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SoftwareDemonstration:

Combining the Children’s Dictionary Addizionario

with a Multimedia Activity Book

GiovannaTURRINI, AlessandrdPACCOSI,LauraCIGNONI, Pisa,ltaly

Abstract
A CD is presentedcontaininga hypermedidinguistic laboratoryfor six to fourteenyearold children

studyingltalian eitherasnative or asforeignlanguageTwo interrelatedools areintegratedwithin the
laboratory:"Addizionario", a computerdictionary written and illustrated by the childrenthemseles,
anda multimediaActivity Book linkedto the dictionary The Activity Book is a creative tool by which
the child canconstructhis own personadictionary changingandtailoring to his needgheinformation
importedfrom Addizionario,or addingnen wordsandrelevant definitions,examples associationgind
drawingsto thelist of 1,000wordsalreadypresenin the coredictionary

This productis addressetb studentsyho canstudylanguagen amorepleasanandappealingnanner;
teacherswho canpreparespecificallydesignedlidactic units; andlexicographersyho wish to exploit
the materialproducedy the childrento createbetterandmoreattractve younglearners'dictionaries.

1 Presentation of the product

In this paperwe present softwareimplementecht the Institutefor Computationalinguistics
of CNR (NationalResearclCouncil)in Pisa,in collaborationwith the Departmentf Computer
Sciencesf Turin University This productis a hypermedidinguistic laboratoryto be usedby

childrenin the six to fourteenyearrangefor the studyof the Italian languageat variouslevels
of difficulty andfrom differentpointsof view. The laboratoryis madeup of two interacting
tools:"Addizionario",acomputerdictionaryfor children,written andillustratedby thechildren
themseles, and a multimediaActivity Bbook in which the child, working by himself or in

collaborationwith others,cancreatehis own personabictionary

Theideaof gettingthe child involvedin the creationof a dictionaryspecificto his own needs
derivedfrom our reflectionon the currentstateof children’s lexicography Although anessen-
tial didactictool for languageacquisition,the dictionary hasnot always managedo fulfil the
requirement®f theusers.

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

In a questionnairan which they were asled to definetheir ideal dictionary children listed
attractve illustrations,colour, large charactersgleanpagesclearandexhaustve, non-circular
informationasthe mostimportantfeatures.

Wefeelthatin Addizionariotheaboverequesthiave beensatisfiedandthemodesof expression
of thechildrenrespecteédismuchaspossible Thechildrenhave lessdifficulty in understanding
the definitionscontainedn the dictionaryandthereforeusethe productwith greaterpleasure
andenthusiasm.
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2 TheDictionary

Thecoredictionary whichis for consultatioronly, containsanapproximatel,000concreteand
abstractnouns,verbsandadjectves,chosenaccordingto usagefrequeng criteria, for which
around400 Italian childrenfrom the last threeyearsof primary andfirst two yearsof junior
high schoolshave providedtheir own definitions,examplesassociationgnddravings.

Apart from the most obvious spelling mistakes which have beenremoved, the materialwas
maintainedas much aspossiblein its original form, so asto respecthe children’s modesof
expressiondescriptionsof family and schoolervironment,presentatiorof everydaylife and
experiences.

Discovery of the linguistic universeof the child alsoenabledus to identify the mostfrequent
errorsor emeging meaningsand usesof a word. For example,in Italian the word "cassetta”
meansboth"crate"and"letter box", but whenaskedto producedefinitionsor examplesof the
word, the mostcommonmeaningassignedvasthatof "cassette'usedfor the tape-recordeor
television.

In somecaseghedefinitions,or examplesor dravingsrelevantto aword wereincomplete At
an early stageof the project,it hadbeenour ideato go backto the schoolsto askthe children
who hadcollaboratedn theinitial phaseof datacollectionto fill in thosegaps.In theend,we
thoughtthatthe actuities of completioncouldinsteadbe performedby the usersof the product
which, beingincomplete would motivatethe studentto consultthe dictionary An incomplete
objectcertainlystimulatesone’s curiosityandinterestmorethanafinishedproduct!

3 Arrangement of the material

All the materialavailablein thelook-updictionarywasarrangedy usnotonly in alphabetical
orderbut alsoin "worlds of words". Theseworlds are eighteenandinclude that of animals,
food, clothes,but also of emotions,andreflectdifferentsemanticareaswhich do not always
coincidewith the categorizationsof the children.

