
  

DICTIONARY USE

Providing lexicographic support
for SL vocabulary acquisition:
What kind, under what conditions, for whom, and why?
PietSWANEPOEL,Pretoria,SouthAfrica

Abstract
Although a numberof the latestdictionariesfor the SL market have beenpraisedfor their innovative
designfeatures,learnersandusersdo,andlexicographersandmetalexicographersshould,concernthem-
selveswith the functionalquality (FQ) of thedictionaryproductsthey provide for themarket. TheFQ
of dictionariesand its scientificassessmentforms the topic of this paper. FQ is definedin Section1,
andcurrentapproachesto assessingFQ in thefield of lexicographyarediscussedin Section2. Section
3 providesanoutlineanddemonstrationof a methodologywhich makestheoretically-driven empirical
assessmentof theFQ of dictionariespossible.

1 Introduction: the problem of dictionary quality

English lexicographershave respondedto the mountinginternationaldemandfor Englishby
providing themarket with a wide rangeof lexicographicworks to assistin theuseandacqui-
sition of Englishasa secondor foreign language(ESL/FL). This makesthe ESL/FL lexico-
graphicmarket oneof themostcompetitivedictionarymarketsin theworld, andonein which,
as[Herbst1999]notes,publishinghousesarecontinuallyunderpressureto comeupwith inno-
vativeproductsto keepanedgeontheircompetitorsandprotecttheirshareof thelexicographic
market.

The existing Englishmonolinguallearner’s dictionaries(MLD’ s) - to which I will limit my-
self in the restof this discussion- area casein point. No lessthanfour of themcompetein
the market, viz. CIDE, COBUILD2, LDOCE3 andOALD5. All four of themareintendedas
multifunctionallexicographictools to assistaswide aspossiblea targetgroupin whatever SL
learningactivities they engage.They havebeenlabelledtheso-called"big four", andpraisedby
a numberof reviewersasthepinocleof monolinguallearnerlexicography, especiallythen,on
thegroundsof their innovative(re)designfeatures.

Although innovativenessmight be a crucial commercialconcern,dictionaryusers,including
teachersof English,placea higherpremiumon the functionalquality (FQ) of thedictionaries
they eventuallypurchase,i.e., on thedegreeto which a dictionary(within the limits of its in-
tendedfunction(s)andtargetusers)successfullyprovidesthemwith thekind of lexical support
they need,not only in thevariouskindsof SL receptiveandproductiveactivities in which they
engageto acquirethenecessarycommunicativeskills in a targetlanguage,but alsoin acquiring
thenecessaryvocabulary to masterthesecommunicativeskills andstrategies.

That the FQ of dictionariesshouldin fact be oneof the main issueswith which we concern
ourselves,is underlinedby the editorsof the comprehensive An InternationalEncyclopaedia
of Lexicographywhenthey statethat"Lexicographyaspracticeandthetheoryof lexicography
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havea commongoal,namelyto fostertheeffectiveuseof dictionaries." [Hausmannet al 1989:
XVII].

A crucialquestionfor learners,teachers,lexicographers,andmetalexicographersalike, thenis:

(i) How functionally effective are the available SL/FL English dictionariesin providing
learnerswith thenecessarylexicographicsupportin thevariousESL receptive andpro-
ductiveactivities in which they engagein theSL classroomandin acquiringthevocabu-
lary neededfor theseactivities?

For lexicographersandmetalexicographersasecondcrucialquestionis:

(ii) If not functionally effective, what kind of dictionaries,both with regard to dictionary
type andquadesign(i.e., with regardto content,structure,style,presentationandinte-
grationin instructionalactivities andmaterials,etc.),would optimizefor variouskind of
usersin differentcontextsof use(theacquisitionof) thevariousreceptiveandproductive
(skills)/tasksandtheacquisitionof thenecessaryvocabulary for theseskills in instructed
SL acquisition?

Despitethe popularity of dictionariesin the S/FL classroom,and despitethe availability of
enormousamountsof teachingmaterialsbuilt aroundspecificdictionaries,thereareat present
nosetof unequivocalanswersto thesequestions.

