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Language learners always require some supportive tool that may assist them in their quest of learning a second or 
foreign language because its not an easy task to have grip over language which the learners are unfamiliar with. Tradi-
tionally the tool which had been attracted language learners is dictionary because it provides phonetic, phonological, 
semantic and syntactic information which paves the way of quick learning. The present article investigates the functions 
provided by the dictionaries regarding all aspects of language learning.
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In Pakistani context no one can deny the need and im-
portance of dictionaries because being non-natives of 
English it’s always difficult for an average Pakistani 
student to learn a second language or get command 
over it without using a dictionary. 
Dictionaries contain important information about 
various forms of a word with its meaning using sign, 
symbols and flowcharts, syllables of a word, history 
and etymology of words, how a word is hyphenated 
or spelled,  how a word is pronounced all these things 
are clearly mentioned in dictionaries and this infor-
mation is essential for a language learner. Marck-
wardt (1973) believed that the information about lan-
guage which is not found elsewhere is supplied by the 
dictionaries. This information contains not only pro-
nunciation, spelling or meaning rather it also includes 
usage, grammar and synonym of a word (Songhao, 
1997).

Role of dictionaries in language learning can’t be ig-
nored. Many teachers however encourage learners to 
guess meaning from the context instead of wasting 
time in using dictionaries and such group of people 
believe that dictionary use should be the last resort 
(Knight, 1994) while one thing is obvious that in ma-
jority of the cases confirmation of guesses also re-
quires dictionary help because guesses are not always 
accurate (Eslami and Huang, 2013).

Language preservation through dictionaries

Language plays a vital role in imparting culture. Lan-
guages are preserved through dictionaries. Lexicog-
rapher or linguists have been compiling dictionaries 
with the intentions to revive language and also to 
maintain it. 

INTRODUCTION
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Dictionaries serve as a shell even for endangered lan-
guages. Hence, it’s believed that dictionaries which 
are compiled for endangered languages serve a great 
purpose which is to preserve language for the upcom-
ing generations and for revival and future studies also 
(Corris, Manning, Poetsch and Simpson, 2000).

Dictionary versus guessing strategy

Learners at every stage want to know the actual mean-
ings of the unfamiliar words with the intentions to im-
prove vocabulary and also want to understand the text 
according to the actual meanings of the words. It is 
being said that In late 70s and 80s there appeard vari-
ous substitutes odf dictionaries on the basis of which 
learns were advised to use dictionaries as last resort 
(Carnell, Devine and Eskey 1998). Teachers were 
supposed to train their students in guessing rather 
than using dictionaries. Even good language learner 
were considered accurate guesser by Rubin (1975) 
but Lufer (Laufer, 2005) argued that vocabulary 
learning from the text was possible only if the learns 
had  almost 95%  to 98% understanding of the text 
which meant according to him  a learner should know 
3000 to 3500 words in order to be an accurate guesser 
while the knowledge about language of the beginners 
is always limited, so guessing strategy could not pro-
duce positive outcome in majority of the cases(Gema 
and Angela, 2013). Guessing strategy can be appre-
ciated but it requires contextual information. If con-

textual information is not properly provided in that 
case brilliant guesser might suffer while contrary to 
this Dictionary users are free from such boundaries 
because they can look up from dictionary the mean-
ings of unfamiliar words even when they are unfamil-
iar with context. In routine conversation sometimes 
speaker do use certain words which cannot be pre-
dicted even with the help of contextual information 
and even guesser are in certain cases bound to look 
them up from dictionary to understand what the con-
versation was about. Hence learners are in need of 
dictionary to confirm their guesses and also to remove 
their confusion about unfamiliar words (Gema and 
Angela, 2013).
On the basis of which this would not be wrong to say 
that dictionary usage was found better than guessing 
strategy by a number of researchers.
Hunt (2009) has found dictionary use valuable espe-
cially for the language learners.
Peters (2007) conducted a study where experiment 
was conducted actually on the computer. With the 
help of a computer scientist a java application was 
written with the intentions to keep the log files of the 
look-ups of the students. Text was directly taken from 
Die Zeit which was a German based newspaper. An 
online dictionary was also developed and students 
could look up the unknown words from that diction-
ary simply by clicking the mouse. Clicking would 
open a pop-up window where Dutch and German 
translation of the unfamiliar word would appear. 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Pop-up and screen shoot of computer window
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There were sixteen words which were splitted up. 
However this was found difficult by the students 
to infer the meanings of all the 16 words from the 
context which were replaced by the pseudo words 
and if learners really wanted to know the meanings 
of those target words then the re was only one op-
tion to look them up from the dictionary.