By usingthe Activity Book at his disposalthe child can"create"worlds which correspondo
his personalvaysof classifyingreality, organizinghis lexical knowledgein suchaway thathe
canretrieve his own materialeasilywhennecessary

The possibility of constructingspecialgroupingsof words can also be exploited during the
lessondy theteacherfor exampleto helpthe child 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
createthe world relative to the word "acqua“andits derivates.In this way, the spellingof the
word "acqua"is unlikely to be mistalenin thefuture.

4 Activity Book

The Activity Book is the authoringcomponenbf the laboratorylinked to the coredictionary
but at the sametime independentwherethe child canwork at the constructionof his own
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personaldictionary He can perform both linguistic and non-linguisticactvities, transporting
into his Activity Book any of the materialavailablein Addizionario(paradoxicallyevencopy
all thecontents!)tailoringit to his own needs.

For thelinguisticactuities, thesystenputsatthedisposabf the child writing ambienceso pro-
ducethedefinition,examplesfreeassociationsgdiomaticexpressionssynorymsandantoryms
if they exist, aswell asverbsandadjectvessomehav associateavith theword in questionHe
mustanswermuestionof thetype"Whatdoesit remindyou of?", "How canit be?","Whatcan
it do?",by which new nouns,adjectves,verbscanbeadded.

Thenon-tetual actiities concerrdravingsandsoundswhichthechild canproducepersonally
or hecanusethematerialalreadyavailablein thearchivesof thesystemFurthermorethechild

himself canrecordthe pronunciationof a word using his own voice, or assigna soundto an

objector to its parts.

The drawings are one of the most stimulatingaspectdor the children,anda suitablesite for
making connectionsTheseare particularlinks betweernwords anddravings, usefulnot only
for navigation, but also to encouragehe child in the creationof new words. The dravings
canbe enlaged, reduced,or changedn colour, usingthe elementscontainedin the drawing
ambienceTheseincludedifferent-sizegen-tips,colours,lines, circles,eraseretc.,which can
helpeventheleastskilled users.

Onceall theinformationrelevantto the newly introducedwordshasbeencompletedthe child
cantake inspirationfrom the drawing, in orderto write a story interactingwith the draving
itself.

The varioustasksshould preferablybe carried out at the presenceof the teacheracting as
guideandsupervisoranddirectingthework of the childrenaccordingo the typesof actwvities
involved. Thechildrenshouldwork individually or collaborateogetheraroundthe computetin
smallgroups,on agive-and-tak basiswhereeachindividual in the groupcanbenefitfrom the
knowledgeandexperiencef the others.The childrencancreatetheir own pathsthroughthe
systemsharingthemwith their classmates.

Furtherinformationcanbe achiezed from the solicitationor aid givenby theteacherwho can
planvariedprogramsof studyin which eachchild canexpresshimselfat his best.

The Activity Book with its typical characteristicof interactvity, updating,multiple-access,
etc.,is anextremelyappealingandflexible tool, easy-to-usewhich canhelpthe childrenpar
ticipate eagerlyin the variouslanguageactvities. The child takesa lively interestin this tool
whereheis allowedfreedomof action,andis encouragedbo take theinitiative. Acquisitionand
enrichmentof vocahulary — often felt astediousandboring— becomepleasantasks,ableto
grip the attentionof theusers.

5 Conclusions

Addizionario hasbeenpatentedby CNR anddistributedfree of chagge amongteacherdrom
numerougrimaryschoolsn Italy.
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The tool is suitablenot only for the acquisitionor improvementof one's native, but also of
a foreign languagepr to improve knowledgein otherfields suchas naturalscienceshistory,
geographyarts,etc.

Interestfor the producthasbeenshavn by teacherspsychologistsandotherspecialistsvorking
with normalor with physically intellectuallyor emotionallyimpairedchildren,customizinghe
productto the particularneedsof theusers.

Thedataproducedby the childrenwill bereturnedto our researclgrouptogetherwith afeed-
backform containingusefulinformationontheusersgxploitationsof the software,suggestions,
problemsegtc.

All this material,includedin a multimediadatabaseyill be madeavailablefor futureresearch
studiesand,in particular for the updatingof Addizionario.

Furthermorea pilot studyis currently undervay with the University of Cardiff, aimedat a
comparatie studyhighlightingthe cultural differencesetweeritaly andGreatBritain.
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