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Abstract 
This study investigates the dictionary use of graduates in English and German as well as their attitudes 
towards teaching and learning dictionary skills in the classroom. The first section of the paper offers a 
historical overview of research on dictionary use and dictionary didactics in Hungary. This is followed 
by the detailed description of the quantitative research, which aims to investigate the participants’ 
(n=197) self-reported preferences and attitudes regarding dictionary use, their dictionary consultation 
behaviour, and the role of dictionaries as an aid to language learning and teaching. The research results 
partly confirm the trends revealed in previous international studies (e.g. increased use of online tools, 
reluctance to pay for dictionaries, low prestige of teaching dictionary use); they also show that there 
is a need for dictionary use skills to be taught from an early age and for placing a special emphasis on 
features and search strategies in the case of digital dictionaries. Based on these findings, the authors 
plan to design a core ‘dictionary skills’ module (with teaching aids and handbooks), which could be in-
corporated into a variety of courses in tertiary education.
Keywords: dictionary use; digital dictionary; online dictionary; language learning; language teaching; dictionary 
didactics; questionnaire study

1.  Introduction
‘The history of lexicography goes back over 2,000 years’ (Crystal 2003: 110) and its basic 
product (i.e. the dictionary) is symbolic for every nation, as it is of great importance in 
terms of language, literature, culture and history. One of the lexicographer’s key tasks is to 
reduce speakers’ linguistic insecurity and linguistic deficiencies. To do this, lexicographers 
must be able to identify and meet the needs of the prospective users of their dictionary. 
They need to know their target audience’s reference skills (e.g. whether they can under-
stand abbreviations) and needs (e.g. what they are looking for in the dictionary). This is 
the only way to create a user-friendly dictionary (cf. Rundell 1998, Atkins and Rundell 
2008). The twentieth century saw a proliferation of dictionaries, especially learner’s dic-
tionaries, which clearly shows that user-friendliness came more and more into focus (Lew 
2011, 2013, 2016, Müller-Spitzer 2012, Granger and Lefer 2016). Dictionary user surveys 
conducted from the 1960s onwards have revealed that there is a huge gap between the user 
and the dictionary (see some of the earliest surveys of dictionary use: Barnhart 1962, Quirk 
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1973, Tomaszczyk 1979, Battenburg 1991, Atkins and Varantola 1998). For instance, users 
do not have the reference skills required to find the information they are looking for in a 
sophisticated entry. There may be two possible ways of bridging this gap. First, lexicog-
raphers should strive to develop methods that match the linguistic knowledge of ordinary 
users and make dictionaries more user-friendly (cf. Frankenberg-Garcia 2015, Granger and 
Lefer 2016, Lew 2016). Second, users should also be trained to be more skilful in their use 
of dictionaries (e.g. Rundell 1988, 1999, Gates 1997, Atkins and Varantola 1998, Nesi, 
1999, Bishop 2000, Campoy Cubillo 2002, Lew and Galas 2008, Chon 2008, Chen 2010, 
Chi 1998, 2011, Laufer 2011, Lew 2011, 2013, Gromann and Schnitzer 2016, Chen 2017, 
Nurmukhamedov 2017). Research on dictionary use has significantly changed lexico-
graphic practice and made dictionaries more user-friendly. Unfortunately, the same cannot 
be said for the field of dictionary didactics concerned with the education of users. No exten-
sive teaching of dictionary use is provided in schools and universities; this is especially the 
case in the Hungarian context (Márkus and Szöllősy 2006, Dringó-Horváth 2017).

2.  Background
In a recent comprehensive study, Nied (2022) summarises the results of significant inter-
national research on the topic; therefore, the following review focuses specifically on 
Hungarian research. An interesting fact is that ‘dictionary use’ itself as an autonomous 
research field within lexicography was introduced at the 3rd International Congress of 
EURALEX (European Association for Lexicography) in Budapest (Hungary, 1988): a 
‘Dictionary Use’ section was organised at the event (Braasch 2012). Research on dictionary 
use began in Hungary in the same year.

The Hungarian National Sociolinguistic Survey, devised in 1987 and conducted in 1988, 
included questions on dictionary use. Participants were asked what types of dictionaries 
they had at home on their bookshelves. The results showed that most of the participants 
(50% or more) owned the following dictionaries: a foreign language dictionary, a spelling 
dictionary, a dictionary of foreign words, a monolingual defining dictionary of Hungarian 
(Kontra 1997). In the early 2000s, Márkus and Szöllősy, with the support of the Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences, investigated the habits and strategies of dictionary use among sec-
ondary school students studying English as a Foreign Language (EFL) (Márkus and Szöllősy 
2006).

Szöllősy (2004) had previously analysed the dictionary purchasing habits of Hungarian 
EFL learners, and on the basis of this research, she also examined the effectiveness of EFL 
students’ dictionary use (Márkus and Szöllősy 2006). The research was conducted using 
a questionnaire supplemented with a dictionary use test. Participants (n=122) were asked 
what dictionaries they owned, how frequently they consulted them, and what their atti-
tudes towards dictionaries were. A set of practical exercises was used to test whether sec-
ondary school EFL students could use their dictionaries effectively in order to identify the 
factors that cause problems and make it difficult to use a dictionary. It turned out that stu-
dents had serious deficiencies in dictionary skills, often not knowing what, where and how 
to look up in a dictionary. Participants could not solve the tasks (in the dictionary use test) 
without errors. The tasks focused on the following main topics: abbreviations in diction-
aries, interpreting grammatical information, finding meanings, idioms and phrasal verbs. 
The results indicated that students’ language awareness and dictionary use awareness were 
very low. Accordingly, it was recommended that training in dictionary use be included in 
school and academic curricula (Márkus and Szöllősy 2006). As a practising lexicographer, 
P. Márkus (with the help of the outstanding lexicographer Tamás Magay and the co-author 
Eszter Magay Mozsár) felt obliged to tackle the problems by using the self-reported data 
as well as the test results to identify and improve the structure of entries in an innovative 
English–Hungarian/Hungarian–English learner’s dictionary (Magay Mozsár and P. Márkus 
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2007). Only then did the learner’s dictionary begin to make inroads into the Hungarian 
dictionary market as a new type of dictionary. The survey provided valuable insights that 
could be implemented in future dictionaries (e.g. the use of colour, grammar pages, and the 
layout of entries – in order to make dictionaries more innovative and user-friendly) and 
teaching aids, such as workbooks to develop dictionary skills with resources and sugges-
tions (P. Márkus 2020b).

