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Children's Dictionaries

Although reference publishing has undergone enormous changes, the world of children's dictionary publishing remains fairly constant, building on past practices that continue to make sense.

Most publishers produce families of dictionaries that reflect increasingly sophisticated levels of language skills. It is important to keep in mind that labels such as children's or junior dictionary are not standardized. One publisher's children's dictionary may be targeting grades four to six, even up to grade eight, while another publisher targets its children's dictionary at grades one to three. 

[image: image1.wmf]Evaluating dictionaries for children generally involves many of the same criteria applied to adult dictionaries: authority, word treatment, and so on. In addition to these factors, all the following dictionaries were judged on their appeal to children through their use of color and illustrations, as well as their accessibility, format, and vocabulary. Paper quality, binding, and currency were also considered. We also looked at supplemental features, which vary from publisher to publisher. Any good dictionary beyond the most elementary includes a usage guide, a pronunciation guide, and word histories; but children's dictionaries often add style manuals and quick-reference sections that may include anything from lists of U.S. states and presidents to features on gems and ant farms.

Picture dictionaries, not included on this list, are often a child's first introduction to the dictionary concept. Dictionaries at the next level tend to look very much like picture dictionaries but add short definitions of common words. As dictionaries advance further up the age range, illustrations are not as plentiful and layout quality changes quite dramatically. At the same time, vocabulary is more extensive and word treatment is more complex. For several of the upper-level works, there is hardly a difference from standard adult dictionaries except for the use of the word student in the title. 

The quality of most of the following dictionaries is high, giving librarians a variety of works from which to choose. We have taken our entry numbers from the publishers, although comparisons can be difficult because publishers don't always tell us whether they are counting main entries or main entries plus related words.

Kindergarten to Grade 3

The "first" dictionaries tend to list commonly used vocabulary. Entries are short, consisting of simple definitions, with numbers used to identify different meanings of the same word. Definitions are expressed in complete sentences ("A picture is something that you draw or paint"; "To practice means to do something over and over so that you get better at it."); and pictures and sample sentences tend to do more of the work of conveying meaning. Definitions may or may not be enhanced with parts of speech, inflected forms (plurals of nouns, principal parts of verbs, comparative and superlative forms of adverbs and adjectives), pronunciations, and other features that we expect to find in more advanced dictionaries. Almost all illustrations are in full color.

The American Heritage First Dictionary. By Kaethe Ellis. 2003. 377p. Houghton Mifflin, $16.95 (0-618-28007-3).  1,800 entries and 650 illustrations.

Pages are nicely laid out, with one column of text per page and guide words and headwords in large blue font. Vocabulary consists mainly of one-and two-syllable words. Definitions generally provide plurals, verb forms, and sample sentences. Irregular verb forms (fallen, fell) have their own entries. Includes a 17-page section on spelling and phonics.

The DK Children's Illustrated Dictionary. By John McIlwain. 1994. 256p. DK, $19.95 (1-56458-625-1). 12,000 entries (5,000 main entries and 7,000 related words) and 2,500 illustrations.

My First Dictionary. By Betty Root. 1993. 96p. DK, $16.95 (1-56458-277-9).
1,000 entries with illustrations.

These two profusely illustrated dictionaries are similar in appearance but designed for different groups of users. My First Dictionary, a notch above a picture dictionary, is aimed at children who are just developing reading skills, and the "Note to Parents and Teachers" suggests ways to use the dictionary with children, as well as ways children can begin to use the dictionary on their own. Each word is explained with a simple one-or two-sentence definition and an illustration. There is just one definition per word, and more abstract terms do not appear. An index leads to some additional terms that may appear within the definitions (for example, sailboat and sailor in the entry for sail).

Aimed at children ages five through eight, entries in The DK Children's Illustrated Dictionary begin with parts of speech and inflected forms. Sample sentences (in italics) and some pronunciations, opposites, and other forms of words (e.g., rebellion, in the entry for rebel) are also provided. Definitions for a few words (dinosaur, plant) are expanded to a full page of pictures, with labels identifying types or parts. A number of value-added features are included, such as "All About Words," which defines the parts of speech, dictionary games, abbreviations, lists of states and their capitals, and countries. This dictionary's look is somewhat busy because of the four-columns-per-page format. The volume was published first in Great Britain, and there is still a slight British slant to the language.

