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ASPECTS OF USING DICTIONARIES IN THE PROCESS
OF ACADEMIC ENGLISH TEACHING AND ACQUISITION

In the article, the linguistic characteristics of academic English are considered. The vocabulary and genres of
academic English are addressed. The types of dictionaries currently available to university students are defined. It
is established that academic language is linguistically diverse across discourses, genres, and disciplines. The varia-
tions in academic language demand a range of linguistic skills from students. Learners therefore need access to

language tools, notably dictionaries, in their studies.

The analysis of the respective dictionaries demonstrates that none of them is suitable for academic English
acquisition. They are too comprehensive in coverage, contain linguistically demanding definitions and offer little
encoding information. A need for dictionaries that would meet the students’ demands is defined.
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ing.

Problem statement. Over the past three dec-
ades, academic English has attracted considerable
attention from researchers. A great deal of the re-
search has been driven by pedagogical motives,
which are closely related to the increase in the num-
ber of students at universities acquiring English for
academic purposes.

The fact that academic English is different from
general English means that students face several diffi-
culties because they need to learn how to use a lan-
guage they know in new ways. Consequently, disci-
plines like English for Academic Purposes and English
for Specific Purposes have started to play a more
prominent role in higher education in the last few
decades.

The focus of students is on the contents of their
study. As a result, students are more likely to use lan-
guage tools which can help them with addressing lan-
guage problems at the moment of encountering them.
One of the most important language tools of this kind
is a dictionary.

Literature overview. Corpora and corpus tech-
niques have played a key role in the research into
academic English. The scholar Kosem, 1[6, p. 357]
points out corpora have proved useful in determining
the features of academic English, and have stimulated
research into register and genre. Researchers
Benesch, S., Dudley-Evans, T., Flowerder, ]., John, M.,
Peacock, M. remark that corpora have also helped to
revive some earlier approaches, such as rhetorical
analysis and pragmatic analysis. Corpus techniques
have also helped researchers to identify not only the
differences between different genres of academic
English [5], but also the differences between aca-
demic English and general English [4]. Vocabulary
and its acquisition has always been one of the main

focus areas of research in academic English
McCarthy, M., Nation, P., Schmitt, N., Waring, R. The
use of dictionaries in the process of academic English
teaching and acquisition, as well as the types thereof,
are analysed in the works by Benson, M., Haill, R,
Lea, D., Nesi, H., Rundell, M., Svensen, B., Thompson, P.

Basing on the analysis of the aforementioned
works, it is established that the differences between
academic English and general English are yet to be
fully acknowledged by lexicographers. This problem
is exacerbated by the unclear status of students as
dictionary users since there is a great deal of research
in dictionary application that sees students as sub-
jects, but very few studies actually examine the dic-
tionary use of students. As a result, not much is
known about which dictionaries students utilize, and
how they use or misuse them.

The aim of the article is to take a closer look at
the linguistic characteristics of academic English, and
give an overview of research into the registers, gen-
res and vocabulary of academic English. The focus
then shifts to the dictionaries currently available to
students, and their suitability for the needs of stu-
dents is evaluated in terms of their representative
coverage of academic English. It aims to establish
why there is a need for a dictionary of academic Eng-
lish by looking at the characteristics of academic Eng-
lish, and by discussing why existing dictionaries fail
to reflect these characteristics.

A great number of monolingual and bilingual
dictionaries have been produced, both in terms of
number and variety. This is especially true of ad-
vanced learners’ dictionaries, which have been the
source of some important lexicographic innovations.
Thus, university students have been provided with
valuable tools to tackle English language-related
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problems during their studies, but not specifically for
academic English.

Research into academic English has largely fo-
cussed on written academic discourse. Scholars
mainly study genres produced by academics, and the
genre of the research article in particular: Charles, M.,
Coxhead, A. Flowerdew, ]., Groom, N., Hewings, A,
Hyland, K., Koutsantoni, D., Lewin, B., Schmitt, N., Sil-
ver, M., Stotesbury, H., Swales, ]., Tucker, P.

Some of the above-mentioned studies have used
corpora that contained other genres in addition to
research articles, for instance books and book re-
views, but all of these genres, while read by students,
are primarily targeted at other academics. Research-
ers have therefore become interested in genres that
specifically target students, arguing that the language
in those genres is what students will encounter and
need help with [2].

