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This artide is a critique of recent attempts to use eorpora ancl t/)(.) methocls associatecl \Vith corpus 
/inguistics in Cfeating pedagogica/ materia/s on lexical stft/cture. The authors argue that the main reason 
for the inadequacy of these materials is the lack of reali7ation that a corpus by itse/f does not provide 
a/llhe information required 10 make daims aboul produclivily. Using a corpus can be advantageous 
in lexicography beca use Ihe intuilions of a single lexicographer, or even a group of lexicographers, 
may nOI accurale/)' reflect current usage. Thus, consulting a we/l·structured corpus cerlainly ensures 
thal any study previous to Ihe elaboration of pedagogical malerials \Vi/l cover the right lerri-tory. 
Such consultation, however, does not automatica/ly resull in linguislica/ly significant generali7ations, 
which are ullimale/y Ihe key 10 use fui grammatical descriplions, for Ihe native and nonnative alike. 

1. Introduction 

The u e of large corpora has had an enormous 
impacl on lexical sludies ranging from compulalional 
lexicons for machine lranslation projecls lo deler­
mining lhe produclivilY of a pecific affix (Baayen 
& Renouf 1996. 82-94). lIS impacl on pedagogical 
lexicography has been parlicularly greal in English 
because of lhe lremendous commercial success 01" 
lhe Collills Cobuild EI/g/ish DiCliol/(II)' (hereinafter 
Cobuild diclionary). which in lillle more lhan len 
years is already imo ilS second edilion. The 
infonnation provided by lhe Cobuild diclionary is 
\Ve\comed by lhe English langllage leacher and 
learner alike bccause lhe enlries go well beyond 
nonconlextualized efinilions 10 provide reader~ Wilh 
usage informal ion. What \Ve mighl call"lhe Cobuild 
approach" \Vas lhen eXlended 10 produce reference 
grammars and guides 10 spccific arcas of English. 
in order 10 make morc delailed informalion available 

on a smaller scale. This series of malerial . howcvcr. 
does nOl seem 10 havc gaincd as \Vide an audience 
as has lhe diclionary. This. of coursc. mighl be due 
10 eXlralinguislic faclors such as markeling slralegies. 
compeling rnalerials on lhe markel , specific 
recommendations ll1ade by educational authorities 
favoring one lype of pcdagogical approach over 
another. elc" all of which are beyond the scope of 
acadcmic analysis. It is, howcver, legitimate to 
slIbject the use of corpora in creating pedagogical 
ll1aterials on lexical Slrllctllre 10 acadell1ic analysi. . 
In this paper \vc suggest that lhe nature oflhe lexical 
informalion in a diclionary is rather different froll1 
lhe kind of informalionlhat is lIseful to a non-native 
speaker in a grammar guide. and lhal one importan! 
consequence of lhis difference is lhat a corpus­
based description Wilh lillle-to-no accompanying 
linguistic analysis. while passable as an approach 
lo\Vards lexicography. is simply nOl sufficienl for 
a grammar. Using a corpus can be a useful tool in 
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organizing lexical malerial. bUl il is nOl a ~ubSlilUlC 
for linguislic insighl. 

2. Corpus-based examples in pedagogical 
dictionaries 

In this paper we will nOl go imo a delailed revie\\ 
of whal lhe Cobuild diclionary does ancl c10es not 
do: ~uch inforlnalion is available in Bogaards 
(1996). where lhe diclionary is eomparecl wilh other 
dietionaries for non-native English speakers. Whal 
is importanl for lhe presem paper is 10 poim Oul 
lhat lhe defining slyle and examples lhat are 
characlerislie of lhe Cohuild diclionar} generally 
provide lhe reader wilh u~age inforrnalion. Com­
plele sentences. often wriuen in lhe second persono 
are used in definitions. as opposed 10 lhe brief. 
synonymic slyle of more lradilional monolingual 
dielionaries (adclressed 10 native speakers~ The 
slaled goal of Cobuilc/"s defining style is 10 sel Oul 
lhe mcaning "in lhe way one ordinary person mighl 
cxplain il to another" (John Sinelair. preface 10 
Cohuild 11. page xi). The re ult of this approach 
ean be seen in lhe following definilions, as 
eompared to a more lradilional slyle of definilion, 
in this case from lhe Americal/ Herirage Dicliol/ary 
(A ND): I 

(1) 

ColJllild Dielionary (1995): 
preconccivcd . If you have preconceived ideas 
about something. you have already formed an 
opinion aboul it before you have enough 
informalion or experience. Filie mil/llfeS (ifler 
he had arril'edJor Ihe imerviell; II/(Id abal/dol/ed 
m)" precol/ceil'ed ideas abollf boxers... We all 
srarl It"ilh precol/ceil'ed I/oliol/s OJII'I/(II It"e 11'(11/1 

Jrom lije. 
inappropriate 
l. Somelhing lhal is inappropriale is nOl useful 
or suitablc for a panicular silualion or purpose. 