The Kingfisher First Dictionary. Ed. by John Grisewood and Angela Crawley. 1995. 180p. Kingfisher, $15.95 (1-85697-577-0). Approximately 1,500 entries and 1,000 illustrations.

The Kingfisher Illustrated Junior Dictionary. Ed. by John Grisewood and others. 1997. 192p. Kingfisher, $18.95 (0-7534-5096-8).  Approximately 4,000 entries and 600 illustrations.

The Kingfisher First Dictionary includes wordplay games and crosswords. Most definitions have inflected forms and italicized sample sentences. A few also include homophones, word origins, and pronunciations. The layout looks a little busy. There are "picture pages" illustrating such topics as parts of the human body and different kinds of fruit. This is a primer with entries mainly for concrete nouns and verbs. Good for the early years, although children who are articulate and good readers will bypass this dictionary very quickly.

For a slightly older crowd (ages 7 to 10), The Kingfisher Illustrated Junior Dictionary combines some of the elements of a first and an intermediate dictionary. It has fewer illustrations than its First counterpart but adds parts of speech to the definitions. Symbols are used to identify opposites, homophones, and pronunciations. Synonyms are provided in boxes, as are topical vocabulary lists. Added features include word games, a list of U.S. presidents, states and their capitals, and a unique page called "How the States Got Their Names."  Illustrations are excellent and include some full-page groupings of ships, parts of the human body, insects, and more. The Kingfisher Children’s Illustrated Dictionary and Thesaurus (2003, $12.95, 0-7534-5653-2) appears to be identical to The Kingfisher Illustrated Junior Dictionary except that most of the special features have been eliminated in favor of a 5,000-word thesaurus.

Macmillan First Dictionary. Rev. ed. Ed. by Judith S. Levey. 1990. 402p. Macmillan, $16 (0-02-761731-9).  Approximately 2,100 main entries and 550 illustrations.

This volume starts with a brief section for teachers and parents on how to help a child use the dictionary. For children themselves, it provides simple histories of language and writing. The reference section offers a calendar, numbers, weights and measures, and maps of the U.S. and the world, all nicely illustrated. The dictionary proper is very cleanly laid out in a single column per page. Definitions include sample sentences as well as inflected forms, which are identified with a blue triangle.  Given its publication date, this dictionary may not include some newer words.

My First Dictionary. 2000. 448p. Scott Foresman-Addison Wesley, $16.55 (0-673-64503-7).
Approximately 4,000 entries and 800 illustrations.

A nice clean text with cartoon-like drawings, illustrations, and photographs to help define words, in a one-column-per-page format. This book has the most extensive user's guide, and definitions are among the most detailed for this age group, providing parts of speech, italicized example sentences, and inflected forms, as well as pronunciations (including some variants) for every word that is defined. There are entries for states in the U.S. and Mexico and provinces and territories in Canada.

Scholastic First Dictionary. Ed. by Judith S. Levey. 1998. 224p. Scholastic, $14.95 (0-590-96786-X).  Approximately 1,500 headwords and 600 illustrations.

This entry from Scholastic is similar in style and look to Scholastic Children's Dictionary and has many of the same features, such as the easy-to-understand pronunciation guides. In addition to pronunciation, definitions include sample sentences, inflected forms (in brackets), and the occasional synonym. Some definitions also provide other forms of words; magician in the entry magic; e-mail in the entry mail. Layout is crisp, using a two-column format. This dictionary doesn't have a lot of added features but uses a nice, basic approach without being simplistic.

Grades 3-6

Dictionaries at this level routinely include parts of speech, inflected forms, and pronunciation and also add more advanced dictionary features, such as syllabification, end-of-line divisions, cross-references, run-on forms, forms using prefixes and suffixes, and idioms. Elements such as word histories, usage notes, and synonym lists are often contained in sidebars. Symbols for pronunciation and abbreviations for forms and parts of speech (n, pl, vb, etc.) may be introduced, and pronunciation keys are repeated every few pages. The entry-illustration ratio tends to change, with far fewer pictures in relation to the number of words defined, although illustrations are generally still in full color. More scientific and technical terms (crustacean, seismograph) and proper nouns (Buddhism, Supreme Court) are defined, and in some cases entries for people and places are included in the A-Z sequence.