The simpleanswerto question(i) is: We don’t know. With regard to the FQ of dictionaries
aimedat the SL market, most of what we know is mainly basedon subjective and/orpeda-
gogicalexperienceandcommonsenseheuristics.Much of our knowledgeof thesematersis,
thereforeoftensubjective/experientialandanecdotalin nature,andas[Hartmann1989a/b]al-
readynoted,and[Scholfield1999] recentlyemphasized,hasat most the statusof "informed
opinion". Althoughtherehasbeenanincreasein researchonSL acquisition,andtheuseof lex-
icographicsupportin instructedSL acquisitionin particular, very little of this researchpasses
therigorousrequirementssetby theoreticallydrivenempiricalresearch.Whatresearchwehave
on this issuewithin the field of lexicography, is seldomworked out in a detailedtheoretical
framework of SL acquisition,often suffers from major designflaws or hasa "woolly focus
onkey issues". Oftenthese"experiments"aresmall-scale,non-representative,non-comparable,
non-correlational,andeven non-replicable- a situationthat necessitatesfor lexicography, as
Hartmannand a numberof other authorshave argued,"a ‘quantumleap’ into the realm of
scientificrespectability"([Hartmann1989a/b];[Scholfield1999](Cf., on theseissuesalso[Bo-
gaards1998],[Hartmann1999a/b],[Laufer 1993], [Luppescu/Day1993], [Meara 1997], and
[McCreary/Dolezal1999]).

Giventhepriority theFQof dictionariesshouldhave in thefield of lexicography, I will focusin
thenext sectionof thispaperoncurrentapproachesto theFQof dictionaries.Section3 outlines
anddemonstratesa methodologywhich hasthepotentialof providing a launchingpadfor the
quantumleapweneedto takeusinto thefeature.
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2 Current approaches
to the functional quality of dictionaries

2.1 The status of informed opinion

Given that current thinking on the FQ of dictionariesis for a greatdeal basedon personal
experience,I will first tacklethestatusof subjective experienceasa sourceof our knowledge
on thecomplexitiesof theFQ of dictionaries.

Althoughlexicographicalandpedagogicalexperienceor "informedopinion"canguidehypoth-
esisformationin theoryconstructionandempiricaltesting,aloneit is not enoughto elucidate
therealproblemslearnersexperiencewith the functionalityof dictionaries.For one,theseas-
sumptionsmaysimply bewrong,misguidedor have little empiricalsupportbeyondthe limits
of the lexicographer’s, teacher’s or even dictionaryreviewer’s own subjective experience(cf.
[Simms-Knight1992]and[Schriver1997]).

In fact, the little evidencewe currentlyhave from empirical researchforcesoneto be rather
cautiousof "informed opinion" asthe only basisfor judgementsof the FQ of any dictionary
or any kind of lexicographicsupportprovidedfor instructedSL acquisition.This point is ade-
quatelyillustratedin [Laufer1993].Theauthorfirst mentionsanumberof theseoftengenerally
heldassumptions,andthencitesexamplesof empiricalresearchin whichtheseassumptionsare
refuted,e.g.,assumptionssuchasthefollowing

1. thatguessingthemeaningof unknown wordsin contexts of use(inferencingfrom con-
text) is preferableto usinga dictionaryasa strategy in acquiringnew words(a central
assumptionin mostcommunicativeapproachesto SL teaching;theso-called"dictionary
aslastresort"assumption)

2. that in dictionariesgoodexamplesof the useof target wordsprovide moreinformation
on theuseof a word thana definition(anassumptionthat leadSummersto contemplate
designingadictionaryconsistingof examplesonly).

(Cf., also[Laufer/Hadar1997].)