The widespread use of online dictionaries has provided new research opportunities in 
Hungary as well. Gaál (2016, 2017a) examined self-reports on the habits of dictionary use 
by university EFL students, translators, and language teachers using a combined method of 
questionnaires (n=294) and interviews (Gaál 2017b). Most respondents reported that they 
mainly used online dictionaries (45%), but there was also a relatively high proportion who 
reported that they used both print and online dictionaries (39%). Of the 294 respondents, 
less than 10% reported using mainly or exclusively a print dictionary. Regarding the type of 
dictionary, almost all respondents indicated that they used both bilingual and monolingual 
online dictionaries, and in terms of frequency, they mostly consulted general and synonym 
dictionaries. Since Gaál’s research was concerned with online dictionaries, it is important 
to mention that participants used online dictionaries on desktops, notebooks, and smart-
phones alike.

Reder’s (2016) research on collocation-related dictionary use involved observational and 
think-aloud protocol (TAP) research with teacher trainee students at a large Hungarian 
university (n=20). In the survey, a much higher proportion of participants reported using 
digital, mainly online, dictionaries than print ones, and there was a significant increase in 
the number of search operations, as well as a high frequency of simultaneous consultation 
of dictionaries when using digital tools. However, for more complex search tasks, simpler 
bilingual online dictionaries – available free of charge – did not always prove to be satisfac-
tory. Based on the reflections, it may be said that when using digital dictionaries and search 
engines, language learners used techniques specific to digital tools. Moreover, learners’ ap-
propriate knowledge and skills contributed greatly to their effectiveness (Reder 2016).

Dringó-Horváth (2017) added a new perspective to research on dictionary use in Hungary, 
inasmuch as she tried to emphasise the importance of dictionary didactics (for details re-
garding specific tasks and good practice, see also Dringó-Horváth 2012, 2021). Her survey 
of undergraduates (n=80) indicated that online dictionaries were becoming more and more 
popular. Roughly half of the respondents reported that they used online dictionaries to look 
up the meaning or the correct spelling of a word, and only a quarter reported consulting 
print dictionaries for these purposes. The overwhelming role of online dictionaries seemed 
to be clear when searching for pronunciation, as about 60% of respondents reported that 
they used online dictionaries for information on pronunciation. The role of print diction-
aries for this task had already been extremely low, which may be due to the difficulty of 
interpreting phonetic symbols. The use of online dictionaries to search for grammatical in-
formation was very marked (54%). The last part of the survey was particularly important 
as it concerned the acquisition of dictionary skills. The vast majority of respondents re-
ported that they had acquired those skills in a self-taught way (Dringó-Horváth 2017). The 
results appear to confirm the research of Szöllősy (2004) and Márkus and Szöllősy (2006), 
who found that only a low proportion of respondents received training in dictionary use at 
school and university.

Researchers around the world are increasingly emphasising the importance of reference 
skills and dictionary use in education (Atkins and Varantola 1998, Lew and Galas 2008, 
Bae 2011, Lew 2011, Chen 2012, 2017, Gromann and Schnitzer 2016, Nurmukhamedov 
2017, Dringó-Horváth 2017, P. Márkus 2020a). Dictionaries and other reference tools play 
an important role from primary school to university education and beyond, as they sup-
port lifelong learning and access to quality knowledge. Many changes have been made 
to the structure of dictionaries and the way they present information to make their use 
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as straightforward as possible. However, it is not enough for dictionaries to adapt to the 
reader: users also need to be trained in the use of dictionaries. It is important to integrate 
dictionary use into everyday life, as this would provide the highest motivation to complete 
dictionary use tasks, while preparing students for lifelong learning, which is becoming in-
creasingly important in today’s rapidly changing world.

However, based on national and international research, ‘users are not able to use a dic-
tionary adequately’ (Nied Curcio 2022: 75), as they are not familiar with the classification 
and typology of dictionaries, and they have difficulties decoding the structured elements of 
dictionary entries (Nesi and Haill 2002, Szöllősy 2004, Márkus and Szöllősy 2006, Nied 
Curcio 2022); moreover, a lot of previous research reports that very little training in dic-
tionary use takes place in schools (Márkus and Szöllősy 2006, Dringó-Horváth 2017, Nied 
Curcio 2022). The present paper reports on an investigation into dictionary use habits of 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) and German as a Foreign Language (GFL) students, as 
well as their attitudes towards learning and teaching dictionary skills in the L2 classroom. 
In order to improve the current situation, it must be assessed by identifying the special 
needs of foreign language students, who also include many future teachers.

3.  Methods
In line with the relevant literature and the research niche outlined in the previous sections, 
the following research questions (RQ) were formulated:

•	 RQ1 What trends can be identified in the dictionary use habits of EFL and GFL univer-
sity graduates?

•	 RQ2 How far can dictionary use be identified in participants’ previous education?
•	 RQ3 How do participants with language teaching experience integrate the teaching of 

dictionary skills and the use of dictionaries into their practice?

To find answers to the above research questions, the quantitative research paradigm was 
adopted. The adoption of quantitative methods was also motivated by the fact that such 
methods allow for a larger sample size, which is essential when attempting to identify 
trends.

3.1.  Participants
The subjects participating in the present study were 197 graduates enrolled as foreign 
language majors at a Hungarian university between the academic years 2014/2015 and 
2019/2020, out of whom 15% (n=29) were male and 85% (n=168) were female. The 
average age of the respondents was 34 (SD=10.76), with the youngest and oldest being 
21 and 63 years old respectively. The high average age can be explained by the fact that 
some of the respondents were postgraduates (mainly teachers who returned to university 
for re-training); the survey was conducted in 2020. Based on the Training and Output 
Requirements for the courses, their language proficiency was C1 according to CEFR (the 
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages). At the university, all foreign 
language teacher trainees receive training in both language pedagogy and lexicography 
(with the same content and structure regardless of which language they are going to teach 
in the future), based on the Training and Output Requirements in Hungary. A large pro-
portion of the participants, 64% (n=125) were EFL graduates, 25% (n=50) were GFL 
graduates, and 11% (n=22) were studying both languages at the time the questionnaire was 
administered. The highest qualification of participants is presented in Table 1. Due to the 
nature of the research, we had to rely on the self-reports of participants.

To reflect on the teaching of dictionary use (Q3), participants were also asked about 
their teaching experience. Although more than half of the participants had not studied in 
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teacher training courses (126 participants out of 197), a significant number (n=149; 75.6%) 
reported that they had at least one year of foreign language teaching experience, with an 
average of 11.61 years (SD=9.49). Most of them had private tutoring experience (n=146), 
mandatory teaching practice in teacher training (n=95) and language schools (n=82). 
However, the teaching experience in secondary schools (n=79) and primary schools (n=74) 
was not much lower among respondents.

