
Unit 1 
Using a Dictionary  

 
This unit is going to talk about various types of information you can find in a 

dictionary and how to use them correctly. The information presented in this unit is 
based on the traditional print dictionaries. Once the learners know how to use them, 
they can adapt it to other forms of dictionary available at the time such as electronic 
dictionaries.  
 

Part I: Information Provided in a Dictionary 
A dictionary does not only provide us with meanings of words, but it also 

gives us other useful information about those words. In this part, you are going to learn 
what is included in a dictionary so that you can make use of those pieces of 
information. 

1.  Headwords 
 The first word at the beginning of the entry or the set of information of a 
word is called headword. It gives us the usual spelling of the word. (Hornby, Ashby & 
Wehmeier, 2000: ix)  
 
 
 
 

   
        
       Figure 1.1 A headword and its entry 
       Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 38) 

headword 

entry 
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  Headwords are arranged in alphabetical order. For example, you will find 
the headword ‘advice’ before ‘balance’ because the letter A comes before the letter 
B. According to the same rule, you will find ‘bookbinder’ before ‘bookcase’, followed 
by ‘book club’, ‘bookend’, and ‘bookie’ respectively. 

 

 

 
 

  
      Figure 1.2 Alphabetically arranged headwords 
      Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 140) 

 

Exercise 1: Arrange the following words into alphabetical order. 

 
1) ………………………… 7) ………………………… 13) ……………………… 19) ……………………… 
2) ………………………… 8) ………………………… 14) ……………………… 20) ……………………… 
3) ………………………… 9) ………………………… 15) ……………………… 21) ……………………… 
4) ………………………… 10) ……………………… 16) ……………………… 22) ……………………… 
5) ………………………… 11) ……………………… 17) ……………………… 23) ……………………… 
6) ………………………… 12) ……………………… 18) ……………………… 24) ……………………… 

 
 
 
 

deadline, motion, lion, holiday, bless, movie, blister, link, dice, blench, listen, 
division, deal, like, mouth, blind, divide, hay, mother, hoist, move, heat, blight, life 
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2.  Guide Words 
  The words on the top left and the top right of each set of the pages are 

called guide words. These words help us find words we are looking for more quickly 
because they tell us what words are likely to be on each page. The one on the top 
left shows the first word on that page and the other one on the top right is the last 
word on that page as you can see from Figure 1.3 below. 

 
       

Figure 1.3 Guide words    
Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 66-67)  

 

  From Figure 1.3, if you are looking for the word ‘assist’, you can tell right 
away that it must be listed somewhere on this set of pages because it is alphabetically 
between the word ‘assessment’ and ‘asteroid’. On the other hand, if you are looking 
for the word ‘athlete’, you can immediately turn to the next page. 
 

3.  Pronunciations 
  How to pronounce words correctly is shown in a dictionary by using 

phonetic symbols. Those who are not accustomed to these symbols may check the 
sound from a pronunciation table which is usually placed at the beginning part of most 
dictionaries. If a word can be pronounced in more than one way, all possible 
pronunciations will be given in its entry as you can see from Figure 1.4. 

 
 
 
 
   
   Figure 1.4 Pronunciations                 
  Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 20)  
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Exercise 2: Look at the excerpted parts of Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary 
of Current English and write down the words that can be pronounced in more 
than one way.  

 

 
      Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 137)  

 
 

      Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 81)  

 

 

 
               Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 127)  

 

 
Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 171)  

 

 

 

      Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 159)  

 

 
      Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 127)  



5 

 

 

 

           
    Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 143) 

 
 

    Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 127)  
 

1) ………………………………………… 
2) ………………………………………… 
3) ………………………………………… 
4) ………………………………………… 
5) ………………………………………… 
6) ………………………………………… 

 
 
4.  Spellings  
  If a word has two different spellings for British English and American English, 

both spellings will be shown in the word’s entry as in Figure 1.5. Also if a word is an 
irregular verb or noun, its irregular form will be given in the entry as in Figure 1.6 and 
Figure 1.7.  

 

 

 

Figure 1.5 Different British English and American English spellings      
Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 485)  
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   Figure 1.6 Irregular verb spellings      
   Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 401)  

 
 
 
 

 

   Figure 1.7 Irregular plural noun spellings      
   Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 215)  
 

Exercise 3: Look at the excerpted parts of Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary 
of Current English below.  Write down the words that can be spelled in more than 
one way with their alternative spelling. 

 
 
 
 

    Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 248)  
 
 
 
 

           Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 5)  
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     Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 491)  
 
 
 
 
 
      Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 1054)  

 
 
 
 

         Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 593)  

 
 

 

 

            Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 214)  

 

 
 

                  Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 917)  
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       Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 195)  
 
 
 
 
 

  Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 1505)  

 

 alternative spelling 
1)   
2)   
3)   
4)   
5)   
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5.  Parts of Speech  
  When you are uncertain about what part of speech a word is, you can also 

check it in a dictionary. Most dictionaries use abbreviations to indicate a part of speech 
of a word as shown in Figure 1.8. 

 

 

 

      
 

    
   Figure 1.8 Parts of speech 

Source (Summers, 1995: 193)  
 
 6.  Meanings  
  A lot of English words have more than one meaning. You can look up in a 

dictionary to see how many meanings a word has. If a word has more than one 
meaning, most dictionaries list them in numbers. For example, the word ‘diner’ has 
three different meanings as shown in Figure 1.9. 

 
 

             
   Figure 1.9 A word with several meanings 

Source (Summers, 1995: 377)  
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Exercise 4: Look at the excerpted parts of Longman Dictionary of Contemporary 
English below and answer the following questions.  