In a small-scaleexperimentwith 43 first-yearuniversitystudents[Laufer1993]thenillustrates
that

1. new wordsarein factbetterunderstoodandusedcorrectlyby learnerswhenbotha defi-
nition andexamplesareprovided,asis currentlythepracticein mostMLD’ s (definitions
alonebeingsecondbest,andexamplesalonetheworst),but

2. evenwhenproviding learnerswith definitionsandexamples,onaverage,asuccessrateof
only 55%wasachieved in comprehensiontasks(on low frequency words)anda dismal
44%successratein productiontasks.

(Cf., also[Laufer/Hadar1997].)
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A secondexampleto illustratethispoint, is providedby anempiricalexperimentof reportedon
in [Cumminget al 1994] in which theauthorsquestionanotherof our commonlyheldbeliefs,
viz., thesuperiorityof thefull-sentencedefinitionover thephrasaldefinition.Thefull sentence
definition is an innovative featureintroducedto modernlearners’lexicographyby COBUILD,
andhasnow becomeastandardfeatureof anumberof MLD’ s.Whattheseauthorsdemonstrate
in their researchis thatproductionandperformancemeasuresdo in factnot vary over theuse
of thephrasaldefinitionformatandthesentencedefinitionformat.

A third exampleis providedby theextensive researchby Mayerandhis associateson theuse
of visualmaterialin texts to enhancethe learningprocess.Althoughtheuseof illustrationsin
dictionariesis alsofoundedonthe(empiricallysupported)assumptionthatillustrationsenhance
the learningof lexical information, [Mayer 1999] shows that thereare a numberof crucial
designvariablesthatimpingedirectlyon theeffectivesof illustrations.

Empirical researchof this kind not only highlights the unreliability of experientialevidence
asthe solebasisfor instructionalandlexicographicdesign,but also,asa numberof otherre-
searcheshave argued,that– and,then,despiteall theinnovative featuresthathave beenintro-
ducedinto dictionarydesign– thereis no mechanicaltransferof thecontentof dictionariesto
thementallexicon of the learner. Any dictionaryconsultationconstitutesa complex cognitive
processin which a numberof crucial mediatingvariablesdeterminethe successwith which
variouskinds of learnersinfer, processandacquireinformation from dictionariesof various
typesanddesignsin differentcontexts of use(cf., [Bogaards1998],[McCreary/Dolezal1999:
112-113],[McKeown 1993],[Nesi/Meara1994],[Scholfield1982]).

2.2 Lexicographers’ approach to the FQ of dictionaries

Despitethe expressedconcernof lexicographypracticeandmetalexicographywith theFQ of
dictionaries,neitherof themcurrentlyengagein, or in factprovidefor thekind of theoretically-
drivenempiricalresearchneededto assesstheFQ of dictionaries.This is clearlyevident from
theway in which lexicographersapproachtheissueof theFQ of dictionariesandfrom current
approachesandmethodologiesin metalexicographicresearch.

User-researchandreportsby a numberof reviewers(cf., [Bogaards1998])have indicatedthat
learnersgrapplewith threekindsof majorproblemswhenconsultingMLD’ s: finding therele-
vantinformation;having foundit, to comprehendit; and,finally, applyingwhatthey havelearnt
from thedictionaryto thetaskor activity at hand.

Realizingthat the FQ of a dictionaryis determinedboth by the user’s referenceskills andby
thedesignof thedictionary(i.e. its content,structure,styleandpresentationasdeterminedby
its intendedfunction),lexicographershaveapproachedtheFQissuein thecaseof MLD’ s from
two sides:

1. improving users’lexicographicreferenceskills by providing themwith dictionarywork-
books,i.e. improving theuser, not theproduct,and

2. by the (re)designapproach,i.e. improving on the designof existing dictionariesor by
designingnew dictionaries(e.g.,CIDE, thelatestof thebig four MLD’ s)
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As indicatedin [Stark1990],existing dictionarywork bookshave not metwith muchsuccess.
Although a small numberof researchershave addressedthe problem,no comprehensive and
systematicresearchhasbeenundertakento try andestablishwhy andhow theseworkbooksfail
in their intendedfunctionandhow theireffectiveusecanbeoptimized.

