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Abstract

Againstthecontext of the TNPin the Areaof Languagesa European-Uniofinancedconsortiumaimed
atimproving languagdearningin highereducationthe papemreportson theresultsof a surwey of dictio-
naryuseamongstudentsacrosghe University of Exeter Datacollectedby questionnairandinterviens
during the 1998-199%essiomand supplementedby testscarriedout during the 1999-2000sessiorare
analysedn termsof the students'dictionary awarenessandthe wider implicationsfor the teachingof
referenceskills. Theoverridingimpressiorthatreferencerovision andreferenceroficieny in thisUni-
versityis still (too) low leadsto theconclusiorthatmoreattentionshouldbe paidto deliberatenstruction
in theappropriateskills, providedthatthesecanbe specified.

1 Background

Of all thespecialisations dictionaryresearctiHartmanrforthcoming),it is theso-calleduser
perspectre’ thathasmadeasignificantcontributionto ourknowledgeaboutthereferenceneeds
andreferenceskills of dictionaryusersUserresearctof this kind canprovide answergo such
guestiongas:Who ownswhichkindsof referencevorks?Is ownershipa sufficientconditionfor

successfulise Whatinformationcategoriesareofferedin dictionariesandhow do userggetat
them?Whataretherequirement®f successfutonsultationZTanthe appropriatestrateiesbe
taught?How userfriendly aretoday’s referencevorks?

Thanksto suchpublicationsasAtkins (1998)andWiegand(1998),it hasbecomealittle easier
to surwey whatis known aboutdictionaryuse.However, the needfor moreempiricalstudiess
still asurgentasever, andat Exeterwe have beenactively encouraginguchresearctior a few
years.Examplesof suchprojectsarethe doctoralthesedy Diab (1989)andLi (1998)which
investigatedictionaryuseamongnursesn a Jordaniarteachinghospitalandamongstudents
in aChineseauniversityof technologyrespectrely. And collaboratve projectsby M.A. students
have exploredsuchtopicsas: Whatwould be the demandor andrequirement®f a dictionary
of theUniversityof Exeter?How well known is thegenreof thebilingualiseddictionaryamong
languagdearnersandWhatmight be the expectationsamongpotentialusersof a ‘Dictionary
of Lexicography’or anew Websitefor the Dictionary ResearctCentre?
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2 The Exeter casestudy

TheEuropean-UniofundedConsortiumfThematicNetwork Projectin the Areaof Languages’
(1996-99),in the Group concernedwith Dictionaries(chairedby myself), had detectedand
deploredarelatively low level of ‘dictionary awarenessamonguniversityteacherandstudents
of ModernLanguagesand a lack of empirical evidenceon the useof dictionariesand other
referenceworks in highereducation.Thus| wasfortunatein 1998, at just the right time for
the purpose®f the TNP Sub-Projec®, to obtaina researchgrantwhich enabledmeto collect
appropriatedatatowardsa profile of British universitystudentsasdictionaryusersby meansof
asurwy of thewholerangeof issuesacrosssereraldepartmentahndfaculty boundaries.

Theprojectwasentitled'UniversityReferenceékills: A CaseStudyof DictionaryUsein Higher
Education’,andits declaredmain aim wasto ‘collect valuabledataaboutlevels of reference
provision and referenceproficieny in several Schoolsand Servicesat our University, by a
combinationof student-baseduestionnaireandstaf-basednterviews’. This madeit aninter-
disciplinaryinvestigation,with importantlocal implicationsfor teachingquality and national
andinternationaimplicationsfor assessingndcomparingdictionaryawareness.

Thework would bespreadoverthewhole 1998-99academig/ear, but the bulk of theempirical

suney wasto be carriedout in the autumnterm 1998 so that preliminary findings could be

presentedat a workshopheld in January1999 which had beenplannedto coincidewith the

Exeter meetingof the Scientific Committeeof the TNP Sub-Project9 on Dictionaries.The

latterhadalreadydeclaredjn its 1997Interim Report,that ‘findings from userstudiessuggest
a surprisingindifferenceamongstaf andstudentdo the availability andusefulnes®f various
kindsof referencevorks’.

