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TWO MONOLINGUAL DICTIONARIES FOR THE LEARNERS
OF ENGLISH '

1 shall begin by stating some basic principles which should be ob-
served in designing monolingual pedagogical dictionaries so far as de-
finition and exemplification are concerned. My next step will be to give
a brief outline of what the two EFL dictionaries, the Oxford Adwvanced
Learner's Dictionary of Current English and the Longman Dictionary of
Contemporary English (the former will be referred to as the ALD and
the letter as the DCE have achieved.) I shall also be examining a num-
ber of definitions and exemplifications in both dictionaries, chosen es-
sentially at random, so as to discover whether these items (a) comply
with the basic principles of lexicography, (b) are in accordance with
the claims of the designers of the two dictionaries in question. Although
well aware of the difficulties which the lexicographer has to face, I shall
maintain the point of view of the langunage teacher and the advanced
learner rather than of the lexicographer both in my evaluation and cri-
ticism. I am also hoping that not having the competence and therefore
the inherent preconceptions of a native speaker I shall be able to ap-
proach the field from a different perspective. I shall also be trying to
assess how much, at which level and to what extent the EFL learner
can benefit from the dictionaries in question, '

Principles of Definition and Exemplification

The following are a number of principles which might well be ob-
served by: the lexicographer designing a monolingual EFL dictionary.
Those related to monolingual aspects of the EFL dictionaries have been
horrowed from Zgusta (1971 pp 254-270) and Weinreich (1967, p. 32),
cthers have been devised while examining the definitions and examples
in the ALD and the DCE in the course of identifying the infelicities
observed.
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Definitions

Lexicographers and Iinguists hold a number of largely varying
views on how lexicographical definitiens should be treated in a mono-
lingual dictionary. While some argue that «language is metaphors and
therefore the metaphorical senses of the headword should also be inclu-
ded in the definition (Urdang, 1979, pp 47-52), the others suggest more
systematic ways of ‘defining the structured meaning of the word by
bringing limitations to both the grammafical structures and number of
words used in definitions, When it is EFL dictionaries in question, the
problems involved in definitions no doubt increase in number. It beco-
mes a very difficult task for the lexicographer 1o combine simplicity
and accuracy in a reduced metalanguage on the one hand and to offer
the learher information on the appropriate use, ‘which hopefully will
Iead to production, on the other. No matter what the nature of the task
is, there is very little doubt that the following principles should be
observed :

i) Lexicographic definitions should be sufficiently specific but not
overspecific :

TRIANGLE: a figure that has three sides and three angles, the
sum of which is 180° is overspecific, since TRIANGLE is sufficiently de-
‘tined by the number of sides. (Weinreich, 1967, p. 37). One may argue
that unless the sides are specified as ‘straight’ and the figure as ‘closed’.
the definition suggested by Weinreich suffers from not being sufficiently
specific, The mathematical definition can be re-written as follows:
TRIANGLE — A closed figure that has three straight sides.

CARROT: a biennial plant (Doucus carota sative) with a usually
-orange-coloured, spindle-chaped edible root...» is again an example of
anoverspecific definition which can also be labelled as encyclopedic ra-
ther than lexical. ‘Biennial’ is overspecific for the monolingual dictionary
as pointed out by Weinreich (1967, p. 37). In the case of an EFL dic-
tionary ‘spindle-shaped’ will also have to be either left out or substitu-
ted by a more easily understood ferm. The definition in the DCE for
‘CARROT’ is a much more suitableg one because it sends the user to
‘VEGETABLE' as well as using more common word in its definition :

CARROT : i} a type of plant with a fairly iong orangéred‘pointed
root and grown as a vegetable — see picture of VEGETABLE (DCE,
1978). ' . . _

The world ‘fairly’ in the definition can be said to be redundant but
it is a good example of the lexicographer’s obsession with using mar-
kers like ‘especially’, ‘usually’, ‘loosely’, etc. all of which are labelled as
«lexicographer’s jargon to ‘indicate doubtful criterialitys by Weinreich
{1967, p. 33)
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ii} They should be based on references most widely comprehensi-
Yle and demanding the least possible specialized knowledge.

WHITE : of the colour of fresh snow or common table salt» is again
a good definition which refers te the extra-linguistic world and which
also takes the user’s background into consideration as well. By adding
‘common table salt’ to the definition the lexicographer shows his concern
for the user who may not have first hand knowledge ‘of fresh snow’.
(Zgusta. 1971, p. 256},

iii) They should consist of words which are explained in the dic-
tionary and the lexicographer should avid the use of rare, vulgar, slang,
dialectal and archaic words. As a general rule, the headword should not
be repeated in its definition. :

«<NEGRO : an individual of negro races. Such a definition would be
acceptable only if the dictionary has an indepent definition for the ex-
pression ‘Negro race’s.