The American Heritage Children’s Dictionary. 2003. 856p.Houghton Mifflin, $17.95 (0-618-28002-2).  Approximately 34,000 entries and 800 illustrations.

In addition to standard elements, definitions may contain cross-references, homophones, variants, and idioms. Many definitions provide italicized examples, either sentences or phrases. Synonyms, spelling notes, prefixes and suffixes, and word histories are found in color-coded boxes. A reference section includes a thesaurus, 10 pages of phonics and spelling, and a gazetteer. Layout is a two-column format with bold type. Dictionaries in the American Heritage line tend to be nicely laid out, and this one is no exception.

DK Merriam-Webster's Children's Dictionary. 2000. 911p. DK, $17.95 (0-7894-5238-3).
More than 32,000 entries and 3,000 illustrations.

Merriam-Webster's Elementary Dictionary. Reprint ed. 1994. 587p. Merriam-Webster, $15.95 (0-87779-575-4); paper, $11.95 (0-87779-630-0). 32,000 entries and 600 illustrations.

DK Merriam-Webster's Children's Dictionary, is a collaborative effort, with design and images from DK and text based on Merriam-Webster's Elementary Dictionary. Some definitions include variant spellings, usage notes and labels, example phrases, and synonym and word-history paragraphs. Parts-of-speech labels are abbreviated. In familiar DK fashion, sidebars illustrate groups of terms, such as examples of tree leaves and different kinds of cheese. The reference section includes flags, lists of U.S. presidents and vice presidents, standard abbreviations (most of the comparable dictionaries include these in their A-Z sequence), and pronunciations for place-names.

Definitions are almost identical in the Merriam-Webster's Elementary Dictionary, although newer terms such as compact disc and Internet are missing. The supplemental reference section is not as extensive as in DK, and, of course, there are far fewer illustrations. The paperback edition is a good bargain, though all its illustrations are in black and white.

The Kingfisher Illustrated Children's Dictionary. Ed. by John Grisewood and others. 1994. 480p. Kingfisher, $24.95 (1-85697-841-9).  Approximately 12,000 entries and 1,000 illustrations.

The highest-level dictionary in the Kingfisher series supplements its definitions with fact boxes providing word histories, topical vocabulary lists, and usage tips. Abbreviations are used to identify parts of speech. Names of people and places (with some maps) are integrated into the A–Z sequence. Definitions are straightforward and may provide idioms, cross-references, and example phrases or sentences. This dictionary seems to define fewer forms of words than others in the same group—there is an entry for care, for example, but not carefree, careful, or careless. Interspersed among the definitions are numerous special features: a list of recent disasters, an illustration that demonstrates four-color printing. Reference material in the back of the book includes U.S. states with capital cities, birds, and flowers; U.S. presidents; rulers of Great Britain; and prime ministers of Canada.

Macmillan Dictionary for Children.  4th ed.  Ed. by Robert B. Costello. 2001. 864p. Simon and Schuster, $16.95 (0-689-84323-2).  Approximately 35,000 entries and 1,100 illustrations.

Color coding is used to identify features such homophones, synonyms, word histories, and usage notes. There are entries for place-names (U.S. state entries include simple maps and fact summaries) though not for people. There is a fairly detailed "Story of English" and a substantial reference section with the requisite lists of U.S. presidents, states, and countries, as well as information on the solar system and weights and measures. A denser book than some, this may be a little difficult for younger children to use, though children with good reading skills will enjoy the challenge. This dictionary could be used through the seventh or eighth grades.

The McGraw-Hill Children’s Dictionary. 2003. 926p. McGraw-Hill, $24.95 (1-57768-298-X).
Approximately 30,000 entries and 1,000 illustrations.

Entries are easy to read, with definitions arranged in three columns. Part of speech, in red italics, follows the word directly, and the pronunciation is situated at the end of the entry. There are no usage labels, but British and Canadian spellings are included. "Word History," "Homophone Note," and "Synonyms" boxes give extra information about some words.  Icons,  located at the bottom of each page,  stand for broad topics such as "Human Body" and "Natural Environment." When one of these icons is located in a definition, it refers the student to the "Lexipedia Word Explorer" at the back of the dictionary. Here all words pertaining to a given topic area are grouped together, providing cross-referencing to related terms. The reference section that concludes the volume contains a world history time line; a section on "Symbolic Communication" (road signs, Braille, etc.); a mini world atlas; pictures of flags of the world; lists of U.S. presidents and Canadian prime ministers; facts about U.S states and Canadian provinces; and weights and measures.

