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Introduction

1. Historical background and issues

In the 1899 account of principles for constructing dictionaries, the eminent phi-
lologist Henry Sweet remarked that “[t]he first business of a dictionary is to give
the meanings of the words in plain, simple, unambiguous language” (1899, 264).
Sweet made this suggestion in the context of general dictionaries for native speak-
ers, but it also applies to dictionaries for foreign learners.

Dictionaries are invaluable tools for their users, providing them with perhaps
the most explicit account of word meanings and uses (Stein 2002a). Advantages
of using dictionaries are obvious to those readers who encounter an unfamiliar
word in a text being read (Hulstijn 1993; Bogaards 1998, 2003; Atkins and Run-
dell 2008). In order to overcome the problem, the reader may attempt to guess
the meaning from context and continue reading, but if the quandary persists,
they often decide to turn to a dictionary for help. It is a typical function of the
dictionary to aid the reader, whether a native speaker or a foreign language (FL)
learner, in understanding texts (Barnhart 1962; Quirk 1973; Tomaszczyk 1979;
Greenbaum et al. 1984; Summers 1988; Piotrowski 2001). Strictly speaking, the
dictionary is also a text, albeit an untypical one. It is an interrupted text intended
for quick reference rather than extended reading from cover to cover (Miodunka
1989; Chlebda 2010). Whether the reader succeeds in solving the comprehension
problem depends on a number of factors. If the dictionary at hand is monolingual,
success depends, inter alia, on whether the definition of the word being looked up
is intelligible to the user (Atkins and Rundell 2008, 412).

It can be argued that definitions that make use of rare and specialized
words pose a greater challenge for readers than those which dispense with such
vocabulary items. Such definitions are likely to become circular for learners.
Michael West, a founding father of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) lexi-
cography and a key figure of the vocabulary control movement (see 1.3.2), con-
sidered the selection of words for a definition vocabulary as “the first and most
fundamental problem” for compilers of learners’ dictionaries (West 1935, 7). As
he remarked, “If you are writing the explanations of English words in English,
how do you know that the foreigner will know the explaining words which you
use?” (West, 7).
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West pioneered the use of a restricted defining vocabulary (DV) in the
New Method English Dictionary (NMED) in 1935. In this dictionary, he wrote
definitions using a limited vocabulary of 1,490 items. A large number of the items
had been selected prior to defining, though the content of the vocabulary was
revised as the dictionary progressed. Restricting a definition vocabulary to a speci-
fied subset of the lexicon was a radical departure from the established tradition
of native-speaker dictionaries, which used no such constraints (Rundell 2008a).
West’s approach to writing definitions was intended to make them accessible to
learners with relatively low language proficiency.

A. S. Hornby adopted a different approach to definitions in the Idiomatic
and Syntactic English Dictionary (ISED), published in 1942. He used no special
DV of a kind pioneered by West, but whenever possible he strictly adhered
to the fundamental lexicographic principle that a word should be defined by
simpler words (see 3.2.1.2). Following Whitcut (1986), one may say that Horn-
by’s definition vocabulary was merely controlled to some extent, rather than
restricted to a particular set of words. Although Hornby’s approach presup-
poses a certain degree of control of definition vocabulary, I will follow the met-
alexicographic convention and reserve the qualifiers controlled, restricted, and
limited for definitions written with a restricted set of vocabulary items (West’s
approach), and use the words unrestricted or uncontrolled to refer to definitions
following Hornby’s tradition.

Both NMED and ISED served as models for subsequent dictionaries for
learners. For example, all the editions of Longman Dictionary of Contemporary
English (LDOCE) follow West’s approach, specifying which words are allow-
able before the lexicographers start writing definitions. In turn, all the editions
of Collins COBUILD Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (COBUILD) conform to
Hornby’s tradition. Although this dictionary dispenses with an explicit list, the
lexicographers are responsible for monitoring what goes into definitions and
paying attention to avoid defining obscurum per obscurius (Fox 1989). As we
shall see (3.4), the two approaches are not accepted indiscriminately by met-
alexicographers, and both have supporters and critics. For example, Whitcut
(1986, 118) believes that intelligibility is best achieved by using a restricted
defining vocabulary, whereas Fox (1989: 156) argues against this approach
because it is hard to predict in advance which vocabulary items are necessary
for definitions.

Restricted defining vocabularies have their strengths and weaknesses. For
example, researchers argue that they lead to definitions being oversimplified,
imprecise and vague (e.g., Stein 1979; Lew 2010). Fox (1989) claims that such defi-
nitions fail to represent natural language. On the other hand, in several studies of
dictionaries published up to 1995, researchers report that learners judge defini-
tions couched in a restricted defining vocabulary (as in LDOCE) as being easier to
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understand than definitions written with no such restrictions (MacFarquhar and
Richards 1983; Herbst 1986; Nesi 1998). With the emergence of new dictionaries
and editions in the second half of the 20th century, DVs were subjected to revi-
sion. Restricted defining vocabularies are now used by several major dictionaries,
but there is a considerable disagreement as to which vocabulary items they should
consist of (4.3.3).