Some types of dictionaries

Laufer and Hill (2000) believe that retention and 
learning can be assisted by the words. Opportu-
nities of acquiring new words are increased with 
more look ups (Hunt, 2009). According to Gu and 
Johnson (1996), Hulstijin (1993), Zhang (2001), 
when learners encounter new and unfamiliar words 
the meaning of which they can’t easily infer from 
the context, they just ignore the words or consult a 
dictionary. Most of the time they are found to con-
sult dictionary  (Prichard, 2008).
There are many kinds of dictionaries which are 
easily available in the market. Learners can utilize 
them according to their needs. Following are most 
widely used types of dictionaries:

Bilingual Dictionaries

Most popular dictionaries among language learn-
ers are bilingual dictionaries. The type of diction-
ary learns encounter first in their quest of learning 
is very often bilingual (Takahashi). According to 
Nation (2001) a survey was conducted about learn-
ers performance and results of the survey revealed 
that most of the learners use bilingual dictionaries. 
According to Baxter (1980) and Nakao (1998) Ma-
jority of college students in Japanese context use 
bilingual dictionaries (Loucky, 2010). Learners of 
almost every age and all proficiency level can uti-
lize them to enhance their vocabulary. Such kind of 
dictionaries are popular at various stages of learn-
ing a language and they are helpful for vocabu-
lary learning and reading comprehension (Atkins 
and Varantola, 1998; Baxter, 1980). Knight (1994) 
found improvement in low proficiency learners,s 
comprehension with the help of bilingual diction-
aries.
According to Hulstijn, Hollander and Grenadius 
(1996) and Knight (1994) Learners of low profi-
ciency were found to use bilingual dictionaries 
to get the meaning of unfamiliar words and even 
highly proficient learners were found to use bilin-

gual dictionaries by (Atkins and Varantola, 1997; 
Hulstijn, 1993; Knight, 1994). 
An effective step in the development of the word 
knowledge is word-to-word translation which can 
easily be done with the help of bilingual diction-
aries (Hunt, 2009). Roohani and Khosravi (2011) 
conducted a study on bilingual dictionary usage for 
writing support and they found positive outcome as 
there was significant difference between the scores 
of bilingual dictionary users. Well they supported 
the bilingual dictionary usage.
Martin (2002) has found bilingual dictionary use 
beneficial. He conducted a study on twenty na-
tive Chinese learners. They were divided into two 
groups and there task was to deal with transitive 
and intransitive verbs in writing. Well results of 
the study showed that 85% of the participants were 
found using bilingual dictionaries (Roohani and 
Khosravi, 2011).

Monolingual Dictionaries

Roohani & Khosravi (2011) in their studies had 
found more improvement in the performance of 
monolingual dictionary users. Haag und Herchen 
(2001) had written in their book entitled “diction-
aries and language learners” that first monolingual 
dictionaries were created in the first century that 
was almost some nine hundred years after the pro-
duction of Illiad and Oddessy. Monolingual dic-
tionaries are used by majority of the learners with 
the intentions to learn more about the language.

Electronic dictionaries (EDs)

Another form of dictionaries which is appreciated 
by learners and teachers is electronic dictionaries 
which are also available in the form of pocket elec-
tronic dictionaries (PEDs). Such type of dictionar-
ies is highly appreciated because according to Tang 
(1997) they are fast and portable and it’s quite easy 
to use them and they provide audible pronunciation 
of words which makes it quite easy for a learner to 
comprehend the word quickly (Hunt, 2009). 
To select a word in any entry and to go directly 
to another dictionary namely superjump option, 
history, visual images, and archiving feature are 
available which store previously viewed words and 
most interesting is searching an unfamiliar word 
without knowing the exact meaning of the word are 
the dominant features of PEDs (Hunt, 2009). 
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According to Abraham (2008); Boers, Eyckmans and 
Stengers (2004) text glosses in electronic dictionaries 
which are actually computer mediated are quite help-
ful in the comprehension of second language as they 
provide a lexical support to the learner. According to 
Al-Seghayer (2001) retention and vocabulary acqui-
sition is quick with the help of modalities, different 
sounds, videos and graphics (Loucky, 2010).

