
Dictionary Skills: 

Your ally on state 

exams

ESL/Basic English 

Dictionaries
Bilingual Dictionaries

Picture Dictionaries Standard Monolingual 

Dictionaries

Standard Monolingual 

Dictionaries



Dictionaries are books 

that list all the words in a 

language.  



With a Dictionary, you can learn:

-How to spell a word

-What a word means

-How to say a word

-What part of speech a word is

-How many syllables are in a word

-Whether or not to capitalize a word

-How to abbreviate a word (ex= USA)

-Meanings of prefixes and suffixes for a word



How is a Dictionary 

Organized?



To understand the importance 

of dictionary skills and why 

they must be practiced OFTEN, 

try this activity….



Dictionary Skills must be 

intentionally taught and practiced 

OFTEN 
All words in a dictionary are listed in alphabetical order. 

Look for a partner.  The following words are not in alphabetical 

order.  Put them in order as quickly as you can:

• Ballot, poll, caucus, incumbent, vote, president, nominee, 

constituency, debate, elect, campaign, office, candidate, 

federal, electoral college, democrat, republican, whig, 

referendum. (You have 30 seconds)
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Using the dictionary

• Find the definition for “office” (with a 

political reference).

• Now, look up the term “Veto Power”.  

What page is it on?
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Dictionaries

8

Where’s the definition for 

pumpkin pie?!?!?

“Ate” isn’t 

here!!

There are EIGHT definitions 

for “drive”?!? Which one!
The teacher said 

“philosophy” was in here 

under “p”.  I’m totally lost!

What’s a guide 

word?

Ok. I give up.  This book 

isn’t helping me AT 

ALL!



To make 

dictionaries 

easier to 

use, the 

words are 

organized in 

alphabetical 

order.

Your first key to remember 

when using dictionaries



Since there 

are so many 

words in a 

dictionary, 

guide words

are used to 

help you 

locate a word 

quickly.

Your second key to remember 

when using dictionaries



Guide words are found 

at the top of each page.  

They tell you the first 

and last word that is 

found on that page.



How do guide words help 

you find a word quickly?

•Look at the guide 

words

•Use what you 

know about 

alphabetizing to 

decide if your word 

falls between the 

two guide words



Let’s see what that means-

Let’s pretend we are 

looking up the word, 

science.  First we would 

turn to the S section.



Then we would use the 

guide words and what we 

know about alphabetizing 

to decide the correct page 

in the S section.



We would look at the 

guide words at the top of 

each page and decide 

which ones our word 

would come between in 

alphabetical order.



Let’s do that for the 

word science-

Which one of these pages 

would contain the word 

science?



The page with the guide words-

stamp - summer

Or the page with the guide words-

sandwich - seventy

science



Dictionary Definitions

What do they mean?
Your third key to 

remember when using 

dictionaries: Be careful 

what definition you 

choose



Have you ever looked up 

the definition for a word in 

the dictionary?

If so, then you 

might have been 

confused by some 

of the parts of that 

definition.



Today, we’re going to 

learn what each part of a 

definition means.



VOCABULARY
• Headword- the word you are looking up. It 

is always in bold type.

• Entry- the information on the word you are 

looking up. 

• Pronunciation- tells you how to say the 

word. Found in (parentheses).

• Part of speech- tells you how the word is 

used in a sentence (n=noun, v=verb, 

adj=adjective, adv=adverb).



VOCABULARY

• Definition- all possible meanings for the 

word. Many words have more than one 

meaning.

• Examples- Shows you how the word is used 

in a sentence. Usually found in italics.

• Etymology- this tells you the history of the 

word, and what language it came from.



This is a definition for flag:

flag (flag)

1. noun A piece of cloth with a 

pattern or symbol of a 

country, an organization, etc.

2. verb To stop, or to signal.  We 

flagged down the police 

officer.



flag (flag)

1. noun A piece of cloth with a 

pattern or symbol of a 

country, an organization, etc.

2. verb To stop, or to signal.  We 

flagged down the police 

officer.

The word being defined 

is followed by the 

pronunciation in 

parenthesis.



flag (flag)

1. noun A piece of cloth with a 

pattern or symbol of a 

country, an organization, etc.

2. verb To stop, or to signal.  We 

flagged down the police 

officer.

The first word tells the word’s 

part of speech



1. noun A piece of cloth with a 

pattern or symbol of a 

country, an organization, etc.

2. verb To stop, or to signal. We 

flagged down the police 

officer.

The next section is the actual 

definition of the word.



1. noun A piece of cloth with a 

pattern or symbol of a 

country, an organization, etc.

1. verb To stop, or to signal. We 

flagged down the police 

officer.

Finally, you might see a 

sentence showing how the 

word is used.  Especially if the 

use is not the most common for 

the word.



How do I decide which Definition to 

use?

1. Decide how the word is used.

2. Read all meanings of the word given to you.

3. Imagine a blank space in the sentence where the 
word appears.

4. Substitute the meaning you feel is correct into 
that sentence.

5. If the sentence still makes sense, then you have 
the correct definition.



Now you know how to use 

a dictionary!

And understands the 

importance  of good 

dictionary skills



Activity
• Choose a word to look 

up in the dictionary. 

Write that word and 

dictionary entry on a 

piece of white paper. 

Label the parts of the 

entry.