The Exetersurwy wasthereforebothtimely andwelcome.Supportedoy regularand minuted
meetinggeightwereheld between2 Septembef998and12 Januaryl999,anda furtherfive
in the period up to 24 June1999), the Project Group first considereda draft questionnaire
(preparedoy Lan Li on the basisof her own ExeterPh.D.on dictionaryusein China)which
incorporateda numberof itemspreviously investigatedy othersand,afterpiloting it with over
100 studentsn the EnglishLanguageCentre modifiedit severaltimes,confirmingWiegands
(1998)experiencewith the elaboratiorof aquestionnair@rogressiely refinedby aHeidelbeg
projectteam.

Version4 of the 30-item Exeter questionnairavasthendistributed betweenlate Octoberand
mid-Novemberl998to large numbersf bothundegraduateandpostgraduatstudentga sam-
ple of justover 2,0000r nearlyafifth of the total studentpopulation)in five groupsof depart-
ments(Schoolof Business EconomicsSchoolof Education Schoolof Engineering& Com-
puterScience Schoolof English,andSchoolof ModernLanguagesandtwo CentreqForeign
LanguageCentreand EnglishLanguageCentre).The questionnairesurvey wassupplemented
by 17 interviews with representatiesof the staf in thesedepartmentsschoolsandcentres.

3 Resultsof the questionnaire survey and interviews

The responseaate of 35% (710 completedguestionnairesut of a total of 2,040distributed)
was satisfictory but it varied considerablyfrom one departmento another(German81.7%,
Business® Economicsl5.8%).

386



DICTIONARY USE

3.1 The sample(Questionslto 5)

Thedistribution of subjectdy sex, age language(sandstudylevel wasasexpectedyeflecting
amaleto femalestudentratio of 39.7%to 60.3%,who are predominantlyunder25 yearsold,
over 80% native spealersof English,with somedeclaredproficieny in the major European
languagegaughtin Britain (83.7%French,51.4%Germanand 38.5% Spanish)rangingover
severallevels of study(1styear20.7%,2ndyear24.9%,3rd year12.5%and4th year12.3%,
plussmallernumbersof postgraduatesY.hefollowing 5 subjectgroupswererepresenteden-
glish 20.0%,ModernLanguagegFrench/German/Spanish/Italian/Russiaf@)4%,Businessk
Economics8.5%, Education16.9%, Engineering& ComputerSciencel8.3%,other (includ-
ing EnglishLanguageCentre)5.9%.Therelatve predominancef ModernLanguagesverthe
otherSchooldurnedoutto beanadwantageor the purpose®f this project,aswe wereparticu-
larly interestedn eliciting datafor dictionaryawarenessevelsamongstudentsinderthe aggis
of the TNP in the Areaof Languages.

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

The greatmajority of the studentshad startedto usedictionariesat primary school(72.5%)
ratherthansecondargchool(25.8%),but ownershipis associateavith laterstagegacquisition
at primary school39.9%,secondaryschool49.2%,further educatiord.1%, university 3.9%).
Most studentwn ageneraimonolingualdictionary(94.7%),mary have bilingual dictionaries
(77.2%,especiallythosestudyingModern Languages)a surprisinglylarge proportionown a
thesaurug66.2%), while eng/clopediasand special-subjectictionariesare owned by fewer
student440.5%and37.8%).Lessthanathird have accesso electronicdictionariesMany own
several dictionaries;the unexpectedlyhigh averageof 5.9 tendsto vary more by age,native
languageandsubjectstudiedthanby sex. Their choiceandpurchaseseemdo dependmoreon
personapreferencethanon tutor recommendationsyith relevanceto theirown needseinga
higherpriority thanprice andportability.

In termsof use thegeneraEnglishdictionarydominategover 50%,especiallyamongstudents
of English,Educationand Science)over the bilingual dictionary (lessthan40%, especiallyin
ModernLanguagesndto a lesserextent Education);both by far outstripthe thesaurug5%),
the special-subjectlictionary (4%) andthe eng/clopedia(1%). Whenasked to remembeide-
tails abouttheir own favourite dictionary 80.2%canrecallits title, 76.1%its colour, 62.3%its
publisher but mary have difficultieswith namef editors,sizeandotherpublicationspecifics.

3.3 Dictionary awarenessgcontextsand frequencyof use(Q. 16to 21)

Thatdictionaryawarenesganoftenbelessthansatisactoryhasbeendiagnosedy otherstud-
ies. Our sunwey confirmedthis, e.g. by the two findingsthat (a) information containedin the
appendicesf dictionariesis rarely consultedand (b) 70.9% of the respondentadmit that
they managewithout front-matterguidancenotesaltogetherDictionary awarenessendsto be
greateamongforeignratherthanEnglishstudentsandavoidancemorepronouncedn Science
thanArts students.

