
How to use a dictionary 

1. Buy a good dictionary ( for example: Collins Italian Dictionary” 1st Edition © HarperCollins 

Publishers 1995) 

2. Familiarize yourself with it (read introductory pages, abbreviations and symbols used) 

3. Use proper alphabetical order when using a dictionary 

4. Make the most of what you found:  

-definition of the word 

-pronounciation, stress marks, how to break the word into syllables 

-capitalization or abbreviations 

-Plural form, genre 

-use of articles and prepositions with that word 

-the leanings of important prefixes and suffixes 

-irregular ending for verbs 

-synonyms, antonyms 

-other words derived from the main word 

-derivation/history of the word (it helps you remember the 

word) 

-examples of how the word is used, context of its use and collocations 

-idiomatic sentences associated with the word 

-Formal vs informal usage? Slang usage? 

5. Multiple meanings: you need to select the most appropriate one not just the first! 

6. Online dictionary: audio content is usually provided to help with pronounciation. See for 

example Word Reference (http://wordreference.com): it includes English to Italian translation 

(and vice versa), the definition of the Italian word, definition of an English term, synonyms, 
antonyms,  conjugation forms, compound forms and audio, examples of use in context. 

 

A=past participle of the verb andare 

B=adjective, colloquial referred to a person (‘finished’) 

C=adjective, colloquial referred to food or objects (‘gone off’ or ‘busted’) 

http://wordreference.com/


Dictionary Games 

a. To make students understand the importance of a correct use of the dictionary, show a few 

sentences containing a mistake (incorrect use of the dictionary). Students should identify the 

mistake, identify the English translation (literal) and find the correct Italian word. Examples: 

Sono andato ad un partito (party) 
Io ed i miei amici abbiamo fatto un incendio (fire) 
Durante la rottura della molla sono andata in Messico (Spring break) 
 

Now have students practice with other words, for instance: 

 

b. Choose a word and look up different meanings; ask students to translate some sentences (where 

the word would appear in its different meanings) 

c. The first player looks up a challenging word and uses it in a sentence. The other players have to 

guess if the use of the word is accurate or a fabrication. If a player guesses correctly, it's their turn 

next. 

d. Each player chooses a word (a familiar one), then reads out the dictionary definition. The other 

players guess the word as quickly as possible. 

 

Sources 

http://www.ctl.ua.edu/ctlstudyaids/studyskillsflyers/vocabularydevelopment/how2useadicti

onary.htm 

http://www.wikihow.com/Use-a-Dictionary 

http://stuartfernie.org/merdedicoskills.htm 

http://german.about.com/cs/dictionaries/ht/htusegerdict.htm 
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