
naryuseamongsomestaff andtheindirectevidenceof low dictionarycompetenceamongmany
students),but many alsosurprisedus(suchasthehighdegreeof userself-confidencein theface
of dictionarydifficulties).We wereheartenedby thestudents’recognitionthat someteaching
of referenceskills might behelpful andthewillingnessamongstaff to considerchangesin the
waydictionariesandotherreferenceworksmightbetreatedin variousstudyprogrammesin the
future.

Theoverridingimpressionthatreferenceprovisionandreferenceproficiency in this University
is still (too) low leadsus inevitably to askwhat the implicationsof this conclusionmight be.
Locally, theimplicationis thatmoreattentionshouldbepaidto deliberateinstructionin theba-
sic toolsandskills of information-gatheringvia referencebooks(andI.T. systems).Nationally,
anattemptshouldbemadeto seewhethertheExeter‘referenceprofile’ could- andshould- be
generalized:whatarethebenchmarkson thebasisof whichsuchcomparisonscanbemade?

Finally, weneedto askabouttheinternationalimplicationsof theExetercasestudy. Mostof the
13 NationalReportson thedictionaryscenein EuropeanUnion countriesthathadbeencom-
piled for thepurposesof theTNPSub-Project9 (Hartmann1999)suggestthatmuchremainsto
bedoneto improvetheconditionsof dictionary-makinganddictionaryuse.To these,theExeter
survey addsconcreteandrepresentative data.It alsocontributessubstantiallyto thedebateon
themorespecificproblemsaddressedin someof the(8) ThematicReports,e.g.onhow to spec-
ify andteachthe requiredreferenceskills to university studentsof languages.Lastly, it adds
weightto thefinal Recommendations(thefirst of two sets;ibid. p. 4):

Researchinto dictionaryuseshouldprovide the framework for all lexicographic
production,andmoresuchresearchwill beneededif thelevel of dictionaryaware-
nessis to beraisedandtheteachingof referenceskills is to beimproved.

It is to be hopedthat the subjectof usertraining will receive moreattentionin future within
thewider ambitof dictionaryresearchandpedagogicallexicography(Hartmannforthcoming,
esp.Section6.2.6).Thepaperseditedby Kühn(1999)in thethematicissue14/1998of Lexico-
graphicaInternationalAnnualpoint theway in theright direction.

Notes
1At the time of submittingthis paperfor the proceedings,thedataobtainedhave not yet beenpro-

cessed,but a preliminarylook at a selectionof the responsesconfirmsthe impressionssummarisedin
Section3 above.
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