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A Descriptive Analytical Study of the Use of Dictionaries by
Fourth-year Students of English at EI-Mergib University

Dr. Mohammed Juma Zagood

Mr. Salahedeen Aboshaina

Abstract

The dictionary use is a helpful means for students of a
second/foreign language and students of translation alike but they have to
be used properly. This paper sheds light on the use of dictionaries by the
fourth-year students at the Department of English in El-Mergib University
when translating from English into Arabic. It starts with introducing the
different types of dictionaries and showing their functions. Then, it presents
a translation test to see how students use dictionaries while translating and
to identify the problems they face in this respect. Finally, it summarizes the
findings of the test which show that the fourth-year students at the
Department of English encounter some difficulties in using dictionaries
when translating from English into Arabic. These difficulties include opting
for the first meaning in a dictionary, difficulties in checking up the meanings
of the non-literal semantic features, and the over-dependence on bilingual
dictionaries.

Key words: dictionary use, translation, monolingual, bilingual,
model translation.

Introduction

A dictionary is an important tool for students who learn a new
language. It helps them check the meaning of general words and technical
terms, as well as, increase their vocabularies. For this to happen,
dictionaries should be used properly. "A dictionary is normally a book
that contains a list of words in alphabetical order with their meanings in
the same or another language”, (Gaber, 2005: 21). Hartman (2001: 13)
defines dictionary as a reference book containing an alphabetical list of
words with information given for each word usually including meanings,
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pronunciation and etymology. Actually, there are different types of
dictionaries that help students to get the intended meaning. Each of which
has its own function.

Some dictionaries (monolingual and learner's dictionaries) contain
definition and examples that make the meanings clearer than others
(bilingual dictionaries). Monolingual and learner's dictionaries also
contain the grammatical structures and the usages of the entries that assist
the learners understand their meaning clearly. This means that
dictionaries are indispensible and always needed in the field of
translation. In the process of translation, translators always face technical
and idiomatic terms that need dictionary skills to translate appropriately.
According to Cambridge Advanced learner Dictionary (2009), skills are
indicated as the following:

- Finding words quickly.
- Finding the right meaning of an English word.
- Finding the right spelling.

Generally speaking, dictionaries are a helpful tool for students
especially, when they look for the intended meaning of technical terms in
dictionaries. This study attempts to examine the use the dictionaries by
the fourth-year students of English at EI-Mergib  University in Al-
Khoms-Libya.

The idea of writing this paper came from the fact that we noticed that
fourth-year students at the English Department misuse dictionaries when
translating from English into Arabic. These difficulties maybe attributed
to some factors such as the unfamiliarity with the dictionary use
techniques and unfamiliarity with English cultural expressions. Therefore,
this study is an attempt to identify the obstacles that fourth-year students
face when using dictionary when translating from English into Arabic.
Accordingly, the researchers used two tools for the data collection,
namely: translation test and direct observation.

The Types of Dictionaries and Their Uses
Scholars, specialized in translation and language teaching, have
been always stressing on the right use of dictionaries and arguing over the
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types of dictionaries that can be best for translators and language learners.
Accordingly, dictionaries are of several kinds: monolingual, bilingual,
and bilingualised dictionaries. Monolingual dictionaries have the
headword, definitions, examples and other information in the target
language. Bilingual dictionaries, on the other hand, provide the meaning
of a word in another language (e.g. the learner’s native language). While
bilingualized dictionaries offer both of the above mentioned options, i.e.
the meaning of the word in the same language (the target language) as
well as the translation of that word in the learner’s native language
(Nation, 2001). It is worth mentioning here that “there are also differences
within these categories. For instance, monolingual dictionaries may be
directed to beginner, intermediate or advanced learners of the language, or
to native speakers. In all the categories, there are also specialized
dictionaries that include vocabulary from a specific field, such as
medicine or information technology.”(Ibed)

Studies on dictionary use have criticized the emphasis on using
one type of dictionaries concluding that each type of dictionaries has
positive and negative impacts. They argue that “both mono- and bilingual
dictionaries are needed in foreign language learning (and translation).
While bilingual dictionaries may be the best for beginners, and perhaps
for intermediate-level learners as well, the monolingual ones usually
provide more detailed information needed at the advanced level. When
translating from the mother tongue to the target language, bilingual
dictionaries often continue to be the preferred option regardless of the
learner’s level.” (Pousi, 2010: 6).