What is language learning?

Language learning is a broader term which can’t de-
fined in limited words. However Oxford dictionary 
defines language learning as:
“The knowledge of a language which is gained 
through experiences, study or being taught”
Every language is comprised of some basic skills the 
knowledge of which is mandatory. There is a need 
to know about the elements or components language 
comprised of.  Learners listen to others and speak and 
they read and write in order to communicate and to 
negotiate understanding and the new meanings. Gen-
erally these are four basic skills or pillars of a lan-
guage which are to be learnt in order to learn the lan-
guage fully. These are receptive and perceptive skills 
which are: Reading, Writing, Listening and Speaking.  
A learner is always in need to learn these four basic 
foundations or pillars of the target language. A good 
speaker requires exposure to listening because listen-
ing gives fluency in speech. For writing something 
it is mandatory that writer should be able to read. In 
order to get grip over these skills learners are found 
of using dictionaries because it’s the only tool which 
is most supportive and authentic one for learners in 
helping them regarding language.

Role of dictionary in learning writing skill

One of the important pillars of a language is writing 
which is to be learnt while learning a language be-
cause it’s a communicative skill which allows a learn-
er to interact and negotiate. Zamel (1987) stated that 
writing is non linear, recursive and complex in nature 
and it’s quite a difficult task to produce a cohesive and 
coherent piece of writing without learning about how 
to write it. With regard to the writing skill Raimes 
(1990) has found two different thinking lines namely 
product oriented views and process oriented views. 
Writing as product emphasizes the cohesive devices, 
vocabulary, grammar and spellings while on the other 
hand the advocates of writing as process emphasize 

the happenings which occurs when writer is in the 
process of writing; the process which actually leads 
the writer towards the coherent sequence of the writ-
ings. No doubt above mentioned issues have been ob-
viously fueled by the dictionaries.
Dictionaries whether monolingual or bilingual as a 
tool should be in use of learners for writing tasks of 
the second language learning. East (2008); Hartman 
(1990); Horsfall (1997); Thompson, (1987) have all 
supported the use of dictionaries especially in writing 
because writing is related to language performance of 
learners. Henry (1996) argued that many studies by 
native speakers focused on the error correction of the 
word or sentence level. So this can be said that an 
authentic tool in the process of writing is dictionary.
Engber (1995) also conducted a study on intermediate 
level learners to check the effect of bilingual diction-
aries on the quality of writing. Lexical accuracy and 
richness which are the components of writing were 
measured. Results of the study indicated that bilin-
gual dictionary usage has significant effect on writ-
ings. Its use was found positive. 
Hurman and Tall (1998) conducted a study on 1300 
participants. They administered two tests of writing 
in the French. It was quantitative work. One group 
of participants was instructed to complete the task 
with the help of dictionaries while other did it with-
out the help of the dictionaries. Results of the study 
highlighted that the scores of dictionary users were 
greater as compare to the other group (Roohani and 
Khosravi, 2011).