Dictionary useis associatedavith studyathome(97.7%)andin thelibrary (58.6%)ratherthan
the classroomandothercontexts, andconditionedby work-relatedwriting actwities (e.g.writ-
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tenassignment81.2%,readingtextbooks68.3%,translationexercise60.0%)ratherthanother
readingandentertainmentMeaningsandspellingsof wordsaremuchmorefrequentlylooked
up thangrammay pronunciatiorand etymology eng/clopedicinformationis in muchlessde-
mandthanlexical detail.

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

Whenasledwhethetthey aresatisfiedwith theirability to useadictionary 90.6%of therespon-
dentsansweredyes’, which may suggestin exaggeratedeeling of self-confidencehatneeds
to berelatedto suchissuesasignoring otherpeoples adviceon purchasinga dictionary man-
agingwithout the guidanceprovided by the dictionaryandblamingthe dictionaryratherthan
themselesfor ary difficulties (e.g. with technicalterms).In view of this, we were surprised
by the frequentlystatedopinionthatdictionaryuseis ‘informative’ (ratherthan‘not worth the

trouble’) and‘easy’ (ratherthan‘difficult’), andthatdictionariesareseeno benefitstudyskills

(suchaswriting andreading).

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

Two questiongexplicitly addressetheissueof instructionin referenceskills. 34.6%o0f the stu-
dentshadnever beentaughthow to usea dictionary andover 60%felt thatit would be‘(very)
important’ to be taught.It would make sensetherefore to build on the students’'own assess-
mentandreview currentteachingarrangements departmentsschoolsandcentresn aneffort
to raisedictionary awarenessacrossthe whole university. Only 22% of the respondentsook
adwantageof the opportunityin thefinal questionto addsomepersonatommentsThesewere
generallyfavourabletowardsdictionaries,althoughtherewere a small numberwhich contain
jocularandcritical points.

Thequestionnairés nottheonly methodof collectingevidenceondictionaryuse(in Hartmann
19891 list 20 suchempirical studiesunder7 sub-headingsiary more are annotatedn the

bibliographyby Dolezal& McCreary1999).Thereis, above all, aneedfor more‘direct obser

vation’ by meansof test,quiz andprotocolapproachesThisissuewill bepursuedn Sectiord

belov; meanwhilea brief reportis offeredhereon the resultsof interviews which I conducted
with representatie memberf staf from 12 departmentdwo languagecentresandthreeother
ExeterUniversity units (Arts Computing ExaminationgDffice andthe UniversityLibrary).

Whenasledaboutproblemswith dictionaryuse , mostintervieweescouldnotrecallmary. Dic-
tionariesandotherreferencavorks do not figure prominentlyin staf meetingsthey arerarely
partof adepartmentabolicy, or specifiedn studenthandbook®r moduledescriptionsin this
latter respectthe Schoolof Modern Languageshasdevoted more attentionto the subjectof
dictionariesthan other sectionsof the University. When pressedjntervieveesrememberoc-
casionswheresuchpracticeshave led to tutorial help givento individualsor seminargroups,
but thecommentrecurred evenamonglanguageutors,that‘dictionariesaretakenfor granted’
(Librarian),or ‘dictionary useis nota priority’ (Education)anddeliberatanstructionis (there-
fore?) not generallyprovided exceptwhereit may form part of a coursein Linguistics (e.g.
Spanish)r Lexicography(postgraduatprogrammen English).
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Theinterviews complementheresultsof the questionnairesurey. On the assumptiorthatthe
nominatedstaf membersarerepresentatie, they shav awiderangeof viewsfrom interestoin-
difference.They generallyhave an openmind towardsdictionariesand otherreferencewnorks,
but do not considerthem a major problemandthereforepart of normaldepartmentapolicy.
Whendifficultiesarise they tendto bemetby occasionapersonafuidanceatherthansystem-
atic instruction,althougha minority (especiallyin ModernLanguagesadmitthe possibility of
changeparticularlyif the questionnairgesultsof this projectshouldsuggest casefor it. Ar-
easfor suchactionmight bethe specificatiorof therole of particulartypesof dictionariegand
otherreferencavorks)in moduledescriptionshandbooksandbook-lists,andan evaluationof
thelinks (at staf, postgraduatend undegraduatdevels) with the Library, the Examinations
Officeandl.T. Services.