Data Collection and Analysis

This section is dedicated to the approaches used in data collection
and analysis focusing on the research methodology, the participants and
their background and quantitative and qualitative analysis.

Research Methodology

This study is conducted in EI-Mergib University, Alkhoms, Libya
to examine the use of dictionaries by the fourth-year students of English
at the English Department. To collect data for this study, a translation test
was designed to test fifteen students in their use of dictionaries. The test
consists of ten English sentences to be translated into Arabic. These
sentences have been chosen from a book entitled ‘Translation as problems
and solution’ by Hasan Ghazalla (1995). The sentences are given to
fifteen students to translate them from English into Arabic, and they were
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recommended to use dictionaries from their own choice and according to
their preference. The students were selected randomly from a total
population of sixty students studying at the fourth-year. While conducting
the translation test, students were observed to see which types of
dictionaries they used when looking up the meanings of new/unfamiliar
words.

Both quantitative and qualitative approaches are used to analyze
the data collected. The following is a presentation of the data analysis:
Quantitative Data Analysis

In the quantitative data analysis, students’ translations were
compared to a modal translation taken from Ghazalla (1995) to decide
whether the translation is acceptable or not. Table one below shows the
sentences used in the test, their modal translations, and the acceptable
translation due to the appropriate use of dictionaries and their
percentages, the unacceptable translations due to the inappropriate use of
dictionaries and their percentages.

Table one: The sentences used in the tests and their modal translations:

Appr. Inappr.
No. ST TT Modal Translation Use of % Use of %
Dic. Dic.
Nobody spoke against the il B s aal Y
1 suggestions B Gl aa 8 53 7 47
i i s o L T Ll e caa
P Mary always I!kes to getinon omand A L o) Ll ke ¢ 5 33 10 67
preparing food plalall
The bribed clerk was given the sack ; . 1. A
I Jandl (e (5 pall Cals gall
3 vesterday ol Janll e (25 pall Cala gall 3 Hha 7 47 8 53
4 I hear wheeling without milling liada (5 ¥ g Annmn 9 59 6 41
5 As he had been caught red-handed, o aSa Lalie e oSa Y Tl 6 al 9 59
he was sentenced to death. Al Yl ol
6 My friend follows a backward diet, A5 consSan e aUal s adhy 3 20 12 80
fatness diet he eats everything. s A 4 diend) e
i i 3 a0 A je anailly July)
7 Children are pz_irtlcularly, \{ulnerable Sl i e Aa 2 Jaky 4 2 11 74
to radiation penetration. s=lay
8 Mohamed prefers simple, homely, ) Gl ) Ll e sy 3 20 12 80
tasty food
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The soldiers stood to their guns in . L
A8 yzall giall
the battle. C e 2 20 13

80

10

The crowd broke when the match R
5 jleall elgil | ati)
had ended Bkl el die ) seanll (i 5 33 10

67

In addition, students used different types of dictionaries while
translating the sentences given to them. Table two below shows the types
of dictionaries used and their percentages:

Types of dictionary No. of Students %
Bilingual dictionary 10 67
Monolingual dictionary 3 20
Specialized dictionary 1 6.5
Electronic dictionary 1 6.5

Qualitative Data Analysis

In the qualitative data analysis, students’ translations are explained
and analyzed to identify the reasons of their mistranslations due to
different factors. As we will see later, the main reason was the misuse of
dictionaries. The following is a presentation of the main problems
illustrated by examples from the students’ translations:

1. Misuse of Dictionaries: it is clear that some students misused the
dictionaries in their translations. They opted for the first meaning
provided in the dictionary without paying attention to the rest of the
meanings though they might be the appropriate ones in conveying the
meaning. For example,

Sentence 2, Mary always likes to get in on preparing food, was
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mistranslated into

pladall jaaat b Ja of Ly oat g jle

Sentence 3, The bribed clerk was given the sack yesterday, was
mistranslated into

el 2,k el (<)

