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SoftwareDemonstration:
Combining the Children’s Dictionary Addizionario
with a Multimedia Activity Book
GiovannaTURRINI, AlessandroPACCOSI,LauraCIGNONI, Pisa,Italy

Abstract
A CD is presentedcontaininga hypermedialinguistic laboratoryfor six to fourteenyear-old children
studyingItalian eitherasnative or asforeign language.Two interrelatedtoolsareintegratedwithin the
laboratory:"Addizionario", a computerdictionary written and illustratedby the children themselves,
anda multimediaActivity Book linked to thedictionary. TheActivity Book is a creative tool by which
thechild canconstructhis own personaldictionary, changingandtailoring to his needstheinformation
importedfrom Addizionario,or addingnew wordsandrelevantdefinitions,examples,associationsand
drawingsto thelist of 1,000wordsalreadypresentin thecoredictionary.

Thisproductis addressedto students,whocanstudylanguagein amorepleasantandappealingmanner;
teachers,who canpreparespecificallydesigneddidacticunits;andlexicographers,who wish to exploit
thematerialproducedby thechildrento createbetterandmoreattractive younglearners’dictionaries.

1 Presentation of the product
In this paperwe presenta softwareimplementedat theInstitutefor ComputationalLinguistics
of CNR(NationalResearchCouncil)in Pisa,in collaborationwith theDepartmentof Computer
Sciencesof Turin University. This productis a hypermedialinguistic laboratoryto beusedby
childrenin thesix to fourteenyearrangefor thestudyof theItalian languageat variouslevels
of difficulty andfrom differentpointsof view. The laboratoryis madeup of two interacting
tools:"Addizionario",acomputerdictionaryfor children,writtenandillustratedby thechildren
themselves,and a multimediaActivity Bbook in which the child, working by himself or in
collaborationwith others,cancreatehisown personaldictionary.

The ideaof gettingthechild involvedin thecreationof a dictionaryspecificto his own needs
derivedfrom our reflectionon thecurrentstateof children’s lexicography. Althoughanessen-
tial didactictool for languageacquisition,the dictionaryhasnot alwaysmanagedto fulfil the
requirementsof theusers.

With someexceptions,the productsfor young children available on the market seemto be
abridgedversionsof adults’ dictionaries,without taking in due considerationthe tastesand
interestsof theyoungreaders.

In a questionnairein which they were asked to definetheir ideal dictionary, children listed
attractive illustrations,colour, largecharacters,cleanpages,clearandexhaustive,non-circular
informationasthemostimportantfeatures.

Wefeelthatin Addizionariotheaboverequestshavebeensatisfied,andthemodesof expression
of thechildrenrespectedasmuchaspossible.Thechildrenhavelessdifficulty in understanding
thedefinitionscontainedin thedictionaryandthereforeusethe productwith greaterpleasure
andenthusiasm.
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2 The Dictionary

Thecoredictionary, which is for consultationonly, containsanapproximate1,000concreteand
abstractnouns,verbsandadjectives,chosenaccordingto usagefrequency criteria, for which
around400 Italian childrenfrom the last threeyearsof primary andfirst two yearsof junior
highschoolshaveprovidedtheirown definitions,examples,associationsanddrawings.

Apart from the most obvious spelling mistakeswhich have beenremoved, the materialwas
maintainedasmuchaspossiblein its original form, so asto respectthe children’s modesof
expression,descriptionsof family andschoolenvironment,presentationof everydaylife and
experiences.

Discovery of the linguistic universeof the child alsoenabledus to identify themostfrequent
errorsor emerging meaningsandusesof a word. For example,in Italian the word "cassetta"
meansboth"crate"and"letter box", but whenaskedto producedefinitionsor examplesof the
word, themostcommonmeaningassignedwasthatof "cassette"usedfor thetape-recorderor
television.

In somecasesthedefinitions,or examples,or drawingsrelevantto aword wereincomplete.At
anearlystageof theproject,it hadbeenour ideato go backto theschoolsto askthechildren
who hadcollaboratedin theinitial phaseof datacollectionto fill in thosegaps.In theend,we
thoughtthattheactivitiesof completioncouldinsteadbeperformedby theusersof theproduct
which, beingincomplete,would motivatethestudentto consultthedictionary. An incomplete
objectcertainlystimulatesone’scuriosityandinterestmorethana finishedproduct!

3 Arrangement of the material

All thematerialavailablein thelook-updictionarywasarrangedby usnotonly in alphabetical
orderbut also in "worlds of words". Theseworlds areeighteen,and includethat of animals,
food, clothes,but alsoof emotions,andreflectdifferentsemanticareas,which do not always
coincidewith thecategorizationsof thechildren.