Role of Dictionaries in learning Reading skill

Reading is essential when language learning is tar-
get. Dictionary usage is helpful in improving read-
ing. Reading performance of second language is 
influenced by dictionary usage according to Hayati 
(2005). He conducted a study on 45 intermediate stu-
dents who were learning a second language. Hayati 
divided the participants into three groups: monolin-
gual group which was supposed to use monolingual 
dictionaries, group two was bilingual group which 
used bilingual dictionaries and group three was con-
trolled group participants of which were not allowed 
to use dictionaries rather they were asked to utilize 
contextual guessing. A reading comprehension test 
was administered. Results of the study supported the 
bilingual dictionary usage because bilingual group 
got the highest scores as compare to other two groups 
(Roohani and Khosravi 2011). 
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Learners use dictionaries while reading when they 
encounter unfamiliar words. Hosenfeld (1977) and 
Adamson (1990) observed in their studies that all the 
participants use dictionaries while reading however 
less successful participants were found to use them 
more than those participants who were more success-
ful. Paribakht and Wesche (1993) in their study of 
second language learning strategies had seen the dic-
tionary used by all the university students which was 
a strategy for them of language learning. Consulting 
a dictionary while reading is a strategy of second lan-
guage learners and they utilize this consultation. Ac-
cording to Bensoussan, Sim, and Weiss (1984) dic-
tionary usage is beneficial when used while reading. 
Luppescu and Day (1993) conducted a study to deter-
mine the benefits of dictionary usage in understand-
ing the reading tasks and vocabulary enhancement. 
As it was an experimental study. So participants were 
dived into two groups. Results showed that with dic-
tionary group achieved 50% higher scores as compare 
to non dictionary group which proved that bilingual 
dictionary usage was beneficial to enhance vocabu-
lary through the reading. Knight (1994) conducted a 
study on the students of different verbal ability and 
concluded with a supportive attitude towards diction-
ary usage which was found helpful in enhancing read-
ing comprehension (Fraser, 1997).

Role of dictionaries in learning listening skill
                                             
Listening is a very important skill which helps is im-
proving speaking. A good listener can easily be a good 
speaker. Without listening it would not be possible to 
speak well. Electronic dictionaries are quite helpful in 
this regard. Native language explanations and equiva-
lents are available in most of them. Definitions of the 
words and example sentences with explanation which 
are given in native language are also the features of 
such electronic dictionaries. Their role in improving 
listening is found quite helpful as they have the qual-
ity to speak and by listening it again and again the 
learners can improve their listening.

Role of dictionaries in learning speaking skill

Language learning is incomplete without learning 
how to speak. Speaking is an important skill which is 
mandatory in order to communicate. Halliday (1980) 
believes that our thinking and understanding are en-
hanced through speaking. In every day life learners 
listen to others and in order to respond they are in 

need to speak. Speaking helps people to reflect their 
thinking, ideas and information they have in their 
minds (PYP, 2009).
In earlier time dictionaries were tools which were de-
signed to fulfill the needs of audience i.e. to help them 
in their communication with the people of different 
languages. Dictionaries which were designed first 
of all were bilingual. In these dictionaries Sumerian 
words were registered along with their Eblaite trans-
lations and the aim behind developing such dictionar-
ies was to develop communication skills (Haag und 
Herchen, 2001). There are now a days online diction-
aries which are easily accessible which are providing 
speaking support to learners. Talking dictionaries can 
guide towards correctness pronunciation.

About structure of a language

Structure of a language is neither easy rather it’s al-
ways complicated which is to be studied deeply if in-
tentions are to learn a language. Every language has 
governed some rules.  Almost all the languages of 
the world have some components which help in easy 
understanding of the language. Let’s have a look on 
them.

Components of Language

Following serve as the components of the language:
Sound system known as phonological component
Phonological components of a language are con-
cerned with sounds. It studies how sounds are organ-
ized to make meaningful expressions. Production of 
speech sounds and sound patterns within a language 
are all studied by phonological component. Dia-
chronic and synchronic study of sounds, production, 
perception and reception of sounds, history and ety-
mology of sounds, sound changes, pronunciation etc 
all are connected to phonological component of the 
language and a learner is in need to learn it if he aims 
to learn listening skill.

Morphology
It is known as the grammar of words. The morphemes 
of a language are studied and analyzed under the 
scopeof morphology.

Syntax
Syntax is concerned with the arrangement of words 
in a sentence. Chomsky,s theories about the sentence 
structures are really helpful in this regard. 
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A learner should learn how to arrange words in order to 
make proper sentences otherwise he or she would not 
be able to convey what he or she actually intends to.  
All the languages have got some specific rules which 
are known as the grammar of that language which 
helps in learning about how to connect words in a way 
that a meaningful sentence can be produced. With the 
help of grammar of the language learner would be able 
to produce infinite number of sentences and even it 
would be possible to produce such sentences which 
never heard before by the speaker. A speaker can pro-
duce an infinite number of sentences with the help of 
finite number of rules of that specific language.