British researches of academic written English
corpus identify thirteen genre families: case study,
literature review, critique, methodology recount, de-
sign specification, narrative recount, empathy writ-
ing, problem question, essay, proposal, exercise, re-
search report, explanation. Each genre family con-
tains several genres, the total number of genres being
fifty. The main distinguishing characteristic is the
discipline the genre is found in. For example, the
genre family “design specification” contains the fol-
lowing genres that are predominantly found in Com-
puter Science and Engineering: application design,
building design, database design, game design, label
design, product design, system design, and website
design.

Written academic genres are also internally com-
plex. They contain different sub-genres. Some of the
genre families and genres can be either a genre or a
sub-genre, for instance literature review can be a
complete text, or it can be only a part of a text, such as
a book or an article. Implementing a comprehensive
attempt to describe spoken genres in academic dis-
course, researches identified several genres and
grouped them into classroom events, notably small
lectures, large lectures, discussion sections, lab sec-
tions, seminars, student presentations, and non-
classroom events, namely, advising sessions, collo-
quia, dissertation defences, interviews, meetings, of-
fice hours, service encounters, study groups, tours.
Apart from studying individual genres, scholars in-
vestigate differences and similarities between differ-
ent genres. Studies of this type can be divided into
three groups: studies that compare genres of the
same discourse, studies that compare spoken genres
with written genres, and studies that compare char-
acteristics of a genre or genres in different disci-
plines. Multi-dimensional studies that involved analy-
sis of spoken academic registers have shown that “all

spoken registers are similar in their typical linguistic
characteristics” [2, p. 223]. The researcher makes a
comprehensive comparison between spoken and
written academic registers, and concludes that
“spoken registers are systematically different from
written registers, with respect to a wide range of vo-
cabulary characteristics and lexico-grammatical fea-
tures” [2, p. 177). One of the few registers where
some similarities are found is student management
registers, namely spoken classroom management and
written course management.

Another area where multi-dimensional analysis
has provided useful insights is disciplinary variation
among academic registers. Biber, D. compares five
discipline categories, namely, Business, Engineering,
Humanities, Natural Science, and Social Science and
finds that there are similarities between Social Sci-
ence and Humanities, and between Business and En-
gineering, but remarks that these two groups of disci-
plines differ significantly in the use of several linguis-
tic features. Natural Science disciplines are found to
be somewhere in between, being similar to both
groups, but with these similarities lying in different
linguistic features.

The aforesaid enables us to drive to the conclu-
sion that academic language is linguistically very di-
verse across discourses, genres, and disciplines. Most
significant differences in the use of academic lan-
guage are found between spoken genres and written
genres, between student writing and expert writing,
and between certain disciplines. One of the rare simi-
larities found is the one across all spoken academic
genres.

Within the scope of the article it is deemed nec-
essary to to elaborate the issue of Academic English
compared to general English. Most studies of aca-
demic language have focussed on particular registers,
genres, and disciplines. Those studies have not con-
sidered academic language as a whole, and compared
its linguistic characteristics with other general regis-
ters of English. Especially noteworthy are the findings
by Biber, D.:

a) nouns, adjectives, and prepositions are very

frequent in academic writing, more than in
the other three registers;

b) grammatical features especially characteris-
tic of academic writing are, for example,
nominalizations, a stance noun with an “of-
phrase”, noun phrases with modifiers, that-
clauses and relative clauses with the relative
pronoun “which”;

c) several grammatical features are frequent
only in academic writing, for instance verbs
with inanimate subjects, “that” or “those”
with an “of-phrase”, quantifier “each”, coor-
dination tag [2].

The differences between registers are likely to

present difficulties to students. Thus the grammatical
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features that are frequent in academic language, but
infrequent in other registers may be problematic due
to students’ lack of familiarity with their use and
functions. On the other hand, learners may overuse
some grammatical features that are not common in
academic language.