With regardto the(re)designapproach,theotherthreeof thebig four MLD’ shavebeenpraised,
but thenwith a numberof provisos,for the innovative way in which theproblemsof learners
have beenapproachedby redesigningvariousaspectsof the content,structure,style, etc. of
thesedictionaries( cf. [Herbst1999], [Rundell 1999],and[Scholfield1999]).The findability
problemwithin dictionaryentries,for example,is addressedby basingthe orderingof senses
on corpusfrequency dataandtheuseof socalled"signposts"and/oradvancedorganizers.

Thecomprehensionproblem,on theotherhand,is addressedby anumberof innovativedesign
features,someof courseolderthanothers,e.g.

1. theuseof acontrolled/limited definingvocabulary in definitions;
2. theeliminationof all kindsof dictionarese(symbols,labels,someabbreviations,paren-

theses,etc.)andarcaneexpressionsin definitionsandincorporatingsomeof theinforma-
tion traditionallyconveyedby thesemeansin thedictionarydefinitionsthemselves;

3. the useof a full sentencedefinition format that imitatesthe style andstructureof "folk
definitions"of nativespeakers(cf. especiallyCOBUILD);

4. theuseof corpus-drivencontextualparaphrasesasadefiningtechniqueto helplearnersto
matchgenericabstractdefinitionswith thespecificsensesof targetwordsin theircontexts
of use;

5. theuseof definitionalschematato ensurecomprehensivenessandsystematicityin defin-
ing themeaningof headwordsthatbelongto thesamegrammaticaland/orsemanticclass;

6. extendedinformation on the paradigmaticsenserelationsof target words (hyponyms,
synonyms,andantonyms);

7. theextendeduseof authenticexamplesentencesto illustratea targetword’scollocational
features,selectionalrestrictionsandstylistic characteristicsin additionto their meaning-
in-use;

8. theuseof extensive (nonverbal)illustrationsto supportdefinitionsandto clarify a wide
rangeof thesemanticfeaturesof targetwords;

9. the useof extendedusagenotesto elucidatethe meaninganduseof target words,and
especiallyto disambiguatesemanticallyrelatedwords.

Thequestionthatthenarisesis: On whatdo lexicographersbasetheperceivedFQ of theinno-
vative featuresthatthey have incorporatedin therevisededitionsof MLD’ s?Again theanswer
is: We don’t exactly know. Giventhestiff competitionin themarket, lexicographersarerather
tight-lippedabouttheircommercialsecrets.Althoughsomepublishinghouseslay claimin sales
materialsto someform of researchunderlyingtheir dictionaries,they hardlyever make public
whattheory/theoriesof lexical acquisitionthey adhereto, how thematerialsweretested,what
the resultsof thesetestswere,or how the designof their activities andmaterials(including
the format of lexicographicsupport)weredeterminedby their theoreticaldispositionandthe
resultsof their experiments.Nor is theinvolvementof "experiencedteachers"of necessityany
kind of solace.As [Urquhart/Weir 1998] indicate,teachersandtestersareoften "trappedin a
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particular setof practices" ( p. 234),andthatthereis a tendency in thequartersof appliedlin-
guiststo "accepta theoretical constructwithout further analysis,definition,or evenempirical
investigation" (p.238).

Althoughwehaveanumberof theoreticalhandbooksonthemarketthatexplicatetheprinciples
of practicallexicography, againonehasto questionthetheoreticalandempiricalsupportthese
principlesenjoy. Hardlyany empiricalevidenceis providedto supportthefactthattheproposed
principles(e.g.,on the effective useof definition types,examplesand/orillustrations)indeed
improvesthe FQ of dictionaries.Furthermore,we have no researchthat taps,in situ or "on-
line" as it were, the real assumptions/principlesthat guide lexicographers’designdecisions
when they are compiling dictionariesof varioustypesat the workbench.Atmost,one could
considertheproposedprinciplesassourcesfor hypothesesthathave to betestedempiricallyat
thelexicographerswork benchor in anappropriateexperimentalsetting.