3.2. The research tools
For data collection, a questionnaire was devised that built on the literature and the results 
of previous empirical research on dictionary use in the Hungarian context (see Márkus 
and Szöllősy 2006, Gaál 2016, Gaál 2017a, 2017b, Dringó-Horváth 2017). The advantage 
of this was that the surveys were based on international research (e.g. Gaál’s surveys were 
based on the complex studies into dictionary use carried out by the Institute of German 
Language in Mannheim (see Müller-Spitzer et al. 2011, 2012, Müller-Spitzer and Koplenig 
2014), the questionnaires had already been translated and adapted to the Hungarian con-
text, and we could also build on previous experience in testing. The research tools consisted 
of 21 background questions and a total of 69 statements, 16 of which aimed to collect data 
on what kind of dictionaries participants used, 53 statements forming 10 scales investigated 
participants’ dictionary use, habits, and attitudes towards teaching the effective use of dic-
tionaries. The first four scales (1–4), investigated participants’ frequency of dictionary use 
along with the different functions of dictionaries. Scales 5–6 aimed to collect data on the 
attitudes of participants towards dictionary use. Finally, scales 7–10 investigated to what 
extent participants teach methods of effective dictionary use. Participants’ responses were 
measured on a five-point Likert scale (Agreement: 1=Strongly disagree, 5=Strongly agree; 
Frequency: 1=Never; 5=Regularly). Likert scales were chosen to be used because this way 
participants’ responses could have a numerical value (from 1 to 5) which could be then used 
to quantify responses.

3.3.  Collection and analysis of the data
The data collection process took place between May and July 2020; for data collection, 
Google Forms was used, the access details of which were sent out centrally using the 
university’s academic database (see Supplementary Online Material: Questionnaire). The 
data collected were then coded, and all reversed items were coded in an inverted manner. 
Reversed items were items which are to be recoded so that all the items within a scale have 
the same directional relationship, i.e., they are all ‘positive’ (affirmative) items. This was 
used as a validation technique for the questionnaire and certain ‘positive’ items were in-
stead rephrased in a ‘negative’ way, which can ensure that respondents pay attention when 
filling in the questionnaire. This is also used to ensure that after data collection and the 
recoding process, respondents’ answers are consistent. Then the data were analysed in SPSS 
27.0 using descriptive statistics. In each case, mean scores (M) and their standard deviation 

Table 1: The highest qualification of participants – per language major (teacher training programmes are 
highlighted).

Questionnaire item EFL (n) GFL (n) 

BA Degree 63 24

MA Degree 23 16

Teacher Training Programme 11 11

Postgraduate Degree in Education1 50 21

Total 147 72

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ijl/article/36/2/173/7114904 by Karoli G

aspar U
niversity of the R

eform
ed C

hurch in H
ungary user on 20 Septem

ber 2023

http://academic.oup.com/ijl/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ijl/ecad004#supplementary-data


178 P. Márkus et al

(SD) were calculated. Mean scores were important to quantify the strength of intensity of 
participants’ attitudes and habits; standard deviation was used to measure the amount of 
variation of a set of values. A low standard deviation signals that the values are closer to 
the mean score, while a high standard deviation indicates that participants’ responses are 
spread out over a wider range. With regard to mean scores, the mean (M=3.00) was con-
sidered as the cut-off point, and the mean scores below it were considered as low, while 
the mean scores above were considered as high. Based on this, it may be concluded that 
for answers below the cut-off point (M=3.00), participants tended to rather disagree with 
the statements (agreement scales), or to use a particular dictionary function or type of dic-
tionary less frequently, etc. (frequency scales), whereas for responses above the cut-off point 
(M=3.00), participants tended to rather agree with the statements (agreement scales) and 
to use a particular dictionary function or dictionary type, etc., more frequently (frequency 
scales). As the main purpose of the present study was to provide an overview of dictionary 
use habits at our university, the present paper makes an attempt to highlight general ten-
dencies describing our context. The data obtained during the research were stored and used 
in accordance with the GDPR regulations, and no third parties other than the members of 
the research project were allowed access to them.

4.  Results and discussion
4.1.  Reliability of the questionnaire
The present research contained both single-item and multi-item scales. Single-item scales 
are used when a researcher wishes to measure a concrete construct, such as the frequency 
of use of a certain type of dictionary. A construct may be considered concrete if it is un-
ambiguous to all respondents and they all understand the construct in the same way. In 
contrast, more complex constructs (e.g., willingness to pay for dictionaries), were measured 
through multi-item scales. Multi-item scales are a series of closely related items measuring 
the very same construct. As opposed to single-item scales, which are more vulnerable to 
measurement errors unless they are concrete as indicated above in the case of some of our 
scales, multi-item scales are less likely to be vulnerable to such errors when measuring 
less concrete scales (e.g., willingness to pay for dictionaries). When it comes to multi-scale 
items, however, it is important to check the internal consistency of such scales, which may 
be achieved, as Dörnyei and Taguchi (2010) suggest, by calculating the Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient for each multi-item scale (Table 2).

Based on the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients presented in Table 2, it may be concluded that 
the reliability of most scales is ensured as their coefficients exceed the.60 threshold indi-
cated in the literature (Dörnyei and Taguchi 2010). As for scale 2 and 7, the coefficients do 
not reach the minimum threshold; they were nonetheless included in this investigation as 
they are believed to be important in describing participants’ dictionary use habits as well 
as their attitudes towards teaching dictionary use skills. This may be considered one of the 
limitations of the study and is addressed at the end of the present paper.

4.2.  Participants’ dictionaries and dictionary use habits
The first set of questions aimed to collect data on what type of dictionaries participants 
own and which of them are used on a regular basis. We also wanted to know on which 
electronic device participants use their dictionaries (Table 3–5).

The figures in Table 3 show that, in line with the findings of previous research (Gromann 
and Schnitzer 2016), a large proportion (95.4%) of the participants claim to own a print 
dictionary. Half of the participants (52.8%) also have an offline (downloadable) dictionary 
application on one of their smart devices and only 26.9% have the same type on their per-
sonal computer. Only 9% subscribe to an online dictionary, which is in agreement with the 
reluctance to pay that is shown in previous research in the field (Gaál 2016, Reder 2016, 
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Dringó-Horváth 2017). It is important to note here that the fact that participants own a 
print dictionary does not actually mean that it is in use (see Table 5, Dringó-Horváth 2017) 
or that what they actually use does not always correspond to what they would prefer to 
use (Kosem et al. 2018). While paper dictionaries and subscriptions are paid services, most 
of the offline downloadable mobile applications are free of charge (see Table 6 for details 
about willingness to pay). As can be seen in Table 3, most respondents still have paper dic-
tionaries on their shelves; however, it seems to be the case that nowadays foreign language 
learners rarely buy dictionaries (cf. Nied Curcio 2022). The price of paper dictionaries is 
relatively high but they can be used by the whole family, which made them a valuable in-
vestment for the family in the past. In many cases, paper dictionaries are inherited from 
parents or grandparents, which may also explain why a large proportion (95.4%) of the 
participants still possess a print dictionary in twenty-first-century Hungary. Offline appli-
cations on smart devices are mostly free and fast and also the easiest to access as they are 
always close at hand.