Summing up, we can draw to the implication that
Academic English is far from homogenous. Both spo-
ken academic discourse and written academic dis-
course consist of many genres and sub-genres. The
genres and sub-genres are very varied in terms of
their linguistic characteristics. The main differences
between the genres are observed at mode, discipli-
nary and proficiency levels. The variations in aca-
demic language demand a range of linguistic skills
from students. Several grammatical features could
seriously impede comprehension or production of
academic texts. Comprehension of an academic text
also becomes problematic when students encounter
unfamiliar words. The aforementioned observations
determine the focus of vocabulary studies, which are
discussed next.

Vocabulary and its acquisition has always been
one of the main focus areas of research in academic
English by scholars McCarthy, M. Nation, P,
Schmitt, N.,, Waring, R. A large scope of studies is
based on the notion that students need to understand
95% of the words in the text to gain reasonable com-
prehension. It is expected that students attempting to
achieve this comprehension threshold will know high
frequency words before starting their studies. Schol-
ars have therefore concentrated on studying aca-
demic vocabulary, namely vocabulary which “is com-
mon to a wide range of academic texts and not so
common in non-academic texts” [7, p. 189]. This has
led to the production of many different corpus-based
wordlists.

Coxhead, A and Nation, P. divide the English lexi-
con into four groups: high frequency words, academic
vocabulary, technical vocabulary, which is different
for each domain, and low frequency words [3]. High
frequency words comprise 2.000 word families and
cover around 80% of words in an academic text [7].
According to Coxhead, A and Nation, P., technical vo-
cabulary does not exceed 1,000 words in any individ-
ual subject area, and represents 5% of words in an
academic text. Low frequency words, representing
the final 5% of the words in an academic text, may be
text-specific or occur only once or twice in a general
corpus. The importance of low frequency words for
students is considered negligible, as knowledge of the
other three groups is expected to ensure reasonable
comprehension of an academic text. Academic vo-
cabulary covering approximately 10% of words in an
academic text is considered key to students’ success
in understanding academic language [4].

There is little doubt that wordlists of academic
words have some pedagogic value. Due to the fact
that wordlists do not provide any information about
the meaning, word class and phraseology of the
words they contain, they are of little value to stu-
dents. Wordlists can thus be considered merely a
point of departure for teachers dealing with English
for academic purpose who have limited time to try
and teach students how to understand and use aca-
demic language. One of the major weaknesses of all
the different types of wordlists (academic, produc-
tively-oriented, discipline-specific academic and col-
location wordlists) is that the methodology used to
create them is aimed at excluding certain words, nor-
mally high frequency words and less frequent, techni-
cal words. Omission of high frequency words is based
on the assumption that students know those words
already. Considering what knowing a word entails
knowing all its meanings, collocations, patterns, syno-
nyms, it is highly unlikely any student will possess
such knowledge. It is more likely that students will
know core meanings and patterns of the words. Con-
sequently, if a word has a different meaning or differ-
ent distribution of meanings in academic English, it
will probably present difficulties to students.

Academic English is linguistically very complex,
and this is evident in its vocabulary and phraseology.
Differences in linguistic features are found not only
between written academic discourse and spoken aca-
demic discourse in general, but also between written
and spoken genres. Linguistic variation is also mani-
fested at discipline level. Words are not only used
differently, they are often used in divergent functions
and patterns. Academic English is different from gen-
eral English in terms of vocabulary and grammar.
Certain words and grammatical features are much
more frequent in written academic English than in
general English, and are often considered characteris-
tic of academic English due to their frequency in aca-
demic English, and relative infrequency in general
English.

Students will therefore need access to language
tools to help them during their studies. One such im-
portant tool is the dictionary. Students can choose
from a wide range of dictionaries. However, they
might be of no value to the learners as far as prob-
lems of academic English are concerned.

There are numerous monolingual English dic-
tionaries at disposal. Each dictionary for students
selects its own set of features, which are designed
specifically for students. Studies show that students
also use other types of dictionaries, such as technical
and bilingual dictionaries, quite often. These types of
dictionaries can be regarded as secondary lexico-
graphic resources, as they present an addition to gen-
eral-purpose dictionaries rather than an alternative.
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Technical dictionaries deal with the vocabulary
of one or more disciplines. They are most often pro-
duced by term biologists or subject experts. Technical
dictionaries usually cover only a few thousand words.
Most of the entries are nouns. Such dictionaries differ
from general dictionaries not only in coverage, but
also in the manner of defining the words. Technical
dictionaries are virtually devoid of information
needed for encoding. They do, however, often provide
illustrations, which can be effectively used for both
decoding and encoding purposes. Technical dictionar-
ies have an educational function as well. The authors
of technical dictionaries determine their target users
by considering their level of subject expertise, rather
than their language proficiency. Students are named
as the target readership particularly often.

