
Developing Dictionary Skills
Practice and exam preparation tips

Printed dictionaries seem to be a thing of the past for generations Y, Z and Millenials. Browsing a thick book for 
minutes just to find the meaning of a word or phrase seems to be a time-consuming activity with dubious results 
for them. They would prefer to find the meaning in an online dictionary app in 20 seconds and moving on as fast 
as possible.
However, if you are an exam candidate preparing for a type of exam which allows you to use any kind of printed 
dictionary, you had better change your perspective and think about the dictionary as a useful friend. This guide 
with very practical activities, is going to help you, the candidate, as well as your teacher, to prepare for 
using those otherwise great sources of language and cultural information called dictionaries.

Introduction to the practice activities
Before checking and trying out the activities below, read a few general guidelines and suggestions about dictionary 
use in an exam and about preparing for it.

• If you’ve chosen an exam which allows you to use printed dictionaries, you should start preparing for it 
and developing your skills of dictionary use about 3-4 weeks before exam day. Your aim is to find the right 
words, phrase, its use, the right form etc. as fast as you can and being able to use the information in the 
given test of the exam (e.g. reading or writing). 

• Select one or the other from the list of activities to try it/them out once. Then, if you feel they work and help 
you improve your skills, repeat it a few days later. This is a skill that needs regular practice.

• By printed dictionary, we mean a bilingual (the best known locally produced ones vary from country to 
country) or monolingual so-called learner dictionary (e.g. the most well-known monolingual ones: Oxford’s 
OALD, Longman’s LDOCE, Cambridge’s CIDE, Macmillan’s MED etc.). This is the ideal size and form. 
Naturally, you should use the same dictionary/dictionaries for practice and exam purposes. 

• You will have fun doing these activities. Partly, because they will often give you a sense of “Wow, I really 
know all these words and phrases!”, a feeling which will boost your self-confidence. Or because after 
a time you are going to find immense pleasure in finding words with strange spelling, pronunciation or 
meaning(s) etc. Because vocabulary building is fun, full stop.

• No matter how well prepared you feel you are, be careful. Dictionary use in an exam takes a significant 
amount of time, even if you can do it fast and effectively. So, consider the dictionary as a safety tool you 
can turn to if necessary to help build your confidence, but use it only when you feel you need it badly.

Practice Activities

CONFIDENCE BUILDING ACTIVITIES

As already mentioned above, the simple fact that you can have a printed dictionary or two on your desk to use 
during the exam with or without restrictions should give you a feeling of comfort and confidence. You are free to 
use them if such need arises, keeping the rules of that specific exam. 

The first two activities will help you build this confidence of your existing vocabulary in order to make you feel 
great about the range of lexis you are able to recognise and even use actively.



1. I KNOW A LOT!

What to do? 

Open a bilingual (e.g. its English-Serbian/Polish/Czech/German version) or monolingual dictionary on any of its 
pages we call a double spread. Count on one or on both pages how many words or phrases you know or at least 
can recognise. You will be surprised to see how many! And then, a day or two later, you repeat the game with 
another double spread of the same dictionary. 

Why do it? 

This random checking of your personal vocabulary should make you feel that you know sufficient words and 
expressions to succeed at the exam. Maybe you will not even need a dictionary, since you can rely on the 
vocabulary already in your head.

2. FIVE WORDS TO CHECK

What to do? 

A. On any page or double page of the chosen dictionary, choose five words you think you know but are not fully 
sure of their meaning. Guess the meaning quickly first, then read through the whole dictionary entry to check 
yourself. In some cases the reading will confirm your own guess, in other case it will correct you. 

B. Now, try to put the word into a meaningful context sentence. Most dictionaries will have such sample 
sentences, but try to create one of your own. Then study the dictionary’s sentence(s).

Why do it? 

With the help of this activity, you can make your more or less passive vocabulary slightly more active by confirming 
their meaning or by correcting your wrong assumption. This is vocabulary extension, while you also familiarise 
yourself with what we call “dictionary-ese”, the specific abbreviations, symbols used by your dictionaries.

ACTIVITIES TO MAKE YOUR DICTIONARY SEARCH FAST AND ACCURATE

3. I KNOW THE ALPHABET. DO YOU?

NOTE: You need someone to help you in this activity, a teacher, a friend, a family member etc. 

What to do?

A. Give your dictionary to the other person and open it anywhere, where English words are found. Then ask 
her to write any 12-15 words form the page(s) in mixed-up order on a piece of paper, preferably with perfect 
spelling.

B. Take the sheet of paper and put the words in the alphabetically perfect order as quickly as possible simply by 
numbering them from 1 to 12 or 15. Then check the order with the help of the original dictionary pages. It is 
up to you whether you check the meaning, or sample sentences of each word in the dictionary

Why do it?

We take our knowledge of the alphabet for granted. But knowing it and being able to use this knowledge in a 
stressful exam situation when looking up words fast and accurately, are two different things. In this activity, the 
effective use of the alphabet is a skill which can be improved with this game repeated regularly. 
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4. LEARNING USELESS WORDS – TO IMPRESS OTHERS ;)

NOTE: You need someone to help you in this activity, a teacher, a friend, a family member etc. 

What to do?

For this activity, use the English-Serbian/Polish/Czech/German-English version of your bilingual dictionary. Ask 
someone to say 15 unusual, strange words, expressions in your mother tongue, and write them down one below 
the other on a piece of paper. The task then is to find the English equivalent of each item as fast as you can. 

VARIATION:

If you work with your teacher, ask her to give you the list of words in English and you should either look up 
your mother tongue equivalent in a bilingual or their definitions in a monolingual dictionary. The English words 
can also be offered by friends, family members with a steady English knowledge, or by choosing them totally 
randomly from the dictionary.

Why do it?

Because it is a playful way of practising you search skills, while constantly smiling about the strange, even 
stupid, in everyday communication probably “useless” vocabulary items. The purpose is not to learn the English 
equivalent of these, but you will end up learning quite a few of such words (e.g. botulism, wry, adumbrate etc.). 
The regular practice activity will not only develop your quick and accurate dictionary search skill, but will give you 
bragging rights when speaking with colleagues, sometimes even native-speakers, who might never have heard 
the words you have picked out during these playful activities.

5. DO YOU SPEAK DICTIONARY-ESE?

Before starting to use a printed dictionary or two, study the pages at the beginning of the volume which introduce 
the symbols, abbreviations used in it. You have to be familiar with all or at least most of them if you want to find 
the right form or the appropriate use of them in context when looking up words.

What to do?

Open your dictionary and jump from one entry to another one on the double page totally randomly, reading 
through the most important information, with a special focus on the element of “dictionary-ese”. Then repeat it 
with words on another double page. Needless to say, again you will learn or remember random words, which is 
a useful side effect. This activity may be played just once a week – in other words, less regularly than the other 
ones above − to keep yourself familiar with the specific symbols, abbreviations terms used. 

Why do it?

The random nature of the activity guarantees that in about 10-12 dictionary entries, you will come across all the 
useful symbols, abbreviations, terms that you will need in and exam vocabulary search situation. Why, because 
the dictionary apps you normally use contain much fewer such tools than printed dictionaries where they try to 
squeeze plenty of important, useful and relevant info into the small space available in one entry. And you have 
to be a native-speaker of dictionary-ese to be able to always find and use the right word or its appropriate form 
you need.

Printed dictionaries are a great source of language and cultural information. 
Enjoy using and playing with them.
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