2.3 The FQ of dictionaries in metalexicographic research

With regardto thefield of metalexicography, wearein asituationwherethefour mainareasof
researchdo not in fact focuson (or evenprovide for) theassessmentof theFQ of dictionaries
by way of theoreticallydrivenempiricalresearch.They do,however, provide for at leastsome
of thebasickind of research(empiricaldescription,hypothesisformation,modelconstruction)
thatshouldunderlietheoreticallydrivenempiricaltestingof theFQof dictionaries.

User-research,for example,focusseson a taxonomicdescriptionof whatkindsof usersuse(or
preferto use)whatkindsof dictionariesfor what informationneedsin whatkindsof contexts
(cf. [Hartmann1999]).But no attentionis in factpaidto how effectivedictionaryconsultations
in thesevariouscontexts of useare.Thesameproblemappliesto researchon thestructureof
dictionariesastexts. Theresultsaremainly taxonomicdescriptionsof theelementsthatmake
upthecontentandstructureof dictionaries,andthis is only occasionallylinkedto their intended
functions,but no systematicaccountis givenof how effective thesestructuralcomponents(or
designelements)indeedarein achieving their intendedfunctions.

Dictionary criticism, on the other hand,has/shouldhave dictionary evaluationas its central
concern.Reviewers indeedprovide the researcherwith valuableinformationon a numberof
variablesthataffect theFQof adictionary, variablesthatwould indeedhaveto beaccountedfor
in any systematicscientificinvestigationof theFQof dictionaries.Theseinclude,inter alia, the
majorfunctionsof variousdictionarytypes,thekindsof SL learningactivitiesin whichlearners
engageandin which they usespecifickindsof dictionaries,what learnersexpectof dictionar-
ies,whatpreferencesthey have, thedictionaryreferenceproblemsthey experience,thedesign
principlesthat (in theory)do or shouldunderliespecificdictionarytypes,how lexicographers
deviate from theseprinciplesin practice,inconsistenciesthat occurbetweentheoryandprac-
tice, andthe kind of mediatingfactorsthat influencethe efficacy of specificdesignelements
of specificdictionaries(e.g,theuseof specificdefinitiontypes/formats,useof restricteddefin-
ing vocabulary, useof examples,illustrationsandusagenotes).(Cf. [Herbst1999], [ Pauwels
1996],[Rundell1999],and[Scholfield1999].)

The major problem,however, is the fact that most dictionary reviews are not in themselves
systematicaccountsof theoretically-driven empirical researchon the FQ of the dictionaries
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underdiscussion,i.e. of researchthatassessesundercontrolledconditionshow effective these
dictionariesarein practiceasthey areused(on-line)by their intendedtargetgroup,viz. learners
of English.Reviewersaremostoftenteachersof English,occasionallyotherlexicographersor
metalexicographers,(thus at most expert users)that simulatesituationsof dictionary useby
learners(cf., [Ripfel 1989:4]) andtry andpredict- on thebasisof theirexperientialknowledge
of learners- the kinds of problemsusersof dictionarieswill/could encounter. In this sense,
reviews have the samekind of drawbacksasquestionariesaimedat soliciting dataon the FQ
of dictionariesasexperiencedby their targetusers.Datathat is elicitedposthocon dictionary
consultationproblemsare not an accurateassessmentof the problemsusersexperienceon-
line, andeliciting dataon usersfrom teachersprovide a secondhandand,mostoften,a highly
subjectiveaccountof thefacts.

3 The way forward

3.1 The interdisciplinary approach

Despitetheadversity to empiricalresearchin somecornersof the lexicographyfraternity, the
way forward, as a numberof scholarshave argued,is to indeedtake the quantumleap into
scientificrespectability, as[Hartmann1989a]soeloquentlyphrasedit.