Thesauri are based on the meaning of the words,
tools and thus very useful for students who have to
produce a great deal of written material during their
studies. Using a thesaurus requires a relatively high
level of language proficiency; the user needs to know
the meanings of the looked up words and of all the
synonyms, their grammatical and collocation charac-
teristics, and the differences in meaning usage be-
tween the looked-up word and any of its synonyms.
Without this knowledge, the user may need to look up
the words and synonyms in a dictionary to obtain this
information.

There are also dictionaries available that deal
with a specific part of the lexicon or that focus on par-
ticular kinds of encoding information. These include
dictionaries of idioms, dictionaries of phrasal verbs,
dictionaries of collocations, production dictionaries
and pictorial dictionaries. Rundell, M. describes pro-
duction dictionaries as “a conceptually organized ref-
erence resource designed specifically to meet the en-
coding needs of learners. It is organized around what
cognitive psychologists would call “basic-level con-
cepts”, and the look-up process essentially involves
deciding on a broad meaning area, selecting the key-
words to which it is related, and then browsing and
comparing sets of near synonyms” [8 pp. 327-328].
The use of this resource requires not only advanced
language skills but also advanced dictionary skills.

It is deemed necessary to take a closer look at
some of the main macrostructural and microslruc-
tural features of three types of dictionaries used by
students: general-purpose dictionaries, learners’ dic-
tionaries and dictionaries for university student. Cor-
pus-based dictionaries have now become the norm in
lexicography. Lexicographers use corpora to obtain
information on the frequency of words and phrases,
to discover their meanings, and to find examples of
authentic usage. All three types of dictionaries are
based on corpora of general English. And although
academic texts are found in any general language cor-

pora, they are often incomplete, and suffer from a
lack of representativeness [9]. As a result, academic
words and academic word meanings have a less
prominent role.

The coverage in general-purpose dictionaries is
very comprehensive. This can be positive for students
as technical terms and meanings are included. How-
ever, the negative aspect is that the dictionaries in-
clude words and meanings for many non-academic
communications which can hinder navigation
through the entries. Definitions in general-purpose
dictionaries are relatively short and contain rarer
words, and therefore require high language profi-
ciency. This is likely to present problems to students
whose vocabulary knowledge is not at the level ex-
pected from the target users of these dictionaries.

Much less challenging are the definitions in
learners’ dictionaries, which often use a restricted
defining vocabulary. The coverage in learners’ dic-
tionaries is significantly reduced, when compared
with general general-purpose dictionaries. The focus
is on more frequent words and meanings. Rarer
words and meanings are excluded, which is beneficial
to students. Exclusion of many technical terms and
meanings is much more problematic as students are
likely to encounter terminology frequently during
their studies. Furthermore, as frequency is likely to
be a key factor in deciding which word or sense to
exclude, many academic uses of the words may not be
covered by a learners’ dictionary due to the non-
academic nature of most of the corpus data. Learners’
dictionaries tend to provide plenty of examples, using
them to not only support the definition thus provid-
ing additional decoding information, but to demon-
strate the usage and phraseology of the word.

The coverage in dictionaries for university stu-
dents resembles the coverage in learners’ dictionar-
ies, meaning that many rarer words and technical
words are excluded. In comparison to definitions in
general-purpose dictionaries, definitions in dictionar-
ies for university students are left almost unchanged.
Whenever a change is made, definitions usually be-
come shorter. Students are therefore seen as having
the same language competence, if not even higher,
than the users of general-purpose dictionaries.

The above analysis of a few core dictionary fea-
tures has shown that none of the three types of dic-
tionaries is suitable for students. They are too com-
prehensive in coverage, contain linguistically de-
manding definitions and offer little encoding informa-
tion. Learners’ dictionaries are much more user-
friendly, offering less complex definitions and a great
deal of encoding information. Shortcomings of learn-
ers’ dictionaries are small coverage, especially of ter-
minology. Dictionaries for university students are no
more than a spin-off of general-purpose dictionaries.
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It often seems that no significant lexicographic effort
has been put into the creation of the dictionary for
students. The main problem of all three types of dic-
tionaries is that they are based on corpora of general
English, rather than academic English. As a result, the
entries do not reflect the semantic and lexico-
grammatical properties of words as used in academic
English. General senses of the words are given more
prominence than academic senses. Currently no dic-
tionary on the market can offer a comprehensive de-
scription of academic English.