Sentence 5, As he had been caught red-handed, he was sentenced to
death, was mistranslated into

ogally o sSan 5 lossy (IS Laiy
alae YU adde oSa e o Sadll
Crgally adle o Saa (sl

Sentence 6, My friend follows a backward diet, fatness diet he eats
everything, was mistranslated into

o JS Sk s el Jlae Al Caliia aia ) adil sva

S 5o el s ol I ¢35l it s ol oty uas
5 08

Sentence 10, The crowd broke when the match had ended, was
mistranslated into

3kl gl Ladie 3] ) gl
3kl ClaiS) Lavie ) seanll led)
BJ\.}A]\ i e\;d‘}}“ @l g

2. Lack of Target Language Competence: some students’
mistranslations are attributed to the incompetence in their target
language. This makes them produce ungrammatical structures and
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meaningless sentences due to their misunderstanding of the source
sentences. For example

Sentence 1, Nobody spoke against the suggestions, was ill-structured
and mistranslated into

a8l DS aa iy
<l 1Al IS5 aaf Y

Sentence 7, Children are particularly, wvulnerable to radiation
penetration, was ill-structured and mistranslated into

&we@_‘af&cd&‘y“tmtéb‘)w
el (31 Y () sum yaa 1aaa3 JlakaY)
48 ) g ladll daje Lasuad (5 Jakall

Sentence 8, Mohamed prefers simple, homely, tasty food, was ill-
structured and mistranslated into

Lo Aaala¥) (K0 (3130 2ana Juady
b s (e g B 1) alada desa Jiady
aladall axdaiv i ¢ Japs daae iy

3. The Owveruse of Literal Translation: some students’
mistranslations were attributed to the overuse of literal translation
asin

Sentence 4, | hear wheeling without milling, was mistranslated
into

dalla p2 (ye Alaal ganss O
Lgalh g dlac @wi
From the above mentioned examples, it is clear that students under

investigation suffer from some problems in the use of dictionaries in
addition to some other problems including the incompetence in the target
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language and adopting literal translation where it should be avoided.
However, it should be noted that the misuse of dictionary represents the
highest ratio among all other problems mentioned earlier.

Conclusion and Recommendation

Having considered and analyzed this study carefully, the
researchers found out that the fourth-year students at the Department of
English at EI-Mergib University encounter some difficulties in using
dictionaries when they translate from English into Arabic. These
difficulties, as shown earlier, led to mistranslation problems. The
difficulties faced by students in using dictionaries (and some other
problems) are summarized as follows:

1. Most students opt for the first equivalent in dictionary.

2. Most students do not know what word and which dictionary to
look up the collocations, idioms, and compound words.

3. Most students rely on bilingual dictionaries while looking up new
words ignoring monolingual ones.

4. Most students are unfamiliar with dictionary use skills.

5. Most students are not aware of the different grammatical structure
between both languages so that they cannot, for example, look up
a meaning of a verb from a noun entry.

6. Most students follow a traditional way of translation (word for
word) while translating non-literal semantic features such as
idioms.

7. They lack linguistic competence.

8. Most students produce incoherent sentences and sometimes
illogical ideas.

Recommendations
Having obtained findings from the study, the researchers suggest
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the following recommendations:

1. Because students opt for the first equivalent in dictionary, they
should be encouraged to take their time to check through all the
meanings of the word and then try to find the one which makes the
most sense in the contextual meaning.

2. Students should be familiarized with the different types of
dictionaries so that can use the most appropriate ones when
translating. Dictionaries are a helpful tool in the learning process,
and help much in selecting the suitable equivalent.

3. Since monolingual and bilingual dictionaries complement each
other, students should not rely just on bilingual dictionary alone.
Each type of dictionaries has its own features that are different
from the others. So students should be encouraged to use different
types of dictionaries which help them improve their dictionary use
skills.

4. Teachers should concentrate more on practicing dictionary use
skills during their class activities, and they should help students
improve their ability in finding the right meaning in dictionary.

5. Most students are not aware of the different grammatical structure
between both languages. Therefore, they should be aware of the
difference between English and Arabic linguistic systems
including grammar, style, syntactic structures, etc.

6. Students should be aware of the different translation techniques
and how to use them. This helps them translate the technical texts
easily, and select the suitable technique in the suitable time.
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