The il/duslr)" is il/appropriale lO Ihe regiol/"s 
presel/I al/d Jllfure I/eeds... . .. 
2. I f you say that someone \, speech or behaviour 
in a parlicular silUalion is inappropriate. you are 
crilicising il beeause you lhink it is nOl suilable 
for lhal silUalion. I Jeel Ihe remark lI'as 
il/appropriare Jor sueh (/ serious iS.we ... II i.\· 
il/appropriale Jor a judge 10 belol/?, lO a 
discrimil/alOry eluh. 

Americal/ Heriwge Dieliol/ary (1992): 
prcconccive 11: l ' . -ccivcd, -ceiv·ing, -ceives. (the 
reader muSl deduce lhat lhe pasllense/participle 
form ending in -ed can be used as an adjective) 
To fOl"ln an opinion or a conceplion of 
(somelhing) before possessing full or adequate 
knowledge or experienee. 
inappropriat Unsuilable or improper: not 
appropriale. 

Allhough Cobuild does not cxplicilly tate that 
precol/ceived often oecurs in conjunclion wilh lhc 
nouns ideas or I/olions as opposcd 10 olher noun 
from lhe , ame semamic ficld. lhe examples effec­
tively give lhe rcader lhat informalion. Likcwisc, 
lhe definilion for il/appropriale is wisely eparatccl 
inlo lWO senses, so lhat reader rcalize thallhe word 
can be used both in a more neutral , objeelivc 
Slalcment (scnse 1) as well as in a c1early disappro­
ving sense (sense 2). 

The reason why definition~ like lhcse. which do nOl 
appeal 10 any spccific labels such as t1sage or 
pragmatics. are useful for non-native speakers is 
lhal lhe cOlllextualized examples illuSlrate usagc. 
This use of corpu~-based informalion elllails bcing 
ablc to choose the besl examples frorn those prcscnt 
in lhe corpus: lhe catch . of course. is c1clermining 
what "best examplcs" in lexicography mean . In 
pedagogical diclionarics issues such as subcalcgori­
¿alion. eolloealions. frequency of a particular , yn­
laclie slruclure, and presenee in an idiom are faclors 
10 bear in mind when choosing exarnples (Bogaards 
1996. 280-1). 

l. Somc cxamplc\ ha"e becn dclclCd from lhe cnlriC\ lO ,a'·c ,pace. 
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3. Corpus-based information in a word-formation 
handbook 

The Cobl/ild handbook on word-formation ineludes 
infonnalion on approximalely 300 prefixes and 
suffixcs. The affixes are lisled alphabclically. and 
lhe handbook atlemplS 10 give readers information 
on produclivily by ineluding a heading "produclive 
use" under some ellll'ies (fol' example. undcr el'er­
or -first). A lisl of words formed wilh lhe affix as 
described in lhe dcfinilion is given under cach cnlry 
10 exemplify use. In conlraSl wilh lhe cOnlexlualized 
examples in lhe diclionary. lhe bulk of examples 
in lhi handbook are simply lists of word~ The 
second sen. e for lhe prefK pre- (pp. 141-2) 
illuslrales lhe lype of enlry in lhis guide: 

pre- 2 Already 

PRODUCTIVE USE: pre- combines wilh noun 
and past participles 10 form new nouns and 
adjeclives. Words formed in lhis way refer loor 
describe an aClion which has already been done. 
For example. a "preconceplion" is a belief lha! you 
already have aboul somelhing before you know 
enough aboul il 10 forl1l a rair opinion of il; if 
somelhing is "prepaid", it has already been paid foro 
[Infonnalion aboul spelling is provided] 
[6 illllSlralive senlences] 

Here are some exal1lples of words Wilh lhis 
l1leaning: [24 words lisled] 

pre-arranged predeslinalion prel1leditalion pre­
planned (ele.) 

Words wilh other meanings: [16 words lisled] 

preamble prcdominate prehisloric 
prepossessing (ele.) 