Table 4 summarises the frequency of electronic device use. In line with the results of 
previous research, desktop computers, laptops and smartphones are the most used devices 
on which dictionaries are accessed (Gaál 2016, Dringó-Horváth 2017, Kosem et al. 2018).

Data on the use of different dictionary types presented in Table 5 show that although 
almost all participants claim to have a print dictionary, its use is ranked only third, while 
online dictionaries (M=4.63; SD=.78) and search engines (M=3.82; SD=1.20) are much 
more popular. Table 3 suggests that more than half of the participants can access offline 
(downloadable) dictionary applications (see Table 7, 8 for details of the use of down-
loadable digital dictionaries), whereas the data also show that these are less popular 

Table 2: The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the scales used in the study.

 Scale Number 
of items 

Cronbach’s 
alpha 

USAGE 1. Use of unique features relating to digital dictionaries 6 .647

2. Use of search methods relating to digital dictionaries 5 .590

3. Willingness to pay 4 .643

4. Conscious use of the prefatory material in dictionaries 4 .862

ATTITUDES 5. Attitudes towards teaching dictionary use 4 .741

6. Presence or absence of dictionary use knowledge and skills 7 .843

TEACHING 7. Practising various ways of using dictionaries in their lessons 5 .554

8. Practising conscious use of dictionaries during lessons 7 .709

9. Teaching dictionary use in lessons 7 .833

10. Bolstering the teaching of dictionary use in participants’ 
own teaching practice

4 .706

Table 3: Types of dictionaries owned by respondents.

Questionnaire item % n 

Print dictionary 95.4% 188

Offline (downloadable) dictionary application on a smart device 52.8% 104

Offline (downloadable) digital dictionary on a personal computer 26.9% 53

Translator-device subscription 9.1% 18

Online dictionary subscription 8.6% 17
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(M= 2.44; SD=1.50) than online dictionaries, which – in line with the results of previous 
research (Müller-Spitzer et al. 2012, Nied Curcio 2014, 2015, Lew 2015, Töpel 2015, 
Gaál 2016, Reder 2016, Dringó-Horváth 2017) – seem to be the most frequently used 
dictionary-type. This is probably due to the widespread, reliable, and stable internet ac-
cess that enables online dictionaries to be accessed quickly and consistently. In addition, 
much more information can be extracted from online dictionaries than from their down-
loadable counterparts, and they are frequently updated, which means that in the long run 
they are more accurate than downloadable electronic dictionaries. The frequent use of 
search engines (e.g. Google) as a dictionary is also not surprising, as we can also see from 
previous studies that if one searches for a word in an online dictionary and one fails to 
find it, users often turn to a search engine (cf. Frankenberg-Garcia 2005, Gromann and 
Schnitzer 2016, Lew 2015, Kosem et al. 2018). Reassuring in this respect, however, are 
the results of a study (Müller-Spitzer et al. 2018) which investigated what students ac-
tually do when they correct language errors. The research, based on observation (screen 

Table 5: Use of different dictionary types.

Questionnaire item Mean Standard deviation 

Online dictionaries 4.63 .78

Search engines (e.g. Google) 3.82 1.20

Print dictionaries 2.68 1.35

Translator application/ program (e.g. Google Translate) 2.53 1.53

Offline (downloadable) dictionary application on a smart device 2.44 1.50

Offline (downloadable) digital dictionary on a personal computer 1.76 1.25

Table 6: Participants’ willingness to buy dictionaries.

 Questionnaire item Mean Standard deviation 

I am willing to subscribe to an online dictionary if I feel I am get-
ting a more reliable dictionary.

2.87 1.37

Before purchasing a dictionary, I ask a friend (e.g. a language 
teacher) for their view on which dictionary to buy.

2.85 1.50

I am happy to buy a dictionary either in printed or electronic form. 2.84 1.32

I think that money spent on dictionaries is money well spent* 1.93 1.10

*	 Reversed item: in the original questionnaire, the exact opposite of this item was used and was phrased in a 
negative way

Table 4: Frequency of electronic device use related to electronic dictionaries.

Questionnaire item Mean Standard Deviation 

Desktop computer or laptop 4.72 .68

Smartphone 4.13 1.14

Tablet 1.68 1.29

E-Book-reader 1.30 .83

Smartwatch 1.04 .34
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recording combined with a thinking-aloud task) rather than self-reporting, showed that 
participants used dictionaries more than search engines or translation applications to 
solve specific language problems.

The following statements were included to gain some insight into participants’ opinions 
of and attitudes towards the use of unique features relating to digital dictionaries (Table 9).

Two special functions appear to be more frequently used than others: participants seem 
to take advantage of content related to other dictionaries or additional texts (M=3.53; 
SD=1.45) and of multimedia content (M=3.25; SD=1.36). It is hardly surprising that 
the use of these specific functions appear to be frequent, as they are innovative features 
that can greatly support language learning and effective dictionary use (e.g. pictures/
additional examples help clarify meaning, disambiguate between senses and elucidate 
verbal definitions; spoken audio representations of headwords help with the interpret-
ation of phonetic symbols) (Svensén 2009, Frankenberg-Garcia 2015, Dziemianko 2022). 
However, previous research revealed that the unique characteristics of online diction-
aries (e.g. multimedia content, flexibility) are not rated and ranked as of great import-
ance (Müller-Spitzer and Koplenig 2014, Gaál 2016, Kosem et al. 2018), and reliability, 
up-to-date content and navigability are more important factors when choosing an online 
dictionary (Müller-Spitzer and Koplenig 2014, Lew 2015, Gaál 2016). Android and iOS 
applications typically update in the background, bringing users the latest features and 
bug fixes directly to their phone, yet from time to time, users may need to force an ap-
plication to update manually. It may be useful to do this if an application is out of date, 
or not working properly. Manual updates are rarely necessary (unless users wish to save 

Table 7: Frequency of the use of different digital dictionaries developed in Hungary.

Dictionary Type of dictionary Mean Standard deviation 

SZTAKI online dictionary 3.07 1.40

DictZone online and downloadable dictionary 2.94 1.63

Akadémiai Publishers online and downloadable dictionary 2.07 1.46

Grimm-dictionaries online and downloadable dictionary 1.63 1.23

MorphoLogic online and downloadable dictionary 1.29 0.76

Table 8: Frequency of the use of selected international dictionaries.