4 Resultsof dir ectobsewation

At the startof the 1999-2000sessionthe ProjectGroupwhich includedM.A. studentsn Lex-
icographydecidedto supplementhe resultsof the questionnairesurwey andthe interviews by
gatheringempirical datafrom a Dictionary Test. Basedon a setof referenceskills (selected
from 40 specifiedby Nesi1999undersuchheadingss‘beforedictionaryconsultation’,locat-
ing entry information’, ‘interpretingentry information’ and‘recordingentry information’), an
entirely new testwasdraftedandpiloted on a groupof teachettraining studentsn the School
of Educationat ExeterUniversity.

It consistof threeparts:

1. A self-assessmenf referenceskills
(‘how well doyou think you will dowithoutdictionaryconsultation?’),

2. aquiz of look-upskills while referringto a particulardictionary
(‘wheredid youlook up X, andwhatdid you find?),and

3. achancdo reflecton the exercise(*how well do you think you did?).

Parts1 and2 contain10 questiongachon Spelling,Meaning,PronunciationStressMorphol-
ogy, Usagelabels,Idioms, Word Origins, CollocationsandPartsof Speech.

Theresultsof the dataanalysiswere usedto modify the testwhich wasthenadministeredn
(8) studentson the University CertificateCoursein EnglishLanguageand Literatureandtwo
groupsof pupils (of about20 each)at two secondaryschoolsin DorsetandDevon. A version
of the testhasalsobeenmadeavailable on the Websiteof the Dictionary ResearciCentreat
Exeterto elicit furtherdatafrom volunteergespondingrom aroundthe world?.

5 Implications for the wider TNP context

Thesepreliminaryresultsareencouragingn their breadthcompleity anddirection.Although
responseaates,coverageand administrationof the questionnairevaried considerablyacross
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the constituentunits and correlationsbetweenindirect and direct obsenation have yet to be
establisheda massof datahasemegedwhich givesfood for thought.

Many of the resultshadbeenexpected(suchastherelative indifferenceto questionf dictio-

naryuseamongsomestaf andtheindirectevidenceof low dictionarycompetencamongmary

students)but mary alsosurprisedus(suchasthehigh degreeof userself-confidencén theface
of dictionarydifficulties). We were heartenedy the studentsrecognitionthat someteaching
of referenceskills might be helpful andthe willingnessamongstaf to considerchangesn the
way dictionariesandotherreferencavorksmightbetreatedn variousstudyprogrammedn the
future.

Theoverridingimpressiorthatreferenceprovision andreferenceproficieng in this University
is still (too) low leadsus inevitably to askwhat the implicationsof this conclusionmight be.
Locally, theimplicationis thatmoreattentionshouldbe paidto deliberatanstructionin the ba-
sictoolsandskills of information-gatheringia referencdbooks(andl.T. systems)Nationally,
anattemptshouldbe madeto seewhetherthe Exeter‘referenceprofile’ could- andshould- be
generalizedwhatarethe benchmark®n the basisof which suchcomparisonganbe made?

Finally, we needto askabouttheinternationaimplicationsof the Exetercasestudy Mostof the
13 NationalReportson the dictionaryscenein EuropeariJnion countriesthathadbeencom-
piledfor the purpose®f the TNP Sub-Projec® (Hartmannl999)suggesthatmuchremaingo
bedoneto improvetheconditionsof dictionary-makinganddictionaryuse.To thesethe Exeter
surwey addsconcreteandrepresentate data.lt alsocontributessubstantiallyto the debateon
themorespecificproblemsaddresseth someof the (8) ThematicReportsge.g.onhow to spec-
ify andteachthe requiredreferenceskills to university studentsof languagesLastly, it adds
weightto thefinal Recommendation@hefirst of two sets;ibid. p. 4):

Researchnto dictionary useshouldprovide the framawork for all lexicographic
productionandmoresuchresearctwill beneededf thelevel of dictionaryaware-
nesss to beraisedandtheteachingof referenceskills is to beimproved.

It is to be hopedthat the subjectof usertrainingwill receve more attentionin future within
the wider ambit of dictionaryresearclrandpedagogicalexicography(Hartmannforthcoming,
esp.Section6.2.6).The paperseditedby Kiihn (1999)in thethematicissuel4/1998of Lexico-
graphicalnternational Annualpointtheway in theright direction.

Notes

1At the time of submittingthis paperfor the proceedingsthe dataobtainedhave not yet beenpro-
cessedbput a preliminarylook at a selectionof the responsesonfirmsthe impressionssummarisedn
Section3 above.
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