This lype of presenlalion of morphological infor­
malion raises lWO importalll issues in lhe leaching 
of word-forl1lalion slralegies: lexicalizalion of derivcd 
\\'ords and representalion of productivily. The 

Cobl/i1d corpus-based approaeh 10 derived words 
scems 10 be based on the assumplion that a derived 
word is primarily the sum of its parts, and Iherefore 
a lisl grouping logelhcr words wilh Ihe ame 
forma!ivc and relalively similar meanings for tha! 
formalive will be helpflll 10 Ihe language learner. 
Any \\'ord Wilh lhe forl1lalive in queslion that does 
nOl sho\\' lhe predicted meaning is relegated 10 the 
"Words wilh olher meanings" lisl. This approaeh. 
however. represenls a simplislic vie\\' of word 
meaning lhal is nOI bome OUI by careful consideration 
of dala. Derived words often acquire lexicalized 
senses. to Ihe extent lhal one or more senses of a 
morphologically complex word can no longer be 
considered slriclly composilional. In fael. whal 
could be ealled "meaning drift" is ralhcr cOl1lmon­
place Wilh derivcd words. is well attestcd in diclio­
naries. and may affecl both monosel1lous and 
polyselllous words. ominalizalions with lhe suffix 
-tion are a good example of this phenomenon. For 
example. according \O lhe Cobuild diclionary Ihe 
verb sitl/ate is a synonym for (acate, wherea Ihe 
noun sitl/ation is commonly used 10 refer 10 a stale 
of affairs Ihal is happening, which would accounl 
for Ihe fael Ihal silUalion is nOl the usual deverbal 
noun for sitl/ate: 

(2) 

a. 1 was unable to siluale thcm beca use o many 
year had passed. 

b. * My silualion of Ihem (Acccplable: My 
silllaling lhem) was made difficult because so 
many years had pa sed. 

According to the corpus, Ihe mo. I frequenl meaning 
of sitl/ation is not 'Iocalion,' which noncthele s ís 
Ihe basie meaning of Ihe verb; ye\. silllation is Iisled 
among the words in Ihc word-formalion guide as 
an example of a deverbal noun ending in -ion. z Wc 
nOle Ihallhis phenol11cnon 01' lexicali:U'llion can also 
occur wilh a particular sense of a given word; Ihus. 
examination can be inlcrprcled as a deverbal noun 
derived from examine, as shown in (3): 

2. Thc guidc lisIs lhe fomls undcr -ioll in ordcr lO group logclhcr word, cnding in -alioli. -sioll. -,ioll. and - iliol/. 
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(3) 

a The committec examined lhc candidales' 
résumés 

b. The committee's examinalion of lhe can­
didales' résumés 

The word examination, however, is also used in lhe 
specifie sense of a formallesllo display knowledge, 
and lhis sense is also relaled 10 lhe idea examine. 
although lhe use of lhe verb examine in lhis conleXl 
is queslionable al bes!: 

(4) 

a. The college enlrance exarnination will be held 
neXl Salurday. 

b. * 1 wa~ exarnincd laSl SalUrday. 

Acceplable: 1 look lhe college entrance exa­
rnination(s) la t Saturday. 

This lexiealizalion of a sense of exalllination doc 
nOI mean lhallhe word is rnorphologically irregular, 
bUl ralher thal lhe meaning is nOl eornposilional 
because il has aequired reference. Including words 
like sitl/alion anel examinario/l in a lisl of e1everbal 
nouns Wi lh no additi.onal commenlS is misleading 
because lheir inlerprelalion is nOI always as c1early 
deverbal as Ihe lisling would suggge 1. 

Enlries in lhe Cobuild diclionary how lhal non­
eornposilional meaning can also be a eharaclerislic 
of monosemous derived words. For example. lhe 
meaning of pre-packaged " Pre-pack¡Iged foods 
have been prepared in advanee and pUl in pla lie 
01' cardboard paekages before lhey are old . ... pre­
packaged duck (lf/d orange sauce." This meaning 
eannOI be derived simply from eilher of Ihe 
rneanings of pre- plus Ihal given for packaged 
(sen se 4 uneler package "When a produel is 
packaged, il is pUl into packels 10 be sold. Tlze beans 
are Ilzen grOl/nd (lml packaged for sale as ground 
coJJee.). Should Ihis necessarily imply lhal lhe pre­
in pre-packaged is unrclated 10 Ihe prefix pre- as 
described? We believe nOI, bUl lhal appears 10 be 
Ihe conclusion reached on Ihe basis of lhe corpus 
malerial. The inlricacies of lhe rneaning of rnorpho-

logieally complex words can only be discussed in 
Ihe lighl 01' linguislic analysis: liSIS ba. ed on form 
wilh no reference 10 how Ihe forrns are used in 
conlexl does nOl appear lO provide valuable 
infonnalion. 