 
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                   Source (Summers, 1995: 520)  
1) Which word can be both a noun and a verb? 

 ________________________________________________________ 
2) Which word is an adjective? 

 ________________________________________________________ 
3) Which word is an adverb? 

 ________________________________________________________ 
4) How many meanings does the word ‘finalize’ have? 

 ________________________________________________________ 
5) How many meanings does the word ‘finally’ have? 

 ________________________________________________________ 
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 7.  Types of Language  
  Types of language such as formal or informal, spoken or written, old-

fashioned, or slang are usually presented in a dictionary along with other details.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1.10 Types of language 
Source (Summers, 1995: 51)  

 
 8.  American and British English Words  
  Americans and the British people do not only spell some words differently 

but they also use some totally different words for calling people and things. Students 
who study English as a second or foreign language may find this confusing but a good 
dictionary can be a lot of help in this case. For example, you can see that the word 
‘bar chart’ from Figure 1.11 below, is a British English word while Americans would say 
‘bar graph’ for the same thing. 

 
 
 

   Figure 1.11 American and British English words 
(Summers, 1995: 89)  

 
 9.  Synonyms and Antonyms  

  In your writing, it would be monotonous to use one word several times. 
You could avoid this problem by looking up words in a dictionary for their synonyms 



12 

 

or words that mean exactly or almost the same. Also, most dictionaries usually provide 
you with antonyms or words that have opposite meanings. 

 
 
 
 

     Figure 1.12 Synonyms         
     Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 1550)  
 

 
 
 
 

     Figure 1.13 Antonyms 
     Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 634)  

Exercise 5: Look at the excerpted parts of Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary 
of Current English below and answer the following questions.  

 

 

 

  
                Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 82)  

 

 

                Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 83)  

A. 

B. 
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                     Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 1549)  

 

 

 

                                                                   

 
     Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 31)  

 

 

 

 

 

     Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 1539)  
 

1) Which are informal words? ________________________ 
2) Which is a formal word? ________________________ 
3) Which entries provide a synonym of their headword? _________________ 
4) Which is a British English word? ________________________ 
5) Which word can be slang? ________________________ 

 
 
 

C. 

D. 

E. 
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Exercise 6: Match the numbers with the information given in the word entries.  
1) headword  2) entry 3) guide word   4) pronunciation 
5) parts of speech 6) synonym  7) type of language  
8) different spellings for British English and American English 
9) different words for British English and American English 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 182)  



15 

 

Part II:  How to Get the Right Meaning of a Word 
What should we do when we come across the word with more than one 

meaning? In this part, you are going to learn how to choose the right meaning of a 
word.  
 Step 1: You have to check what part of speech the word is. Some words 

with the same spelling can be both a noun and a verb or a noun and 
an adjective. You need to know its function in the sentence so that 
you can choose the correct meaning. 

 Step 2: If the word has more than one meaning for one part of speech, you 
need to replace the word in the sentence with those meanings. 
Then, see which one makes sense the most. 

 Take a look at the entries of the word ‘bat’ and the example sentences 
below. Let’s see if you can choose the right meaning for each sentence. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Figure 1.14 The entry of ‘bat’  
Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 94-95) 
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A. The coach was mad after Josh batted badly. 
B. The kids were amazed after learning that some bats drank blood. 
C. A little girl is asking the baseball players to sign their autographs on her 

bat.  

 In sentence A, it is easy to tell the meaning of the word ‘bat’ since it acts as 
a verb of the sentence and there is only one meaning for ‘bat’ as a verb. On the other 
hand, we have to pay more attention to the sentences B and C. The word ‘bat’ acts 
as a noun in both sentences and there are two meanings for ‘bat’ as a noun. To get 
the right meaning, we have to replace the word ‘bat’ in those two sentences with 
each meaning. We can then tell that the first meaning in the entry can’t go with 
sentence B because a piece of wood wouldn’t be able to drink blood; meanwhile, the 
second meaning is not for sentence C since the girl wouldn’t ask the players to sign 
on an animal. In contrast, if we swap the meanings for each sentence, they would 
match perfectly.  

 

Exercise 7: Look at each word entry and choose the meaning that best match the 
underlined word in the sentences.  

1.  
 
 
 

 

 Source (Summers, 1995: 138)  

______ 1)  Megan lent me a book written by her school friend.  
______ 2) We are surprised that he has booked a room at a 5-star riverside 

hotel. 
 

a) 

b) 



17 

 

2.  

 

 

 

 

 Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 206-207) 
______ 1)  The cashier forgot to give me 50 baht change. 
______ 2) This town has changed a lot. 

 
3.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 724) 
______ 1)  I’d like two slices of bread spread with strawberry jam. 
______ 2) I was late because I had been stuck in a traffic jam for two hours.  

 
4.  

 
 
 

 
 
 Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 335) 

______ 1)  Don’t forget to buy me some dried dates from the supermarket. 
______ 2) Jason is going to ask Susan out on a date tomorrow. 

a) 

b) 

a) 

b) 

a) 

b)
) 
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5.  

 

 

 

 
Source (Hornby, Ashby & Wehmeier, 2000: 822) 

______ 1)  I’m not going to miss the match between England and France. 
______ 2) Kim lit the candle with a match. 

 
 

Activity: Group work. Work in a group of five. Select one page of an English-English 
dictionary. Indicate what kinds of information are given in the same way you did 
in exercise 6. Try to find a page with word entries that can show all kinds of 
information you’ve learned from Part I. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a) 

b)
) 
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