Conclusions and implications. Students often
rely on a dictionary for help with the language they
are encountering during their studies. The dictionar-
ies mainly used are general dictionaries and learners’

dictionaries. But none of these types of dictionaries
are very helpful as they reflect general English rather
than academic English. Lexicographers and research-
ers have pointed to the shortcomings of existing
dictionaries in terms of student needs, but very few
have called for a completely new dictionary for stu-
dents. Instead, most studies have provided sugges-
tions for improving existing dictionaries, or offered
advice on which existing dictionaries are more suit-
able for students. There is clearly a demand for a dic-
tionary that would meet the students’ needs. Such a
dictionary should incorporate research on academic
English. Most importantly, it needs to be based on a
corpus of academic language, and not general lan-

guage.
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Hpuna KamuHcKas. AcieKThl MCIOJIb30BaHMs CJI0Bapeil B mpoiuecce NpenojaBaHusA U OBJIaJeHUs
AHIJIOA3BIYHOM aKaJileMU4eCKOH peuyblo

B cmamve paccmampugaromcs AuH28UCMUYecKUe Xapakmepucmuku aHa/10513bI4HOU akademuyeckoll peyu.
Oxapakmepu308aHbl HCAHPbI U CA0BAPHBII COCMAB AH2/1053bIYHOU akademuyeckoll pevu. [IpoaHau3uposaHvl
munol cao08apetl, Ucno/ib3yemble CMydeHmamu yHU8epcumemos. YCmaHos/1eHo, Ymo aH2/1053bI4HAsl aKkadeMmuye-
cKasi pevb Xapakmepusyemcs AUH28UCMUYECKUM PA3HO000pa3ueM, 06yc/aA08/1eHHbIM ee NPUHAOAEHCHOCMbI0 K
pasHuiM chepam Juckypca, HHaHpaMm u yyebHbviM ducyunauHaM. Takue pa3auvus 8 aHa/a053bIYHOU akademuye-
cKoll pevu o6ycaasausarom nompe6HOCmMs hopMupos8aHusi y cmydeHmos Wupokozo OUana3oHda s3bIKOBbIX yMe-
HUll u Haswvikos. C21e008aMeAbHO, yHAWUMCS HE06X00UM AUH28UCMUYECKULl UHCMPYMEHmapull, a UMEHHO C/1080-
pu, 04151 obecneyeHus aghgpekmusHocmu yuebHo20 npoyecca.

AHau3 uchoab3yemblx caoeapetl 8bis18U, MO HU 00UH U3 HUX He coomeemcmayem 8 nNo/HOU Mepe mpe6o-
8AHUSIM, NPEOBABASIEMbIM NPOYECCOM 06YHEHUS] AH2053bIYHOU akademuyeckoll pevu. [las caosapell xapakme-
peH u36blMoUHbIl 0x8am 3Ha4eHUll, NUH2BUCMUYECKU CA0NCHblEe onpedeneHusl U HedoCcmamok 8800HOU UHPOp-
Mayuu. B cmamve ykasvleaemcsi Ha Heobxodumocmb co30aHusl ca08apell, omee4aruux NOMpeeHoCmsaM cmy-
denmos.

Kawuegble ca08a: aH2/a0513bIYHASL AKadeMuveckas peds, €/108apb, language, usyveHue s3blKd, HCAHPbI
YCMHOU U NUCbMEHHOU peyu, 06y4eHUe s3bIKY.