ThepointI wouldliketo makeis thatwecanalreadybuild alaunchingpadfor thisquantumleap
by itemizing,evaluatingand,wherepossible,integratingtheexisting researchmethodologies,
theoreticaldevelopmentsandresearchresultsin thevarietyof disciplines(e.g.,educationaland
cognitivepsychology, SLA research,computer-assistedlanguagelearning,instructionaldesign,
researchonbilingualismandmetalexicographicresearch) thatin factalsofocusonwhatis our
primeconcern,viz., to optimizetheFQof differentformsof lexicographicsupportin thevarious
SL learningactivitiesaimedat theacquisitionof receptiveandproductiveskills of learnersin a
targetlanguageandtheacquisitionof thenecessaryvocabulary to supporttheseskills.

With regardto a generalmethodologicalframework within which currentapproachesin these
fieldsandthe resultsof their empiricalresearchcanbe integrated,I would like to suggestthe
cognitive-functionalframework espousedin [Chun& Plass1997].Their methodwould imply
thefollowing:

(i) Givea model-theoreticaccountof

(a) thelinguistic andotherkind of knowledgestores,cognitiveprocessesandresulting
mentalrepresentationsthatunderliethevariousreceptive andproductive skills and
theprocessof vocabularyacquisition

(b) the knowledge,skills andcognitive processesinvolved in finding, comprehending
andintegratingrelevantinformationfrom dictionariesinto receptiveandproductive
tasksandvocabulary acquisition.

Thiswould include,interalia,amodel-theoreticaccountof

(a) thecontent,structureanddevelopmentof aSL learner’s mentallexicon
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(b) thewaylexicalknowledgeisaccessedandinteractwith thecognitiverepresentations
andprocessesinvolvedin thedifferentkindsof receptiveandproductive tasks.

(ii) Isolatethe mediatinglearner, input, taskandcontextual variablesthat have beendeter-
minedby empiricalresearchto influencethesuccessfulacquisitionof a skill or vocabu-
lary.

(iii) Deducea hypothesis/hypothesesfrom (i) and(ii) with regardto theformat/designof the
lexicographicinput thatwouldeithersupportthesereceptiveandproductivetasksandthe
acquisitionof vocabularyor not.

(iv) Devise alternative lexicographicformatsthat conform to thesedesignhypothesesand
empirically test themfor their FQ, taking into accountthesemediatingvariablesas is
donein AIT-designs.

Traditionallytheresults(positiveor negative)of (iv) areexplainedin termsof (i), andimplica-
tionsfor instructionaldesignandpracticededucedfrom (i) andtheresultsof (iv).

Usingthis framework asguideline,how do weproceed?

User-researchasenvisagedwithin lexicography, shouldprovideanextensivetaxonomicaccount
of thekindsof situationsin which differenttypesof learnersusewhatkind of dictionariesand
for whatpurposes.SL learnersengagein a varietyof learningactivities (e.g.,pre-taskvocabu-
lary exercises,communicativeskill exercisesandfollow-up vocabulary elaborationexercises),
all of which requirespecificlevelsof lexical knowledgeandin which lexicographicsupportof
somekind (dictionaries,glosses,word lists,etc.)couldbeprovided(cf., [Sökmen1997]).

With regardto thelinguistic andencyclopaedicknowledgestores,cognitiveprocessesandrep-
resentationsthatunderliethesecontextualizeddictionarylook-ups,a numberof partial,some-
timesoverlapping,but alsosometimesconflicting theoreticmodels,have beenproposedthat
cansupportlexicographicresearchin anumberof crucialways.Spacelimitationspreventade-
taileddiscussion,but the following givesanoverview of someof therelevantmodel-theoretic
researchandrelevantliterature.

[Purpura1997]providesanadaptedversionof Gagné,Yekovich, & Yekovich’s Model of Hu-
manInformationProcessingto outline andexplain the interactionbetweenthe metacognitive
andcognitive processesandstrategies involved in SLA, specificallythe way that taskmoni-
toring variables(problem-identification,selective attention,goal-setting,task-assessment,pre-
and post-planning,self-monitoring(during performance),and post-performanceassessment)
influencetheseprocessesof SL acquisitionanduse.(Cf. also[Wenden1998].)