Exemplicifation

Examples, which show how the headword functions in context, have
‘especial importance in EFL dictionaries. The lexicographer aims through
exemplification to offer the user guidance on the use of the target lan-
guage as well as supplying him with semantic information on the he-
adword. The following are the basic rules the lexicographers would seem
to need to ohserve when they either devise or select their examples:

i) Examples should clarifly the meanings and supply relevant in-
formation, additional to the one conveyed by ihe definition rather than
merely repeating 'what has already been clarified. In other words, the
lexicographer should avoid redundant examples.

«BEAUTIFUL:: giving pleasure or delight to the mind or senses».
(ALD) Zgusta (1971, p. 264) maintains that the examples which follow
the definition in the ALD (beatiful face, flower, voice, weather, music)
(a) give further information about the definition, (b) enable the user
to make a distinction between things that may give pleasure or delight
to the senses without being beautiful. Although his argument is true in
the case of monolingual dictionaries, exemplification in a pedagogical
one needs further attention. For instance, drawing a distinction between
things that give pleasure on its own will not be sufficient mainly because
it does not warn the user that there are pitfalls which should be avoided.
It is very easy for the EFL learner o be misled by the examples and
1o use the word in a context which will not be appropriate, unless there
is an indication of restriction on he use of the word. In this sense, the
definition and exemplification in the DCE for the same headword, no
doubt, offers more guidance. :



164

BEATIFUL 1. having-compare HANDSOME, PRETTY 2. infml very
good — a beautiful game. Your soup was beautiful, Maude! (DCE)

ii) The examples should be distributed according to the individual
senses in the case of an entry which has more than one definition.

ATTACK : 1. to bring violence (on), esp. with weapons. The enemy’
attacked us at night. 2. to speak or write strongly against. The minister
was attacked by ... 3. to harm, spoil, trouble, damage, etc...; The disease
attacked his bones 4. to begin ... with eagerness and great interest. He
altacked the difficulties at once. He attacked the food as if he had not
eaten for a week. (DCE) The entry ahove as far as the distribution of
examples are concerned can be said to be a cuitable one. Yet the two
examples for the last sense (4) somehow differ in respect of their re-
ferents and it is doubtful whether two examples instead of one is given
in order to enable the user to arrive at the necessary generalisations in
which case the second example should appear first.

iif) The examples should be an integral part of the entry as a whole
and should comply with the «rule of economy». The following, for in-
stance, i1s an example of an uneconomical which reflects a fairly im-
probable situation in a rather childish way and its information content
has very little relevance to the headword :

SAY : 1. to pronounce (a sound, word, etc.) : What did you say? I
said «You're standing on my toe», (DCE)

iv) Information content of the examples in EFL dictionaries should
preferably be universal, non-biased and not irrelevantly culture-specific
unless the headword requires such treatment.

TELL: 1. to make (something) known in words to (someone)
George Washington always told the truth.

The user who is not familiar with Anglo-American history may not
grasp why the lexicographer has chosen the name George Wasghington
in this context. It will be impossible for the user to benefit fully from
the connotation of the example unless be is aware of the legendary link
between the concept of truth and Washington. The denotative meaning
of the word is undoubtedly well-known and acknowledged internationally
but the particular connotation is culture-specific : «Similar problems are
posed by certain proper names (Washingon, Pickwick, Shylock). For
such words, foreign student, even at a fairly advanced level, need to
be given information aboui the connotative value (for a similar plea
on behalf of native speakers, see Urdang 1979), and (Bejoint, 1981, p.
210).

It is true that study of a language in one sense involves the study
of the culture of its users as well and in order to understand native



165

users of English one must be aware of their constant use of habitual
internally culture-specific references. What Is being argued here is that
the lexicographer should re-examine his examples from the point of the
foreign learner and when necessary offer explicit information on the
connotative meaning. Such an attempt, in exemplicifation, may lead to
uneconomical examples and this is why I suggest that proper names
and similar culture-specific items should be avoided unless the lexico-
grapher is quite sure that the connotative meéaning is completely clear
as well as the denotative. '

STAND 2 1. a strong effort or positlon of defence: In February 1916
the French army made a stand of 135 runs by the England cricketers
Greig and Knott. (DCE).

The meaning of the second example is opague for tne learner who
is not familiar with cricket and the proper names meniioned do not
add any further information. Neither the number ‘135" nor the word
‘run’ signify anything or create any image in the mind of the user who
has no knowledge of cricket although the very same example no doubt
will produce crystal-clear images in the minds of many. If the lexico-
grapher’s aim is to imply that ‘stand’ is a term used in cricket, it would
surely be a better strategy to mention it in the definition rather than
trying to suggest it through exemplification. (e.b. stand-a term used in
ericket...) The ALD’s treatment of the same sense of the word ‘STAND’
is more adequate and also gives more information on the use of the
word by stating clearly that when used in this sense the word is ac-
companied by ‘make’:

STAND 1 ... 2. make a stand, be ready to resist or fight: make a
stand against the enemy; make a stand for one’s principles. (ALD)

THE TWO DICTIONARIES COMPARED

- The ALD and the DCE are both elaborate and sophisticated tools
of reference for the learner who has a mastery of English. The common
features of the two dictionaries like the information on pronunciation
"and stress, syntax, the type of language used in definition and exem-
plification, the selection -of entries and the emphasis on present day
written and spoken English provide the advanced learner with almost
all the information he may need for decoding activities. The learner can
identify a word from its various forms by using the information on
grammatical irregularities and indications of connotative ‘meaning as
well as being given the meanings of quite a wide range of- vocabulary
items. Yet it has to be pointed out at the same time that neither of
them can be used with complete safety for encoding activities.
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Both dictionaries display a good deal of rather poorly formulated
definitions and exemplification.

