I’m Nigel Caplan, ESL Specialist at the University of North Carolina‐Chapel Hill. This video
presentation will describe how to make the most of your learner’s dictionary, which is your
best friend for understanding new words, increasing your vocabulary, improving your
writing, and fixing your grammar.
You will be able to follow this presentation better if you click the ZOOM icon – that’s the
PLUS key above the powerpoint slide in the top right corner.
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A learner’s dictionary is a monolingual (English‐English) dictionary designed for learners of
English, rather than native speakers. As an undergraduate or graduate student, you should
look for an advanced level dictionary, such as those on the screen. There are links to all the
dictionaries on my blog. All these dictionaries are very useful, but as examples I’m going to
use my two favorites, which are marked with a red star: the Collins COBUILD Advanced
Dictionary of American English and the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary online.
The reason I recommend a learner
learner’ss dictionary is that it will give you a huge amount of
extra information about new and familiar words, and this is important both for reading and
– more importantly – for writing. In fact, at the very advanced level, a dictionary is the best
grammar book.
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Here’s an example of the kind of information you can find in a good learner’s dictionary.
This is entry for “sound” in the Collins COBUILD Advanced Dictionary of American English.
This is a very common word, but there’s a lot of information here. Let’s take a closer look.
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You can see that the entry is divided into two parts: noun/verbs, and adjectives because
the meaning of the adjective is completely different from that of the noun and verb. Note
that the first uses – 1 to 4 are all nouns: this tells you that the word is most common as a
noun. The three diamonds tell you that the word is very frequent, and you also have the
pronunciation and the grammatical forms of the word.
If you look at the four noun meanings of “sound”, you can see that there is a difference
between count and non‐count
non count uses: you hear a sound (1),
(1) but sound travels in waves (2).
(2)
Notice that the definition is given as a full sentence using the word, which I prefer. The
sentences in italics are real examples of actual sentences using the word. Choose a
dictionary that uses real, not invented examples. You can model your sentences on the
examples. Notice that the later meanings are less common, but also useful – look at #3:
you also learn a phrasal verb as a bonus.
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Each meaning of the verbs is categorized here as transitive (T), intransitive (I) or linking
(LINK). This is the kind of grammar information you won’t get in a regular dictionary and
can really help you avoid mistakes in clause structure. Notice the examples in #8: we say
“sound worried” – linking verb + adjective (subject complement), but “sound like a child” –
so you need “like” only with a noun complement. More on verbs later.
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Many new learner’s dictionaries have a built‐in thesaurus. A thesaurus gives you synonyms,
or words with similar meanings. In this case, it’s telling you that the adjective “sound” is
similar to these words. But it’s better than a simple thesaurus, because the dictionary
shows you which definition each synonym relates to, and it also reminds you to always look
up synonyms before you use them because no two words are exactly the same. So,
“sound”, when it means “an idea that you approve of” is close to “logical, valid, and wise”
and its opposites (antonyms) are illogical and unreliable”. But you should still look them up.
Notice by the way the pragmatic label [APPROVAL] which tells you that the word has a
positive meaning. This isn’t in every dictionary, and it’s a real strength of the COBUILD. This
dictionary also marks words for style, telling you if a word
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Finally, the COBUILD, like some other dictionaries, has these diagrams called Word Webs,
which give you some related words both in a figure and a paragraph. You can pause and
enjoy this if you are a physicist, but I’ll move on.
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Some of the learner’s dictionaries are available online, but not the COBUILD, so we’ll look
at the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary as an example. There’s a link under the video
and on the blog, or just google OALD. Simply enter your word in the box and click GO.
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I’m going to show you the entry for the verb “prompt”, which came up recently in a
vocabulary course.
Since this website is based on the international edition of the dictionary, it contains both
British and American pronunciation – the American one is marked “NAmE”. Again, it shows
you that the word can be an adjective, verb, noun, or adverb, in that order of frequency.
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If we look more closely at the adjective, you can see that there are two meanings. Again
the dictionary gives you synonyms (SYN), but notice the information for meaning 2: it can’t
be used before a noun, and only of a person. So you say that a person is prompt, but not
that she is a prompt person.

10

I especially like the Oxford dictionaries’ treatment of verbs. They don’t use labels like
transitive and intransitive. Instead they show what comes after the verb. So, VN means the
verb must be followed by a noun (ie. transitive). VN + to inf = verb plus indirect object plus
an infinite verb with to, as you can see in the example.
This means that you can say: “it prompted doing …” or “it prompted to do”, and only a
dictionary can give you all this information.
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Here’s another example, for the verb “comprise”. This entry has lots of grammar
information: it tells you that the verb is not usually possible in progressive tenses (so not,
“it is comprising”), but that it is used commonly in the passive (be comprised of). Even the
synonym has important information, reminding you to say “consist of” – in fact, a
dictionary is the best way to find out which prepositions are common with verbs, and as
I’m sure you know, prepositions are one of the trickiest parts of English.
Notice as well that that the example sentence gives you a useful collocation: comprise a
large proportion of …
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I could talk for a lot longer about dictionaries, but it would be much more useful for you to
explore one for yourself. So, check out one of the links or buy yourself a good learner’s
dictionary, and see what it can do for you.
Thank you for watching this presentation. Please take a moment to complete a quick
evaluation survey. Link under the video.
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