By usingtheActivity Book at his disposal,thechild can"create"worldswhich correspondto
hispersonalwaysof classifyingreality, organizinghis lexical knowledgein sucha way thathe
canretrievehisown materialeasilywhennecessary.

The possibility of constructingspecialgroupingsof words can also be exploited during the
lessonsby theteacher, for exampleto helpthechild overcomeparticularspellingdifficulties.

In Italian,for example,theword"acqua"(water)whichis noteasyto spellowing to thepresence
of the letter "c" between"a" and"q", canbe practisedagainandagainby askingthe child to
createtheworld relative to theword "acqua"andits derivates.In this way, thespellingof the
word "acqua"is unlikely to bemistakenin thefuture.

4 Activity Book

TheActivity Book is theauthoringcomponentof the laboratorylinked to thecoredictionary,
but at the sametime independent,wherethe child can work at the constructionof his own
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personaldictionary. He canperformboth linguistic andnon-linguisticactivities, transporting
into his Activity Book any of thematerialavailablein Addizionario(paradoxically, evencopy
all thecontents!),tailoring it to hisown needs.

For thelinguisticactivities,thesystemputsatthedisposalof thechild writing ambiencesto pro-
ducethedefinition,examples,freeassociations,idiomaticexpressions,synonymsandantonyms
if they exist, aswell asverbsandadjectivessomehow associatedwith theword in question.He
mustanswerquestionsof thetype"Whatdoesit remindyouof?", "How canit be?","Whatcan
it do?",by which new nouns,adjectives,verbscanbeadded.

Thenon-textualactivitiesconcerndrawingsandsounds,whichthechild canproducepersonally
or hecanusethematerialalreadyavailablein thearchivesof thesystem.Furthermore,thechild
himself canrecordthe pronunciationof a word usinghis own voice,or assigna soundto an
objector to its parts.

The drawings areoneof the moststimulatingaspectsfor the children,anda suitablesite for
makingconnections.Theseareparticularlinks betweenwordsanddrawings,usefulnot only
for navigation, but also to encouragethe child in the creationof new words.The drawings
canbe enlarged,reduced,or changedin colour, usingthe elementscontainedin the drawing
ambience.Theseincludedifferent-sizedpen-tips,colours,lines,circles,eraser, etc.,which can
helpeventheleastskilledusers.

Onceall theinformationrelevantto thenewly introducedwordshasbeencompleted,thechild
can take inspirationfrom the drawing, in order to write a story interactingwith the drawing
itself.

The varioustasksshouldpreferablybe carriedout at the presenceof the teacher, acting as
guideandsupervisor, anddirectingthework of thechildrenaccordingto thetypesof activities
involved.Thechildrenshouldwork individually or collaboratetogetheraroundthecomputerin
smallgroups,onagive-and-takebasis,whereeachindividual in thegroupcanbenefitfrom the
knowledgeandexperiencesof theothers.Thechildrencancreatetheir own pathsthroughthe
system,sharingthemwith their classmates.

Furtherinformationcanbeachievedfrom thesolicitationor aid givenby theteacher, who can
planvariedprogramsof studyin which eachchild canexpresshimselfat hisbest.

The Activity Book with its typical characteristicsof interactivity, updating,multiple-access,
etc.,is anextremelyappealingandflexible tool, easy-to-use,which canhelp thechildrenpar-
ticipateeagerlyin the variouslanguageactivities. The child takesa lively interestin this tool
whereheis allowedfreedomof action,andis encouragedto take theinitiative.Acquisitionand
enrichmentof vocabulary – often felt astediousandboring – becomepleasanttasks,ableto
grip theattentionof theusers.

5 Conclusions

Addizionariohasbeenpatentedby CNR anddistributedfree of charge amongteachersfrom
numerousprimaryschoolsin Italy.
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The tool is suitablenot only for the acquisitionor improvementof one’s native, but alsoof
a foreign language,or to improve knowledgein otherfields suchasnaturalsciences,history,
geography, arts,etc.

Interestfor theproducthasbeenshownby teachers,psychologists,andotherspecialistsworking
with normalor with physically, intellectuallyor emotionallyimpairedchildren,customizingthe
productto theparticularneedsof theusers.

Thedataproducedby thechildrenwill bereturnedto our researchgrouptogetherwith a feed-
backformcontainingusefulinformationontheusers,exploitationsof thesoftware,suggestions,
problems,etc.

All this material,includedin a multimediadatabase,will bemadeavailablefor futureresearch
studiesand,in particular, for theupdatingof Addizionario.

Furthermore,a pilot study is currently underway with the University of Cardiff, aimedat a
comparativestudyhighlightingtheculturaldifferencesbetweenItaly andGreatBritain.
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