WHINE : vi, vt ] make such cries; utter complalnts esp about trivial
things: The. dog was whining outside the door/whining to come into
the room. If that child doesnt stop whining, T'll clobber it! 2 utter
with a or — beggars whining (out) request for alms (ALD) The
vocabulary of the examples is rather difficult for the learner. To re-
guest for alms and ‘clobber’ are both rather uncommon phrases which
could have been easily avoided. WALLFLOWER = b.a. person who sits
by the wall at a dance because no one has asked them to dance (DCE)

The most striking thing in the definition is the lack of agreement
between the subject of the first sentence and the object of the second
which refers to it. A person being substituted by them in the second
sentence canf be puzzling for the EFL learner although it reflects the
common use, Probably not noly purists would feel that the usage is
somewhat awkward in the rather formal context of lexicographical de-
finition. '

- The use of restricted vocabulary in exemplification and definition
in the DCE does not necessarily make it more suitable or easier to use
for the EFL learner. In various cases the atfempt has led to inadeguate
definitions and examples.

JUMPER = n. L. Br E a garment for the upper half of the body...
(DCE)

The DCE has chosen the awkward phrase ‘for the upper part of
the body’ apparently because the word ‘hip’ is not one of the words
used in definitions.

VALVE = n I a doorlike part of a pipe (or of a pipelike part inside
the body), which opens and shuts so as to control the flow of liguid,
air, gas, etc., through the pipe, (DCE) :

The definition has a number of unidiomatic .expressions like «door
like part of a pipe» and pipelike part inside the body». in this context
ig rather ambzguous The DCE’s effort to reduce the number of words
‘used in definition results in lack of important information. The term
‘mechanicall device’ used in the ALIYS definition no doubt adds a lot
to the meaning.

The gap between the intermediate lexicon 'which is covered by
textbooks, and the advanced lexicon still exists, The EFL dictionary
~which reflects the changes in language learning theories of the last
twenty years and which can be used as an active tool in the clossroom
has not yet been produced. Unless intermediate dictionaries of a dif-
ferent type which set out to cover a limited range of vocabulary in a
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more exhaustive way at different levels are designed, the learners will
find it difficult to develop their semantic accuracy and sensitiveness in
the target language. Such intermediate dictionaries will also provide the
FFL teacher with systematic and scientific tools in vocabulary teaching,
as they approach it today. Designing such dictionaries, the lexicographer
should take into account related developments in sociolinguistics, seman-
ties, psycholinguistics and applied linguistics, and studies in ervor anal-
ysis, contrastive analysis, second/foreign language teaching and language
acquisition ‘will certainly offer him invaluable guidance. He should not
feel afraid to resort to the native language of the learner or any other
type of nontechnical way of presentation. As Béjoint (1981, p. 2113
well remarks : «Given that the natural reference skills of any category
of users are necessarily limited, lexicographers are faced an alternative:
cither to tune their dictionary to the existing skills of the user, thus
producing a simple, easy-to-use book, with obvious advantages and di-
sadvantages; or to market a beatifully contrived reference work, requi-
ring skills that are far beyond what can be expected of the average
user... What is clear is that .., any effort of the lexicographer to be
complete, detailed or subtle, runs the risk of outwitting the user»,

Foreign teachers of English should think twice before recommending
this dictionary other than that one, examining the reference skills re-
quired very carefully. They should also be prepared to offer thorough
and systematic guidance to their students until they can use their dic-
ionaries with remarkable competence. In the meantime, they should
also try to convince foreign language policy makers that the introduction
of bilingual pedagogical dictionaries designed for the learners of a spe-
cific language will constitute a step forward in that field of language
teaching.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

1. Bejoint, H., {1981) The foreign student’s use of mouolingual English dictionaries
A study of language nesds and reference skills, In Cowie, 1981

2. Hornby, A. S., et al, (1974) Oxford Advanced learner's Dictionary of Current
English. 3rd edition, London : Oxford University Press. (Sixteenth Impres-
sion, 1982).

3. Procter, P. et al.,, (1978) Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. Lon-
don : Longman. ’

4. TUrdang, L., (1975) Meaning : denotative, connotative, aliusive. In Hartmann, 1891,

5. Weinreich, U., (i867), Lexicographic definition in descriptive sémantics, In
Householder and Saporta, 1967.

6. Zgusta, L. et al, (1971) Manuat of Lexicography (Janua Linguarum Series
Maior 39, The Hague : Mouton.