Scholastic Children's Dictionary.  2002. 648p. Scholastic, $17.95 (0-439-36563-5).
Approximately 30,000 entries and 1,000 illustrations.

The pronunciation guide in this dictionary uses letter sounds instead of symbols, which may be easier for younger readers to decode and understand. There is excellent use of detailed labeled illustrations. Definitions include homophones and sample sentences; highlighted boxes provide information about prefixes, suffixes, synonyms, and word histories. The reference section includes the Braille and American Sign Language alphabets, as well as information about countries and U.S states and presidents. A good choice for readers at the younger end of the age range, who might be confused by the abbreviations, symbols, and entry styles used in other dictionaries.

Thorndike-Barnhart Children's Dictionary. By E. L. Thorndike and Clarence L. Barnhart. 1999. 823p. Scott Foresman-Addison Wesley, $17.95 (0-673-58933-1).
Approximately 35,000 entries and 1,150 illustrations.

There is a clean, crisp layout and good use of color to identify guide words, definition elements, and the various boxed features, such as synonym lists and word histories. Definitions may include sample sentences, soundalikes, cross-references, and other forms of words created by suffixes; idioms are printed in red. Usage notes appear either in boxes or as part of the definition. This dictionary seems to have more informal expressions and slang (cool, corny, wipeout) than others for this age group as well as labels for language that may be offensive—for example, lame in the sense of being inferior when used about a person. There are special two-page spreads for entries such as dragons and trees. The reference section includes weights and measures, facts about the states, and a map of the solar system.

Webster's New World Children's Dictionary. 2d ed. 1999. 928p. Macmillan, $16.95 (0-02-862766-0).  Approximately 33,000 entries and 750 illustrations.

The section on how to use the dictionary is 10 pages long in this volume. Bright colors highlight boxes providing synonyms, word histories, spelling tips, and similar features. "Word Makers" that treat prefixes and suffixes can be quite detailed—the one for ly, for example, takes almost an entire page. Definitions generally include example sentences. Personal and geographic names are included in the A–Z sequence. A locator map accompanies the entry for each state. Some terms are labeled as informal or slang. Material at the back of the book includes a thesaurus, a basic atlas, and information about American history, presidents, states, and weights and measures.

Webster's II Children's Dictionary. 1997. 778p. Houghton-Mifflin, paper, $13 (0-395-84825-3).  Approximately 13,000 entries and 1,200 illustrations.

This is a softcover dictionary in a two-column format, with line drawings. Font size and use of boldface and italic is appealing. Definitions may include example sentences and variant spellings and pronunciations. Word histories and synonyms appear in boxes highlighted in a brown color. There are sections on measurements, U.S. presidents, and events in U.S. history; as well the Braille alphabet, a Roman numeral chart, and a Morse Code chart. Not flashy but useful, this dictionary would work well in the upper-elementary grades. A good option for those on tight budgets.

Grades 6–9

At this level, there are more complex definitions and fewer illustrations and boxed features. Use of abbreviations and pronunciation symbols is routine, and there are generally more usage labels. Some foreign, dialect, archaic, slang, and nonstandard terms and usages are introduced, varying widely from book to book. The lists of states and U.S. presidents that seem ubiquitous in earlier dictionaries are replaced by such features as style guides and periodic tables. Fewer titles are available, perhaps because it is expected that many children will have traded up to an adult dictionary at this stage.

American Heritage Student Dictionary. 2003. 1,068p. Houghton Mifflin, $19.95 (0-618-25619-9).  Approximately 68,0000 entries and 2,000 illustrations.

Layout is in two columns per page, with wide margins containing a "word building" feature (discussing either prefixes and suffixes or Latin roots), usage notes, regional notes, word histories, and attractive black-and-white photos and line drawings. Some foreign expressions (fait accompli), British and Scottish forms, and archaisms have been added to the vocabulary list, and labels identify nonstandard, slang, informal, and a small selection of offensive terms. Definitions may include example sentences, synonym paragraphs, and etymologies. Also listed are geographic place-names and names of both historical figures and current personalities.  The most noticeable change in this dictionary since the 1998 edition is that all the black-and-white illustrations have been replaced with full color. More than 3,000 new words and senses have been added, among them dark matter, deep-dish pizza, and instant messaging.  Entries for  people and places have been updated and expanded. 