Dictionary Type of dictionary Mean Standard deviation 

 � English

Cambridge online and downloadable dictionary 3.64 1.44

Oxford online and downloadable dictionary 3.62 1.40

Urban Dictionary online and downloadable dictionary 2.80 1.34

Macmillan online and downloadable dictionary 2.41 1.50

The Free Dictionary online and downloadable dictionary 2.31 1.20

Longman online and downloadable dictionary 2.16 1.46

 � German

Duden online and downloadable dictionary 4.24 1.02

Langenscheidt online and downloadable dictionary 2.26 1.45

Pons online and downloadable dictionary 1.68 1.07
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mobile data usage and battery power by turning off automatic updates), and this may be 
the reason why the mean for this statement is lower. Regular updates are only of import-
ance when using downloaded dictionaries; in the case of online dictionaries this is done 
automatically by the publisher – but even in this case it may be important for the user to 
monitor the new features and, if necessary, to modify the settings and usage habits (e.g. 
changes to the user interface, use of new functions). It should also be emphasised that 
monitoring carried out by the publisher may vary greatly in both domestic and inter-
national dictionaries, as may the possibility of personalisation. The rating is better when 
users know what is meant by the innovative features (Müller-Spitzer and Koplenig 2014), 
so it may be important to see to what extent participants are familiar with new features 
of electronic dictionaries: this will require further qualitative measurements. A charac-
teristic feature of online dictionaries is that they can be personalised (e.g. the Cambridge 
Dictionary +Plus allows users to create their own word lists), yet this does not seem to be 
widely used by participants.

The tables below show the dictionaries that participants report using (Table 7, 8).
The most preferred online dictionaries (especially the ones from larger international pub-

lishers) that participants claim to use mostly have the features listed above (most com-
monly: multimedia elements, additional content using corpora, personalisation). As for the 
different search techniques – next section –, the more specific search modes (such as pop-up 
search) are provided only by downloadable, paid applications (e.g. MorphoLogic), so it is 
not surprising that this type of search is reported to be less well-known and less frequently 
used. Participants’ willingness to use the various search features offered by digital diction-
aries was also investigated (Table 10).

Table 10 gives an overview of the responses, which suggests that participants use the tech-
nique of searching for several words simultaneously when searching for fixed expressions 
(M=3.82; SD=1.25) (cf. Laufer 2011); all the other search methods have a mean score of 
2.37 or less. Participants do not seem to take advantage of these search techniques, which 
seems to confirm the findings of previous Hungarian research (Dringó-Horváth 2017). In 
addition, several other studies show a similar lack of knowledge of digital dictionaries 
(Nied Curcio 2015). Participants may not be aware of these new opportunities and their 
potential benefits, as teaching how to use digital dictionaries lags behind the teaching of the 
use of traditional dictionaries (see Table 11).

The willingness to pay is related to the opinions people have about dictionaries in 
general. It was, therefore, measured in two ways. First, participants were asked if they 

Table 9: Use of unique features relating to digital dictionaries.

Questionnaire item Mean Standard 
deviation 

In digital dictionaries, I use the information that offers content related to other 
dictionaries or additional texts (additional example sentences from corpora).

3.53 1.45

I use the multimedia elements of the digital dictionary (pictures, videos, audio 
for pronunciation).

3.25 1.36

I regularly update my digital dictionary as offered by the publisher (technical 
and/ or content updates).

1.84 1.27

With the appropriate settings, I allow the publisher to monitor my user habits 
to update and improve the online dictionary.

1.67 1.16

When using digital dictionaries, I supplement the information contained in 
them (e.g. adding my own words, supplementing existing articles).

1.44 .99

I try to customise the online dictionaries I use (user settings: e.g. colours, font 
size, hide/ show information function).

1.30 .75
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had any digital dictionary subscriptions. Based on the responses, in line with the results 
of previous research in Hungary, participants’ willingness to pay for dictionaries seems to 
be very low (Gaál 2016, Dringó-Horváth 2017). 13% (n=26) of the participants paid for 
the digital dictionary access provided by a publisher, while only 2% (n=3) spent money on 
online web access and only one respondent subscribed to a smart device application (all 
the well-known publishers in Hungary provide paid access: Akadémiai Publishers, Grimm-
dictionaries, MorphoLogic). Second, respondents’ habits of buying dictionaries and their 
willingness to pay in general were also investigated (Table 6).

As can be seen in Table 6, respondents appear to be reluctant to spend money on diction-
aries (the mean scores for the items are below 3.00). The reason for this may be that a lot 
of dictionary software and online dictionaries (by renowned publishers) are available on 
the Internet free of charge (see Table 8). As can also be seen in Table 5, participants most 
frequently use such online dictionaries, which not only offer a quick and convenient way 
to obtain information, but also actively engage dictionary users (as in vocabulary quizzes, 
games, videos, forums, etc.) (Rundell 2015, Dziemianko 2022).

Table 10: Use of search methods relating to digital dictionaries.

 Questionnaire item Mean Standard deviation 

When searching for idioms and fixed expressions in digital dictionar-
ies, I use the technique of searching for several words simultaneously.

3.82 1.25

I make use of the fact that digital dictionaries are able to save previ-
ous search results.

2.37 1.40

When using digital dictionaries, I also use special search characters if 
necessary (such as *, OR, +, -).

1.83 1.27

I use pop-up dictionaries searchable by selecting and seeing the re-
sults in a speech bubble above the selected item.

1.63 1.15

When using digital dictionaries, I use voice search whenever possible. 1.32 .72

Table 11: Presence or absence of dictionary use (knowledge and skills).

 Questionnaire item Mean Standard 
deviation 

The different types of dictionaries and the information they contain were discussed 
in class.

3.84 1.26

The structure and coding systems in dictionary entries (e.g. stress marks, pronunci-
ation symbols, grammatical codes, abbreviations) were taught in language lessons.

3.22 1.42

Language lessons covered the various search methods and techniques (e.g. where 
to find expressions or past tense forms of verbs).

3.22 1.42

The structure of the entire dictionary and its organisational principles were cov-
ered in class.

3.15 1.51

The alphabetical order of entries was practised in class in order to find a word/ex-
pression quickly in the dictionary.

3.07 1.43

In class, we practised a critical approach to the proper interpretation and selection 
of the information we found.

2.68 1.39

Additional functions of digital dictionaries (e.g. digital search methods, extensions, 
personalisation and updating options) were covered in class.

2.28 1.41

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ijl/article/36/2/173/7114904 by Karoli G

aspar U
niversity of the R

eform
ed C

hurch in H
ungary user on 20 Septem

ber 2023



184 P. Márkus et al

The following statements were included to collect self-reported data about how often 
participants read the introduction to dictionaries, or any additional information related to 
their correct use (Table 12).