IpuHa KamiHCcbKa. ACIeKTH 3aCTOCYBaHHA CJI0OBHMKIB y Iponeci HAaBYaHHS Ta OBOJIOAIHHA aKaJeMi-
YHUM MOBJIEHHSAM aHIJIiiICbKOI0 MOBOIO

Y cmammi posaasidarombcs AiH28icMUYHI Xapakmepucmuku akademiyHo20 MO8AeHHS AH2ATUCbLKOK MOBOHK).
JlokaadHo npoaHaaizo8aHi cmusi, #aAHPU mMa CA0BHUKOBUU CKAA0 akadeMmiyH020 MOB/EHHS AH2AIUCLKOK MO-
8or. Kpim moeo, docaidxceHe numMaHHs 8UKOPUCMAHHS C/I0BHUKI8 y npoyeci Ha8YaHHs mda 080/100iHHs akademi-
YHUM MOBJEHHSIM AH2iliCbKOK M080K. BcmaHoeseHo munu c/108HUKIS, sIKi 3acmocogylombcst cmydeHmamu
8UWUX HABYA/ILHUX 3aK/1adie HaA menepiwHboMy emani. BusHayeHuli cmyniHb 8idnogioHocmi Makpocmpykmyp-
HUX ma MIKpocmpyKmypHUX sskocmell mpboX munie c/108HUKI8, a came: 3a2a1bHUX C/108HUKI8, HA84A/ILHUX CA08-
HUKI8 ma cA08HUKI8 04151 cmydenmie yHigepcumemis, oc8imHimM nompe6am ma iHmepecam cy6'ckmie Ha84AHHSI.
BcmanoseaeHo, ujo akademivHOMy MOB/AEHHK AH2AIUCLKOW MOB0H 81aCmuU8i cymmesi AiHz8icmuyHi 8i0MIHHOC-
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mi 8 3asexcHocmi 8i0 npuHasexcHocmi Ao negHoi cghepu QUCKYpPCY, HCAHPY 4U HAYKO8Oi 2a.y3i. BapiamusHicmb
JIeKCUYHO20 CK/Aady ma 3acmoco8y8aHo20 2pamMamu4Ho20 iHcmpymMeHmapiro akademiyHo2o M08/eHHs QHeAlliCb-
KO0 MOB0I0 3yMOB/I0€ He0bXiOHicmb 080100iHHSI cmydeHmamu 8UWUX HABYA/NbHUX 3AKAA0I8 WUPOKUM CneKkm-
POM MOBHUX MA MOBAEHHEBUX BMiHb MA HABUYOK. Biomak 045 po3sumky il y0ocKOHA/eHHS aKadeMiuHO20 MO8-
JIeHHS1 AH2AIliCbKO0 M080I0 YYHI Nompe6yoms HAsI8HOCMI cneyianiz08aHux AiH28ICMUYHUX 3ac06i8 Ui iHcmpyMme-
HMis8, a came C/108HUKIB, 8 AKUX NOBHON Mipoto 6yau 6 8idobpadxceHi cheyuiyHi pucu akademiuHo20 MO8/eHHs
[HO3eMHOI0 M0801.

AHaniz enacmusocmetl ma sskocmell C/108HUKIB, SIKI 8uKopucmosyoms cmydeHmu y Hag4aabHOMY Npoyeci,
3aceioduye, wjo xcodeH 3 guuje32adaHux munie c108HUKIE He 3a00801bHSIE NOBHO MIpo0 nompe6, 3anumie ma
iHmepecie cy6'ekmie HaguaHHs. AK y 3a2a/1bHUX CA0BHUKAX, MAK | HABYA/AbHUX C/I08HUKAX MA CA0BHUKAX 015
cmydeHmig yHigepcumemie HA800IMbCsl HAOMIPHO WUPOKI NOSICHEHHS, N00AmMbvCsl CK/AAOHI JiHe8icMuyYHi 8u-
3Ha4eHHs1, npome cneyianizosaHa paxoea iHPopmayis, ujo HA0AEMbCS, HE € BUYEPNHOIO.

Y cmammi ekasyembcsi Ha He06XiOHICMb cMBOpPeHHsl C/I08HUKIB, SIKI 6 8idnogidau HA84A/IbHUM nompebam
cmydeHmis, IKi onaHo8yrMb akademiuHe MO8/eHHS AH2ATUCbKOK MOBOH.

Kawuoei caoea: akademiuHe MOBAEHHS AH2AIlICbKOI MOBOM, CA0BHUK, BUBYEHHS MOBU, HCAHPU YCHO20
ma nucbMo8020 MOB/1EHHS, HA8YAHHS MOBU.
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