Semantics
Studying meaning is also an important component 
which gives knowledge about language. Acquiring 
correct meaning of the words has been an important 
concern. How linguistic elements carry the meanings 
is generally known as semantics. All the Languages 
of the word contain thousands of words or vocabulary 
items which refer to ideas or concepts. So it seems as 
if words are the sources through which languages con-
vey meanings. This is the reason that at early stage 

of learning learners does learn meanings of the words 
first. No doubt semantic has got a complex structure 
but its understanding helps the learner to comprehend 
intended meanings and context based discourse.

Pragmatics
Understanding about the intended meaning of a speak-
er is an important thing. It is not possible all the time 
to get the lexical meaning of spoken or written dis-
course rather understanding about the intentions be-
hind saying should be developed. Intended meanings 
are studied under the scope of pragmatics. Learners’ 
may be able to read, write and may also be able to 
spell the words correctly in isolation but this is also 
a fact that learners most of the time are not able to do 
the same in some different context that is the place 
where pragmatics plays its role (PYP, 2009). Use of 
certain dialogues in different situations according to 
the contexts for communicating purpose is taught by 
pragmatics (Ninio and Snow, 1999). In order to avoid 
misunderstandings in accurate understanding and in-
terpretation of communications the knowledge of 
pragmatic elements is necessary for a language learner 
(Deda, 2013).

Theories of language learning

Malone (2012) has summarized the second language learning theories and methods in the following way:
Pre-20th Century	 Grammar translation Method
Early 1900s		  Audio-lingual, Direct method		 Bloomfield, Fries
1940s, 1950s		  Behaviorists				    Skinner
1960s, 1970s		  Universal Grammar, LAD		  Chomsky, Krashen
1980s, 1990s		  information processing models	 Anderson, McLaughlin
1940s, Present		 Social interactionism 			  Vygotsky, Snow

Learning a language is not easy rather it is a time tak-
ing and complicated process which requires proper at-
tention. Researchers had given various theories about 
learning process. A well known and renowned Ste-
phen krashen has worked on the process of learning 
and presented a model which explains with the help 
of five hypotheses in detail how a learner proceeds 
towards second language learning. Hypotheses are:

The Acquisition-Learning hypothesis

According to the acquisition-Learning hypothesis 
there are two ways of developing competence in 
adults which are acquisition and learning where ac-
quisition is concerned with the language usage in 

communication and learning is concerned with the 
knowledge about language.

The Monitor hypothesis
It is concerned with conscious learning.

The Input hypothesis
There is only one way to acquire language by humans 
and that is by receiving input.

The Natural Order hypothesis
According to this acquisition- learning hypothesis the 
rules of a language are acquired in a predictable order.
The Affective Filter hypothesis:
It’s a mental block.
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Behaviorism Approach
Another approach towards learning is behaviorism. The 
components of this approach argued that learner learn 
through repetition and imitation. Re-enforcement plays 
a vital role here. This school believes that behaviors are 
measurable and can be explained. Stimulus-response is 
the basic of behaviorism theory. Behaviorist school of 
thought was started by Watson; B. F Skinner is one of the 
major components of this.

Bloom’s Taxonomy
Leaning brings change as Borger and Seaborne (1966) 
believed that permanent change in behavior is learning. 
Educationists and researchers had given countless theo-
ries regarding learning in which Bloom’s Taxonomy has 
got a dominant place who has divided learning outcomes 
into three domains: 

Cognitive domain (Thinking and understanding)
Affective domain  (emotion and feelings)	
Psychomotor domain (ability to manipulate physical 
tools) (Surgenor, 2012)
Which are further divided into sub-categories. This Tax-
onomy was created by Benjamin Bloom in 1956.  It was 
created by Dr Bloom for academic Education but it is 
related to all types of learning Figure is giving an explicit 
explanation of the taxonomy. Blooms basic focus was on 
cognitive domain which was published under the title: 
Taxonomy Of Educational Objectives: Handbook 1, The 
Cognitive Domain' (Bloom, Engelhart, Furst, Hill and 
Krathwohl, 1956). In 1964 second book appeard which 
focused on the affective domain. Title of this version was 
: Handbook II, The Affective Domain' (Bloom, Masia, 
Krathwohl). Krathwhol was the one who divided affec-
tive domain into sub categories.

 

 

 
Source:http://www.mindmaptutor.com/2010/04/mind-mapping-and-blooms-taxonomy/

Figure 2. Sub categories of bloom’s Taxonom
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