The results of the self-reported data suggest that participants do not use, or use aids 
related to dictionaries only superficially. The mean score of the responses to the list of 
abbreviations (M=3.16) is slightly higher than the mean scores of the other statements, 
which may suggest that its use, unlike the other parts of the dictionary, is essential for 
the interpretation of certain dictionary information. At the university, foreign language 
teacher trainees receive training in lexicography, and there is a compulsory course (Study 
Skills) for first-year students, where they receive some instruction on how to use a dic-
tionary, yet we did not receive positive responses to these statements. It seems that they 
learn individual skills and items of knowledge, but they have difficulty in applying the 
same skills and knowledge in everyday situations. Moreover, it should not be forgotten 
that learning to use a dictionary effectively takes a lot of practice. Regular and frequent 
use of dictionaries is therefore important and necessary in order to master dictionary 
skills. Previous surveys and observations of dictionary use have also shown that users 
rarely read the usage guides to dictionaries and in some cases fail to read the whole entry 
when trying to find what they are looking for, which may hinder effectiveness (cf. Atkins 
and Varantola 1998, Svensén 2009, Nied Curcio 2022). Lexicographers and publishers 
reacted almost immediately to the results of the surveys: the descriptions illustrating the 
use became shorter and were supplemented with several illustrative examples in a more 
user-friendly manner, yet none of this seems to have changed the attitude of dictionary 
users.

4.3.  Participants’ attitudes and previous experience of learning to use a 
dictionary
This scale aimed to investigate participants’ attitudes towards teaching dictionary use 
(Table 13).

All the statements in Table 13 focused on the teaching of dictionary use. A high pro-
portion of participants report that they think it is important to teach dictionary use in the 
foreign language classroom. The explanation for this, as mentioned earlier, may be that 
students learn about lexicography and receive training in dictionary use at university, so 
they understand its benefits. However, they should have learnt how to use a dictionary 
earlier – in primary and secondary school, in which case these skills could have further been 
reinforced during study at tertiary level. Dictionary use should be integrated into everyday 
life as a key element of autonomous learning. According to previous research in Hungary, 
this seems to be problematic, as there is very little guidance for teachers (in the curricula 
of primary and secondary schools) on how this could be done effectively, and the marginal 
role of dictionary use can often be explained by a shortage of time and teaching aids (P. 
Márkus 2018, 2019, 2020b).

Finally, participants were asked about what kind of knowledge and skills related to dic-
tionary use they had acquired during their previous formal education (Table 11).

Table 12: Conscious use of the prefatory material in dictionaries.

 Questionnaire item Mean Standard deviation 

I tend to look through the list of abbreviations in dictionaries. 3.16 1.32

In dictionaries, I read the page that gives a sample entry. 2.69 1.45

I usually review the guide to dictionary use in dictionaries. 2.40 1.31

In dictionaries, I always read the introduction and the preface. 2.14 1.28
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As the self-reported data indicate, the basics of dictionary use are usually taught in for-
eign language classes (for example, teachers explain the structure of entries, the alphabet-
ical order, the coding systems or they talk about different types of dictionaries and search 
methods); however, a more thorough explanation of dictionary use is not included in these 
lessons and activities. It is particularly disappointing that the introduction to digital dic-
tionaries, which are gaining more and more attention today and are also the type most 
frequently used by respondents (see Table 5), seems to have only a marginal role (cf. Chen 
2012, Nurmukhamedov 2017).

4.4.  Experience in teaching dictionary use
This section gives an overview of how participants with language teaching experience inte-
grate the teaching of dictionary skills and the use of dictionaries into their practice.

The next scale measured the extent to which dictionary use appears in participants’ own 
educational practice (Table 14).

It is thought-provoking that participants claim to use both online dictionaries and search 
engines in their teaching practice more often than traditional print dictionaries. Apparently, 
offline dictionary use on a laptop or computer is not as common as offline dictionary use 
on a smart device. This may be due to the fact that desktop computers and laptops are only 

Table 13: Attitudes towards teaching dictionary use.

 Questionnaire item Mean Standard deviation 

I think that dictionary use should be 
learnt during language lessons in schools.*

4.58 .77

It is important to learn how to use dic-
tionaries correctly.

4.43 .83

Dictionary use should be taught: not eve-
ryone knows how to use one.*

4.42 .86

Teaching proper dictionary use is a task 
for language classes.

4.11 1.00

*	 Reversed item: in the original questionnaire, the exact opposite of this item was used and was phrased in a 
negative way

Table 14: The presence of dictionary use in participants’ own educational practice.

 Questionnaire item Mean Standard deviation 

Online dictionaries (available on a website) are used 
on a device (mobile phone, laptop, etc.) in my lessons.

3.97 1.13

Search engines are used as dictionaries in my lessons 
(e.g. Google).

3.44 1.41

In my classes, we use a print dictionary. 2.90 1.21

Offline (downloadable) digital dictionaries are used 
on smartphones/ mobile devices in my classes.

2.86 1.45

Offline (downloadable) digital dictionaries are used 
on computers/ laptops in my classes.

2.37 1.43

Machine translators (e.g. Google Translate) are used 
as dictionaries in my classes.

1.87 1.28
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available in limited numbers in secondary schools, whereas almost all students have their 
own smartphones (cf. Gaál 2016, Kosem et al. 2018).

Another scale investigated to what extent participants teach conscious dictionary use 
(Table 15).

Participants with teaching practice report that they use dictionaries mainly for text-
producing activities and searching for meanings. Based on the self-reported data, among the 
rarest activities when using a dictionary is the retrieval of information related to grammar 
and pronunciation (see De Schryver et al. 2006, Koplenig et al. 2014 about the most fre-
quently looked up information in online dictionaries). Although all this allows for effective 
preparation for exam situations (where candidates may use print dictionaries for the writing 
task), it does not sufficiently support the development of deeper dictionary use competen-
cies and thus lifelong learning or the adequate use of reference tools (e.g. low mean scores 
related to grammatical information and comprehension). It should be said here that it is 
common practice in various official examinations for language certificates that only the use 
of print dictionaries is allowed (cf. Nied Curcio 2022).

Participants were also asked about how they teach dictionary use in their own teaching 
practice (Table 16).

Based on the self-reports, only three of the seven statements have mean score of 3.00 or 
higher, which seems to support the findings of previous research that dictionary didactics 
and complex dictionary use training are not necessarily an essential part of foreign lan-
guage classes (cf. Hartmann 1999, Lew 2013, Gaál 2016, Dringó-Horváth 2017). A variety 
of dictionaries (M=3.81; SD=1.22), search techniques (M=3.50; SD=1.32) and correct in-
terpretation (M=3.41; SD=1.25) are claimed to be the most common in teaching dictionary 
use. The mean score of the responses to the last statement in Table 16 seems to be surpris-
ingly low (M=1.67; SD=.90), indicating that the various functions of digital dictionaries are 
hardly addressed by foreign language teachers at all. It seems problematic mainly because 
of the results of classroom dictionary use, which suggests that their use is more widespread 
than the use of print dictionaries (see Table 14) – this also applies to dictionary use outside 
of school (cf. Table 5 and Gaál 2016, Dringó-Horváth 2017). The problem may be based 
on the misconception that the use of digital dictionaries is allegedly easy. This intuition 
seems to be supported by the fact that participants are not aware of the advantages, add-
itional functions and search techniques provided by this type of dictionary (for a list of 

Table 15: Practising conscious use of dictionaries during class.