Merriam-Webster's Intermediate Dictionary.  Rev. ed. 1998. 941p. Merriam-Webster, $15.95 (0-87779-479-0).  Approximately 65,000 entries and 1,000 illustrations.

This dictionary has an "adult" look and feel to it—matte instead of glossy paper, black-and-white line drawings. Definitions retain a plain-language style, but the vocabulary is more mature. Some foreign terms are defined. Usage labels include archaic, slang, substandard, nonstandard, British, Scottish, and dialect but not offensive. Meanings are listed in historical order (one of the features that makes the Merriam-Webster line unique), and many definitions go into some detail about word histories and origins. They may also include usage notes and illustrations, etymologies, and synonym paragraphs. Reference features include standard abbreviations, geographical names, and a substantial list of "Biographical, Biblical and Mythological Names." Webster's New Explorer Student Dictionary (rev. ed., 1999, Federal Street Press, $10.98, 1-89285-902-5) is quite similar but has fewer entries and illustrations and less-detailed definitions and is printed on cheaper paper.

Thorndike-Barnhart Junior Dictionary. Reprint ed. By E. L. Thorndike and Clarence L. Barnhart. 1997. 1,024p. Scott Foresman-Addison Wesley, $20.25 (0-673-12449-5).
Approximately 68,000 entries and 1,200 illustrations.

Though it has more of a serious dictionary look and feel, this volume is close in size and style to Thorndike-Barnhart Children's Dictionary. Illustrations are in full color, unique among dictionaries in this group. Proper nouns (including places, historical and contemporary people, and historical events) are part of the vocabulary list. There is still a heavy reliance on color-coded boxed features to do the work of etymologies and other elements that comparable dictionaries incorporate into their definitions. These features provide some interesting details, such as information on word families and subtle shades of meaning. Double-page spreads on topics such as "China and the Silk Road" and "Ecosystems" have wonderful illustrations. Other add-ons include maps of the U.S. and the world, a list of U.S. presidents, and tables of chemical elements and geologic time, mathematical formulas, and proofreader's marks.

High School

In contrast with dictionaries at the middle-school level, the ones in this group have fewer "helpers" such as illustrations, boxed features, and example sentences. What they do have are more dialect, foreign, obsolete, slang, and archaic terms or usages, as well as more etymologies. Although at this level many students will have moved on to standard adult dictionaries, others may find dictionaries designed for high-schoolers to be less intimidating. In some cases, definitions use simpler language and less detail, and type size is larger.

American Heritage High School Dictionary. 4th ed. 2002. 1,664p. Houghton Mifflin, $24 (0-618-17388-9).  Approximately 200, 000 entries and 2,500 illustrations.

A carbon copy of American Heritage College Dictionary except that it contains no vulgarisms or offensive terms. The introduction has been written specifically for the high-school audience.

Merriam-Webster's School Dictionary.  1999. 1,158p. Merriam-Webster, $15.95 (0-87779-380-8).  Approximately 85,000 entries and 950 illustrations.

Definitions are more sophisticated than in the Merriam-Webster's Intermediate Dictionary. There are fewer (and different) word-history and synonym paragraphs. The "value-added" reference sections—abbreviations, biographical and geographical names—are very similar, but this dictionary adds a "Handbook of Style."

Thorndike-Barnhart Student Dictionary. Rev. ed. By E. L. Thorndike and Clarence L. Barnhart. 1997. 1,302p. Scott Foresman-Addison Wesley, $22.70 (0-673-12447-9).
Approximately 100,000 entries and 1,500 illustrations.

This entry advances the Thorndike-Barnhart line into the serious-looking dictionary that adults will recognize. Line drawings and small black-and-white photos replace the color illustrations found in the junior books. Definitions still include example sentences but are more complex and use a higher range of vocabulary. There are more personal names from history and fewer from popular culture than can be found in the Thorndike-Barnhart Junior Dictionary. There are also fewer boxed features, and those that remain ("Word Source," "Word Family") tend to be more detailed. A style manual takes into account the older, more sophisticated user.

(Booklist/ May 15, 2004)
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