This model is compatiblewith theoriesof the processingof verbalandvisual information in
short-term/workingmemoryandtheway in whichvariablessuchascognitiveload,redundancy
andsplit-attention(cf., [Kirby 1993] and[Yeunget al 1997]) influencethe processingof SL
informationduringreceptiveandproductiveactivitiesandtheprocessingof lexical information
(cf. also[Baddeley 1992]).

A numberof researchershaveproposedamodel-theoreticaccountandprovidedempiricalsup-
port for variousaspectsof lexical acquisitionandusein a varietyof receptive andproductive
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activities.Thecontent,structure,developmentandaccessto theSL/bilingual lexicon is exten-
sively discussedin [Aitchinson1994], [Beheydt 1987], [Laufer/Paribakht1998], [MacDonald
1997],[Paribakht/Wesche1997],[Schmitt1997,1998]and[Schreuder/Weltens1993].

GassandSelinkers’ [Gass/Selinker 1994)interactionistmodelof the ideal conditionsfor lex-
ical acquisitionto take placestill enjoys immensepopularity(cf., also[Chapelle1998])anda
numberof authorsreporton researchon thevarietyof variablesthat influencetheacquisition
process(cf., [Beheydt 1987], [Chun/ Plass1997], [De Bot et al 1997], [Ellis/ Beaton1993],
[Hamilton 1997], [Klesius/Searles1990],[Oxford / Scarcella1994],[Paribakht/Wesche1997],
[Robinson1995,1997],and[Waring1997]).Theway thatmultimediainput fosterstheacquisi-
tion of lexical informationandthedeleteriouseffectsof learningwith multimediais treatedin
[Chun& Plass1997],[Yaghoubet al 1995]and[Plass1998].

The passive/receptive vs. active/productive dimensionof lexical knowledge is discussedin
[Laufer 1998], [Melka 1997] and [Laufer/Paribakht1998]. An instrumentfor measuringas-
pectsof the depthof the acquisitionof lexical knowledgeis proposedin [Wesche/Paribakht
1996].

Obviously, therearealsoa numberof learnervariablesthat influencethe processingandac-
quisitionof SL verbalandvisual input (verbalability, spatialability, learningpreferences(ver-
balisersvs. visualizers),contentandbackgroundknowledge),andthesearediscussedin some
length in [Chun/Plass1997]and[Weinert/Helmke 1998].A further setof mediatingvariables
thateffect theFQof thelexicographicsupportthatis provided,is thevariousreceptiveandpro-
ductivestrategiesthatusersemploy whenexperiencingproblemsof a lexical nature,including
theuseof lexicographicsupportof somekind (cf., [De Bot etal 1997],[Dörnyei/Kormos1998],
[Gu/Johnson1996], [Klesius/Searles1990], [McDaniel/Donnelly1996], [Sanaoui1995], and
[Sternberg 1987]).

Of thekinds of lexicographicinput thatbestassistsdifferentkindsof learnersin differentSL
communicativeactivities,readingandreading-drivenlexicalacquisition("incidentalvocabulary
acquisition")hasbeenthetopic of numerousstudies.Researchon thesetopicsclearlysuggests
that whenit comesto differentkinds of learnersanddifferentkinds of activities, onetype of
lexicographicsupportdefinitelydoesnotfit all. Althoughhigh-proficiency studentsseemto get
it right mostof the time, regardlessof whetherthereis somekind of lexicographicinput and
whatspecifictype,low-ability studentsaremostlyleft at lostwithoutsome,oftenveryspecific,
kindsof lexicographicsupport.

Theknowledge,cognitive processesandrepresentationsthatunderlieSL readingarethesub-
jectof numerousstudies(cf. [De Bot etal 1997],[Paribakht/Wesche1996],[Wesche/Paribakht
1995],[Urquhart/Weir 1998).AlthoughMLD’ sandtranslationdictionarieshaveprovento sup-
port readingcomprehension,usingprintedversionsof thesedictionarieshave beenshown to
have two majordisadvantages:they slow down thereadingprocess,andthesplit-attentionef-
fect of consultinga dictionary interfereswith the higher-level processesof building mental
representationsof thetext content(cf., [Knight 1994]).