 Questionnaire item Mean Standard deviation 

Dictionaries are used to look up the mean-
ing of words and expressions in my class.

3.90 1.04

Dictionaries are used to compose texts and 
write letters in my class.

3.81 1.13

Dictionaries are used to widen students’ 
vocabulary in my class.

3.52 1.18

Dictionaries are used to check the spelling 
of words in my class.

3.32 1.30

Dictionaries are used for comprehension 
exercises in my class.

3.16 1.19

Dictionaries are also used for looking up 
grammatical information in my class.

2.98 1.41

Dictionaries are used for looking up the 
correct pronunciation of words in my class.

2.90 1.38
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new features and evaluation criteria for electronic dictionaries, see Kemmer 2010, Dringó-
Horváth 2012, 2021). The low mean score may also indicate the emphasis on teaching 
traditional print dictionary use since – as mentioned earlier – in most of the examinations 
for language certificates only the use of a print dictionary is allowed. Accordingly, teachers 
rightly feel that when preparing students for exams, it is the use of a print dictionary that 
they should teach.

Regarding the teaching of dictionaries in foreign language classes, it was hypothesised 
that there was less emphasis on direct dictionary use (tasks focusing on the dictionary itself) 
than on indirect dictionary use (tasks requiring a dictionary but not focusing exclusively 
on the dictionary – typically dictionary use related to skills and sub-skills development) (cf. 
Wolfer et al. 2016). Based on the mean score calculated from the values in Tables 14, 15, 
our hypothesis seems to be confirmed, as activities related to indirect dictionary use occur 
to a relatively greater extent (M=3.38) than tasks related to direct dictionary use (M=2.92). 
However, as Ranalli (2013) points out, learners’ training in dictionary use results in greater 
linguistic awareness, therefore teachers’ own awareness of the importance of teaching dic-
tionary use should be raised (Laufer 2011, Chen 2012).

Through the final scale, participants’ perceptions of how teaching dictionary use could be 
strengthened were investigated (Table 17).

Based on the relatively high mean score (M=3.63; SD=1.26), we may conclude that par-
ticipants do not necessarily seem to lack motivation about teaching dictionary use. It may 
also be concluded that participants do not necessarily think that they need training in dic-
tionary use (M=2.95; SD=1.26), although data from the present study (see Tables 11, 14, 
15) show that explicit dictionary use-related explanations appear only relatively rarely in 
foreign language classes. The responses suggest that the teaching of the use of dictionaries 
would be best facilitated by educational aids related to the topic and a centralised educa-
tional policy supporting the better presentation of the topic (cf. Bae 2015, Carstens 1995, 
Lew and De Schryver 2014, P. Márkus 2020a).

Table 16: Teaching dictionary use in lessons.

 Questionnaire item Mean Standard 
deviation 

I find it important that my students get to know the dif-
ferent types of dictionaries in my class.

3.81 1.22

It is a part of my class teaching that my students should 
acquire the skills of dictionary search and related search 
techniques.

3.50 1.32

It is a goal of my class that students enhance their critical 
attitude to the retrieval of the correct interpretation

3.41 1.25

The structure and coding systems of dictionary entries 
(e.g. stress marks, grammatical codes, abbreviations, pro-
nunciation marks) are covered in my class.

2.72 1.34

Alphabetical order is practised in relation to dictionary 
use in my class.

2.70 1.41

The structure of the entire dictionary (including the list of 
abbreviations and appendices, for example), as well as its 
structuring principles and their use is covered in my class.

2.64 1.38

Additional functions of digital dictionaries (e.g. digital 
search methods, extensions, personalisation and updating 
options) are covered in my class.

1.67 .90
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5.  Conclusions, limitations of the study, and further research
5.1  Most important results and conclusions
Concerning the trends in (self-reported) dictionary use habits (RQ1), it may be concluded 
that foreign language graduates own various types of dictionaries, but they mainly use 
electronic ones. Although participants very frequently use free, online dictionaries, they 
seem to take only marginal advantage of the extra benefits provided by digital dictionaries. 
Participants’ responses also suggest that they rarely buy print dictionaries and their willing-
ness to pay for dictionaries in general is extremely low. Furthermore, self-reported data also 
suggest that participants rarely read the introductory notes (preface, guide to dictionary 
use) and might just glance at the list of abbreviations.

As for dictionary use in participants’ prior studies (RQ2), responses indicate that the 
basics of dictionary use are taught in foreign language classes (e.g. the various kinds of dic-
tionaries and the structure of entries), but there is a lack of a more profound explanation 
of dictionary use, such as the way information is selected and the special features of elec-
tronic dictionaries. It is gratifying to see that respondents feel that it is important to teach 
dictionary use in class.

Reflections on dictionary use, and on the teaching of dictionary skills in participants’ for-
eign language teaching practice (for participants with at least a year of teaching experience) 
(RQ3) suggest that online dictionaries and search engines are the most frequently used 
dictionary types. Text-producing activities and finding the meaning of unknown words ap-
pear to be the main purposes of dictionary use, while the rarest activities include retrieving 
information related to grammar and pronunciation. As for the teaching of dictionary use, it 
may be said that dictionary didactics is not necessarily an essential part of foreign language 
teacher training, and if there is, there is less emphasis on direct than on indirect dictionary 
use. Unfortunately, the specific features of electronic dictionaries are mostly excluded from 
this process. In addition, participants claim that the teaching of dictionary use is facili-
tated when the content appears in the curriculum and useful resources and training become 
available.

This summary of the research partly confirms the trends revealed in previous studies on 
dictionary use (cf. Nied Curcio 2022); however, the following additional results are worth 
highlighting:

-	 the study involves reflections on teaching dictionary use, a rare and under-researched 
area, and

-	 it pays particular attention to digital dictionaries from the point of view of dictionary 
use and dictionary didactics, contributing to the appropriate integration of this increas-
ingly important type of dictionary into the learning and teaching processes.

Table 17: Bolstering the teaching of dictionary use in participants’ own teaching practice.

 Questionnaire item Mean Standard 
deviation 

I feel motivated to teach dictionary use.* 3.63 1.26

I feel that I could improve my teaching of dictionary use if there were appropri-
ate teaching aids and educational materials available (textbooks or workbooks).

3.52 1.32

A more robust presence of dictionary use in the documents regulating education 
(curricula and course plans) is needed for covering it during class.

