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Abstract  

Corpus lexicography involves, first, an analysis of a word, and then, copying of collocations and 
examples from corpus to dictionary.  In a large project, there are hundreds of thousands of items to be 
copied across.  Most modern lexicography takes place on a computer, with both corpus and dictionary 
editor being software applications and the copying done by re-keying or copy-and-paste.  This can be 
inconvenient and time-consuming. We present a more efficient approach, where the user selects 
collocations and examples by clicking on tickboxes and the material is automatically structured and 
formatted according to the particular dictionary’s requirements, ready for pasting into the dictionary 
editor. 

Keywords:  corpus lexicography, dictionary editing 

1. Corpus Lexicography 
In corpus lexicography we: 

 identify the senses for the word 

and then, for each sense: 

 identify the key patterns, collocations and phrases 

 find example sentences. 

This process is the core of the lexicography for a language.  Once it has been 
completed for the full vocabulary, the resulting database is a base analysis of the 
language which will serve for the development of a range of dictionaries, monolingual 
and bilingual (where the language analysed is the source language, and the analysis 
will form the basis whatever the target language) (Atkins 1994; Atkins and Rundell 
2008: 97-101). 

In a large project, there are hundreds of thousands of items to be copied across from 
corpus to dictionary editor.  Most modern lexicography takes place on a computer, 
with both corpus and dictionary editor being software applications and the copying 
done by re-keying or copy-and-paste.  This can be inconvenient and time-consuming.  
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We present a more efficient approach, where the user selects collocations and 
examples by clicking on tickboxes and the material is automatically structured and 
formatted according to the particular dictionary’s requirements, ready for pasting into 
the dictionary editor. 

Following a brief note on our corpus application, the Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff et al. 
2004), we describe TickBox Lexicography (TBL).  We then give an account of how it 
is being used in two large-scale projects, at Macmillan Publishing in the UK and at the 
Institute for Dutch Lexicology (INL) in the Netherlands. 

2. The Sketch Engine 
The Sketch Engine is a leading corpus query tool, in daily use for lexicography at 
publishing houses such as Oxford University Press, Cambridge University Press, 
Collins and Macmillan in the UK, INL in the Netherlands and Cornelsen in Germany, 
and for language research and teaching at a number of universities worldwide.  It 
operates as a ready-to-use online service, with large corpora available to all customers 
for most of the world’s major languages.  

There are two functions which the Sketch Engine offers which support the process: 

 ‘word sketches’, one-page summaries of the  key collocations (and sometimes 
phrases) for the word, in a table organised by grammatical relations (e.g. 
object, modifier, modified) (cf. Figure 1).  

 the ‘Good Dictionary Example eXtractor’, GDEX, a function for finding good 
dictionary examples (Kilgarriff et al. 2008) 

GDEX is far from perfect and we cannot assume that the ‘best example’ according to 
GDEX is good enough to go straight into a printed dictionary.  But it does greatly 
improve the chances that the lexicographer will find a useable sentence (often needing 
some further editing) amongst the first few concordance lines for a collocation. 

3. Tickbox Lexicography 
Tickbox Lexicography is a variety of corpus lexicography with intensive 
computational support in which the lexicographer selects aspects of the automated 
analysis of the word for inclusion in the dictionary by ticking boxes, and then pastes 
their selections into the editing interface. 

The process is as follows: 

 the lexicographer sees a version of the word sketch with tickboxes beside each 
collocation. 

 for each sense and each grammatical relation, they tick the collocations they 
want in the dictionary (see Figure 2). 

 they click a ‘next’ button 
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 they then see, for each collocation they have ticked, a choice of six (by default) 
corpus example sentences, chosen by GDEX, each with a tickbox beside it: 
they tick the ones they like (see Figure 3). 

 they tick a “copy to clipboard” button. 

 

Figure 1.  Word Sketch Entry Form 

 

Each target dictionary has its own TBL application, based on the DTD (for XML-
based systems) or field names used in the dictionary. The system then copies the 
collocations and examples, embedded in an XML structure as required by the user’s 
dictionary-editing system and target dictionary, onto the clipboard. (The XML 
fragment for the example above, with a ‘vanilla’ DTD, is shown in Figure 4.)  The 
lexicographer can then paste the structure into the dictionary editing system.  For this 
we use the operating system’s clipboard functions.  While this is not, in computer 
science terms, the most elegant technique, we have found it to be the most convenient, 
and widely-applicable method for transferring data between programs on the same 
computer.  It has the great advantage that all users know and understand it. 