Glossing,on theotherhand,hasprovento beratherbeneficial,bothin thecaseof printedtexts
andelectronictexts,andagrowing bodyof researchhasbeendevotedto this topic(cf. [Beheydt
1987],[Chun/Plass1997],[Danan1992],[Davis 1989],[Fischer1994],[Hulstijn 993],[Hulstijn
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et al 1996], [Jacobset al 1994], [Lawson/Hogben1996], [Lomicka 1998], [McKeown 1993],
[Prince1996],[Watanabe1997],and[Yeunget al 1997]).

Glossescanrelieve studentsfrom the arduoustaskof finding the relevantsensesof unknown
wordsin printeddictionaries,and, if given asa contextual paraphraseof an unknown word,
of having to integratesomegenericmeaningfrom a dictionary in the word’s context of use.
In electronictexts, the typesof glossescan,furthermore,be expandedto includea variety of
informationtypes(e.g.translations,definitionsin theL1 andtheL2, encyclopaedicinformation,
visualglosses(graphics,pictures,animationandvideo)andsound),therebyproviding for the
different learningstylesof different dictionary users.The layout and designpossibilitiesof
computerscreensalsoallow for thefactthatglossescanbepresentedandintegratedinto textual
(multimedia) input in sucha way that they do not negatively impact on the comprehension
process.

In suchcases,however, the printeddictionary functionsmerelyasa lexical resourcefor the
teacher/materialsdesignerwhohasto selecttherelevantsenses,translations,appropriatevisual
materials,etc.from existingdictionaries,andcomeupwith acontextually relevantpresentation
of the informationin glossesthat cansupportthe learner. Researchon how suchglossescan
beautomaticallygeneratedin CALL-applicationsincorporatingfully-fledgedelectronicdictio-
nariesis still in its infancy. Furthermore,a numberof deleteriouseffectshave beenshown to
influencetheFQ of multimediaglosses(cf., [Chun/Plass1997]).

Althoughsmallscaleandincrementalin nature,reading-drivenlexical acquisitionhasalsobeen
shown to improvewith theprovision of lexicographicsupport.However, thedualtaskof read-
ing for comprehensionandrememberinginformationon new lexical itemsoften leadsto the
split-attentioneffect – a situationthat canbe worsenedby the needfor consultinga printed
dictionary. Glossingtechniquescanincreaseaccidentalvocabularyacquisition,but thenonly in
very specificcircumstances.For low-ability studentsintegratingtext andverbalglossescauses
the text to interferewith the lexical acquisitionprocess;but presentingglossesasseparatelist
improveslexical learning– thus,in a designjust theoppositeof that in which glossessupport
low-ability studentsin readingcomprehension.Furthermore,certainglossesare hardly con-
sultedin thereadingprocess,andothersseemeitherto havea negative influenceon thelexical
acquisitionprocess,suchastranslations,while still others,suchasvideoglosses,prove to have
little effect,or aresimplynotpreferredaboveothertypes(suchaspictures/graphics).

4 Conclusion

Obviously, the above is no morethana glimpseof the kind of researchtopicsthat shouldbe
incorporatedin theoreticallydrivenempiricalresearchon theFQ of dictionaries,andthenes-
peciallyon theinnovativedesignimprovementsto MLD’ s alludedto above.Thelexicographic
principlesexpoundedin texts bookson lexicography, andthe input by expert reviewerson the
FQof thesedictionaries(cf. thediscussionabove)couldprovideinvaluableinputto thisresearch
by wayof hypothesesthathave to beempiricallytestedwithin theframework of thetheoretical
assumptionsandresearchfindingselucidatedabove.If we really considerimproving theFQof
dictionariesasoneof our maingoals,thenthereis nowayout.
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