3.46 1.22

I need training and professional development in teaching dictionary use. 2.95 1.26

*	 Reversed item: in the original questionnaire, the exact opposite of this item was used and was phrased in a 
negative way

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ijl/article/36/2/173/7114904 by Karoli G

aspar U
niversity of the R

eform
ed C

hurch in H
ungary user on 20 Septem

ber 2023



Dictionary Skills in Teaching English and German as a Foreign Language in Hungary 189

The above-mentioned issues clearly outline some important steps to be taken to support 
proper and effective dictionary use and dictionary didactics. Based on the findings, we plan 
to design a core ‘dictionary skills’ module (with teaching aids and handbooks), which could 
be incorporated into a variety of university courses. The module handbook will be designed 
to give guidance on how to integrate (the teaching of) dictionary use into traditional class-
room teaching, thus making the teaching and learning process more effective; improve 
the digital competencies of students; as well as contribute to the reduction of inequalities 
among students from different socio-economic backgrounds.

One of the most important findings of this study is that it highlights the gaps in the use 
and the teaching of the special features of digital dictionaries. Dictionary use and language 
learning with digital dictionaries – despite many similarities – are characterised by signifi-
cant differences from print dictionaries (for textual differences and terminological difficul-
ties, see Müller-Spitzer 2018; details of new evaluation criteria and the differences in usage 
and successful skills can be found in Kemmer 2010, Dringó-Horváth 2012, 2021, Müller-
Spitzer, Koplenig and Wolferet 2018). Therefore new dictionary didactics is advocated that 
addresses media-specific aspects: with the help of specific exercises teachers could demon-
strate in the classroom how certain features of digital dictionaries can enhance dictionary 
use. In doing so, special emphasis should be placed on some specific features and search 
strategies that can have a positive impact on the learning process (for specific instructions 
and concrete task suggestions related to this, see Dringó-Horváth 2021).

In order to increase the willingness to pay for dictionaries, foreign language teachers and 
learners need to be aware of the differences between free and paid dictionaries – especially 
when it comes to electronic dictionaries and connected devices. Therefore this topic should 
be included in the teaching of dictionary use. In addition, it is worth becoming more aware 
of the role of teaching aids in the process of teaching dictionary use – for users, lexicog-
raphers, and publishers of dictionaries alike.

Research on dictionary use remains a very important prerequisite for the high quality of 
dictionaries and fruitful dictionary use. It can contribute to the improvement of teaching 
and the learning of dictionary skills. Involving publishers in the research process would also 
be advisable, as this could improve the quality of dictionaries (cf. Laufer 2011, Frankenberg
Garcia 2015, Granger and Lefer 2016, Lew 2016) and help in the publication of effective 
resources and teaching materials. As for teaching materials, the findings indicate that it 
would be worth placing special emphasis on the differences between direct and indirect 
dictionary use and the importance of using both types.

5.2  Limitations
The small sample size used in this research is a limitation regarding the interpretation and 
generalisability of the results. Since our sample consists of students enrolled as foreign lan-
guage majors at a Hungarian university, further studies are needed to test the tools in other 
study areas (language majors other than EFL and GFL or even non-language majors) and in 
other institutions as well, to gather valid evidence from a diverse population. Moreover, as 
the reliability coefficient of some of the scales falls slightly below the minimum threshold, 
these scales could be further refined for later research.

A further limitation of this study stems from the nature of self-report questionnaires and 
the fact that we used only one data source, which can distort results (Common Method 
Bias) (George and Pandey 2017). Currently, there is no other source of data available to 
answer our research questions and cross-check our results, but we can outline some future 
research-steps pertaining to behavioural evidence rather than general perceptions. The pos-
sible bias regarding distorted results is further minimised by the anonymity of the question-
naire. Based on these elements the use of a questionnaire seems to be justified, but further 
studies are recommended with careful triangulation of research methods and data sources 
(e.g. combining data from questionnaire surveys of trainee teachers with data from related 
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classroom observations or textbook analysis – see further steps below) to overcome these 
limitations. Twelve interviews have been completed since the research and data processing, 
which may also be used to refine the data in the future.

5.3  Further research
Based on the concise presentation of studies by Nied Curcio (2022), spanning some 40 
years (1979–2021), the survey, and especially the questionnaire, is still one of the most fre-
quently used methods. However, in the case of self-report surveys we must also take into 
account that the responses are not always realistic and reliable (e.g. Kosem et al. 2018 on 
actually used vs. preferred dictionaries). If we want more reliable data, it is worth com-
bining questionnaire research with other methods, such as direct observation, think-aloud 
protocols, and video recording, as well as interviews, which can tell us a great deal about 
real-life dictionary use strategies (for an interesting new methodological setting – screen 
recording with a thinking-aloud task – see Müller-Spitzer et al. 2018). The rapid develop-
ment of technology has led to new research possibilities, such as monitoring computer use 
by analysing log files behind the software, or using eye movement analysis software, or 
even allowing publishers to collect data when using a product (e.g. by forwarding unsuc-
cessful searches to the publisher). We should also mention communication via social media, 
including question and answer topic-forums (some examples: Yahoo! Answers; Google 
Questions and Answers; Google Frequently Asked Questions). By reading and researching 
these, we can find out more about the real problems of dictionary use in practice (and not 
those artificially generated by researchers), which may be the latest techniques in dictionary 
research (cf. Bae and Nesi 2014).

According to the statistical results of the broad-ranging literature review by Nied Curcio, 
there is a trend in this direction: “In recent years there has been an increase in the number of 
studies carried out in a concrete situation, with a specific task and with the aim of obtaining 
information on the effect of use” (Nied Curcio 2022: 74). In line with the latest progress, 
while carrying on with the longitudinal survey-based collection of self-reported data on 
dictionary use, we also plan to employ qualitative methods in our further research. We will 
focus mainly on dictionary didactics by using interviews and observations in the classroom 
among teacher trainees as well as analysing English Language Teaching (ELT) and German 
Language Teaching (GLT) coursebook packages available for use in Hungary. On the basis 
of the data collected so far, we will take a closer look at the following questions:

-	 Where, when and how (goals, contents, materials and specific tasks) does learning and 
teaching of dictionary use take place in the study of EFL and GFL graduates – especially 
when it comes to electronic dictionaries?

-	 To what extent do ELT and GLT coursebook packages available in Hungary (including 
publisher’s support and communication on related websites) support dictionary 
didactics?

-	 How can dictionary didactics be better facilitated, what specific materials, training or 
curricula are needed?

-	 What are the key elements of effective dictionary didactics, and to what extent are these 
influenced by the type of the dictionary (print vs. electronic)?

In doing so, we hope to contribute to the research on the effects of dictionary didactics as 
one of the less frequently investigated areas in the field.
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Notes
1	 In Hungary it is the so-called Short-Cycle Teacher Training Programme, lasting 2 or 4 semesters..
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