Thus, TBL models and streamlines the process of getting corpus data out of the corpus 
system and into the dictionary editing system. 
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Figure 2.  Word sketch for the English noun ‘test’, data from the UKWaC corpus 
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Figure 3.  GDEX examples for each selected collocate.  
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Figure 4.  An  XML entry draft, as copied to the clipboard   

4. Projects 
At time of writing there are two large-scale dictionary projects where TBL is in daily 
use: the Macmillan Collocations Dictionary and the Algemeen Nederlands 
Woordenboek. 

4.1 Macmillan Collocations Dictionary 

At Macmillan Publishing, the Macmillan Collocations Dictionary (MCD) is in 
preparation.  MCD starts from MEDAL (2007), and provides a full account of the 
collocations of the core senses of around 4,000 common and highly ‘collocational’ 
words (Kilgarriff 2006). As in word sketches (and in other collocations dictionaries 
such as Oxford’s (OCD 2002, 2009), collocations are organised according to the 
grammatical relations.  Some collocations are illustrated with examples in the paper 
book; all have examples available by mouse-click in online and other electronic 
versions.   

To set up TBL for MCD, we first developed customised word sketches in which the 
grammatical relations were those to be used in MCD.  This required work on the 
underlying part-of-speech tagging and grammatical-relation-finding software. (The 
parsing, to identify grammatical relations, uses regular expressions over part-of-speech 
tags and is built in to the Sketch Engine: see Kilgarriff et al. 2004.) GDEX was also 
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customised, with the incorporation of a long list of ‘stop’ words, to minimise the 
chances that GDEX would select examples containing offensive material. 

In the first trials, lexicographers selected all the example sentences (typically six per 
collocate) that were to be used in the electronic version of MCD, but this proved too 
slow.  We changed to a strategy where only the examples which are to appear in the 
book are selected by lexicographers.  For all others, GDEX will be trusted to deliver 
good examples. (The manually-selected items will be edited as necessary by 
lexicographers, whereas the others will be full and unedited corpus sentences.) These 
sentences will be selected in a batch process after the main phase of the lexicography 
is complete, as this will reduce the volume of data to be handled by the clipboard and 
the dictionary editing system, and will allow us to use a new version of GDEX.  We 
anticipate using the experience gathered during the project to fine-tune GDEX 
according to Macmillan’s preferences and observations, and this can only take place at 
or near the end of the project. 

MEDAL 2007 already contains 1000 ‘collocation boxes’ for word senses of common 
words, with collocations classified according to grammatical relations, and further 
collocations in bold in regular entries. It was desirable to carry them across into MCD, 
in a way which integrated with MCD lexicography. To this end we: 

 analysed MEDAL to find all collocations, either in collocation boxes or shown 
in bold within regular entries 

 identified the grammatical relation they stood in to the headword 

 checked to see if they were already in the word sketch: 

o if they were (as they usually were), colour them red (in the word sketch) 
and pre-tick the tickbox, as they will almost always be wanted in MCD 

o if they were not, add them in (in red), with links to their corpus instances 
and pre-ticked tickboxes. 

The dictionary editing software used for MCD accepts XML pasted from the 
clipboard.  This means that, once the lexicographer has 

 called up the customised word sketch for the headword, 

 selected the grammatical relation, 

 selected collocates, 

 selected examples for the paper dictionary, 

… they click a ‘copy to clipboard’ button, and then paste the material (using standard 
CTRL-V) into the dictionary entry. 

4.2 Algemeen Nederlands Woordenboek (ANW) 

At the Institute for Dutch Lexicology (INL), the Algemeen Nederlands Woordenboek 
(General Dutch Dictionary, ANW) is a large Dutch dictionary project running from 
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2001 til 2018. The project has been using the Sketch Engine for corpus access since 
2007 (for background and a full account, see Tiberius and Kilgarriff 2009).   

Within the ANW dictionary project, example sentences are gathered together with 
bibliographic information for each citation. 

TBL offers an architecture for efficiently collecting information from the corpus and 
packaging it for insertion into the dictionary database. While the system had been 
designed with linguistic information in mind, it was readily adjusted for the ANW 
dictionary project to gather and insert bibliographic information as well.  We 
developed a TBL installation with a specific template for INL where, when the 
lexicographer ticks the example, not only the example but also the title, author, 
publisher and date of its source are assembled in an XML fragment and placed on the 
clipboard.  (We also made it possible to select multiple examples at a time, as this 
fitted the way that INL lexicographers worked.)  The dictionary editing software 
(Niestadt 2009) was customised to interpret these XML structures so, when the user 
pastes the example from the clipboard into the editor, the different components of the 
reference are placed in the appropriate database fields with a single mouse-click. 

5. Conclusion 
We have shown how TBL works in the general case, and how it has been used in two 
large projects. We believe TBL has great potential for both streamlining corpus 
lexicography and making it more accountable to the corpus.  
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