The issue of produclivily is no less problernatic. 
Produelivily of an affix eannol be delermined by 
corpus e1ala alone; as Baayen and Renouf (1996, 
73-78) poinl oul. Ihe dala frorn a corpus muSI be 
cornpared Wilh Ihal from a e1ifferenl point in lime 
(eilher frorn a corpus or a diclionary) in order 10 
rnake clairns abolll produelivily. Exaclly whal 
conslilUtes produclivity, however, is nol slraight­
forward. Subregularilies in Illorphology. such as Ihe 
alternalions exhibiled by receil 'e-reception, perceive­
perceplion. deceil'(' -(/('ceptio/l are usually c1assified 
as proeluclive although Ihey may <lpply 10 a c10sed 
set 01' lexical cnlries (Carslairs-McCarthy 1992,50). 
This would nOI seelll 10 be Ihe idea of produClivil) 
in Ihe Cobuild series, as they editors explicílly refer 
tO combinalions "Wilh a large number of words" 
(viii) and 10 lhe erealion of new lexieal ilems. The 
handbook. lhen, effectively divides affixe inlo IWO 
grollps: Ihose which display productive u e, and 
Ihose which do nol. 

It is unconlroversial lhat some affixcs in English 
are produclive whereas olhers are nOl (Bauer 1983, 
62-100): Ihe usefulness of lhe specific description 
provided in Ihe Cobuild book, however. is nor a 
clear. Space limilalions limil our comment 10 a 
representalive sample of aflixes (lhose beginning 
wilh 111-). The affixes in (5) are listed as having a 
"produclive use", while lhose in (6) are not so 
described: 

(5) 

(6) 

prefixes: mega-, mid-. mini-, Illock-, much­
suffixes: -made, -minded 

prefixes: macro-o malri-, micro-o mis-, mono­
suffixes: -male, -melero -mOSl 

The aboye division lakes no account of neoclassical 
fonnalives. althollgh Ihe slandard de criplion of 
English word-formalion (Bauer 1983) makes uch 
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a division: a view of word-fonnalion incorporaling 
Ihis class of elements would likely group mega­
IOgelher wilh macro- and micro-o for inslance. 
Idenlifying matr-/matri- as a prefix in English and 
pUlling il on a par in lerms 01' produclivily (or. as 
presented in Ihis book, in lenns of Ihe lack Ihereol) 
wilh a pretix like maero- is misleading in Ihal 
macl'O- is surely produclive in scienlific and 
lechnical language. whereas II/(I/t-/ma/ri- is nOI 
produclive al all. FlIl1hermore. even if Ihe neoclassical 
elemenl~ are removed from (5) and (6). several of 
Ihc prefixes/suffixes lisled aboye would nOI be 
considered affixes al all in an analysis 01' English 
word-formalion (e.g. ml/ch-. -made. -minded. -
11/0.1'/) bUI ralher would be Ireated as words Iypieally 
used in compounding. In short. Ihe claims abolll 
produclivily based solely on a corpus classify 
elemenls togclher that do nOI share similar lingllistic 
behavior. and we wonder how nonnative speakers 
would be able to "make new words of thcir own" 
based on such groupings. 

4. Conclusions 

While Ihe use of the corpus data in Ihe dictionary 
yielded positive results, the allempt to use the same 
dala as a basi. for a descriplion on word-formation 
proved much less successful. We would like to 
suggesl why that should be the case. Firsl. a corpus 
by ilself does not provide all Ihe information requi­
red 10 make claims about productivity because il 
is simply a snapshot of the language. A corpus. no 
maller how large, fundamentally gives you distribu­
lional dala. But then again. Ihal alone is not cnough 
10 explain word-formation processes in English. 

Using a corpus can be advantageous in lexicography 
because the intuitions of a single lexieographer. or 
even a group 01' Icxicographers. may nOI accuralely 
retlecl current usage. Although good morphological 
analysis tends 10 make for beller diclionary enlries. 
in Icxicography it is perhaps more important lO 
make available a large amount of informalion 10 Ihe 
reader. Thus. consulting a well-slructured corpus 
ensures your dietionary covers Ihe right len-itory. 
because the usage i~ set oul for you. BUI such con­
sultalion docs not automatically result in linguis­
tically significant generalizations. which are ulti­
malely the key to useful grammatical de criptions, 
for the native and nonnative alike. 
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