As mentioned earlier, West (1935, 7) raised the problem of how lexicogra-
phers know that the words used in their definitions are known to the learner. He
added that the same problem arises for compilers of dictionaries for native speak-
ers. Whitcut (1986) argues that some degree of vocabulary control is necessary for
the latter dictionaries. Yet even a cursory look at native-speaker dictionaries pub-
lished up to 1980s reveals that the basic lexicographic principle of defining words
in intelligible terms was often ignored (see 3.2). It seems, however, that the more
recent dictionaries for native speakers are more careful about selecting words for
their definitions.

Some researchers observe in recent decades a trend in this lexicographic genre
to make information easily accessible to the user, a development in which EFL
dictionaries have blazed a trail. Atkins and Rundell (2008, 432) report a “gradual
move away from conventional models towards styles that are both more explicit
and more user-friendly”. To illustrate this finding, they quote a definition of deca-
dent in Collins English Dictionary (CoED) and contrast it with the corresponding
definition from the Collegiate8:

decadent marked by decay or decline (Collegiate8 1973)

decadent characterized by decay or decline, as in being self-indulgent or morally
corrupt (CoED 1979)

The latter definition improves on the former by dispensing with a lexicographic
formula “marked by”, and adding extra clues as to the typical context of use of the
word being defined (Atkins and Rundell 2008). As can be seen, the changes are
not necessarily tantamount to greater restrictions on the choice of the defining
vocabulary (note the addition of rare self-indulgent). However, the replacement
of marked (by), which is used in a non-central meaning (e.g. LDOCE4 records it
as the 7th sense in the entry), with a more transparent characterized (by) leaves
little doubt as to the meaning of the substituting verb even for less proficient users.
Another telling example is reported by Kaminski (2013), who finds that Cham-
bers8 (1993) makes it easier for (less proficient) users to understand the definition
of madcap by replacing the rare word frolicsome with the more common one play-
ful, while retaining the same syntax of the definition:

madcap an exuberantly frolicsome person (Chambers7)
madcap an exuberantly playful person (Chambers8)
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It would be interesting to explore whether such changes are implemented in a
regular or merely haphazard manner. In changes towards greater accessibility of
definitions, it is only natural to expect a certain degree of control of the vocabulary
of definitions. This may be manifested, inter alia, by preference for more common
vocabulary items over those which are rare, technical, or specialized in some way.
If it is really the case, then one can argue that native-speaker dictionaries follow
learners’ dictionaries at least to some extent. After all, it is not unusual for two
distinct lexicographic traditions to draw innovations from each other.

It was Randolph Quirk who in 1986 envisaged that some of the innovations
which were “first implemented to the advantage of EFL dictionaries” would “sub-
sequently be incorporated into the mainstream tradition” of native-speaker dic-
tionaries (Quirk 1986, 4). One of the reasons is commercial and profit-driven: “any
innovation which looks likely to improve the product is sooner or later adopted
by” other dictionaries (Rundell 2006, 739; Rundell 2008b, 198) as long as they
meet the prospective users’ needs (see also Kernerman 1996, 408; Dziemianko
and Lew 2006; Piotrowski 2009). Some novelties have already leaked into native-
speaker dictionaries. One of the most noticeable signs of this impact is the indica-
tion of pronunciation in the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), which has
dominated almost entirely British monolingual dictionaries (Landau 2001). For
example, COD introduced IPA transcription in 1990, breaking with the long-
established tradition of respelling in this dictionary (Kaminska 2014). Another
area of influence is usage labels, where Collins English Dictionary (1979), Reader’s
Digest Great Illustrated Dictionary (1984) and Longman Dictionary of the English
Language (1984) follow earlier EFL dictionaries in marking formality of some
words and expressions (Ilson 1990). We will see in Section 5.3 how recent native-
speaker dictionaries benefit from learners’ dictionaries to make their definitions
more accessible to users.

The relationship between the two lexicographic genres is by no means unidi-
rectional; suffice it to say that they mutually influence each other and that early
learners’ dictionaries are lineal descendants of native-speaker dictionaries from
the early decades of the 20th century (see 3.2). Although the former inherited
many qualities from the latter, learners’ dictionaries gradually developed their
own distinctive characteristics, which were inspired by concern for the differ-
ent needs of the target readership (McArthur 1986). Thus, along with a defining
vocabulary, they developed strategies which broke with the dense and formulaic
style of classical definitions; among these strategies were full-sentence defini-
tions and folk-defining techniques which are believed to make definitions user-
friendly (Adamska-Sataciak 2012). These features were driven by the necessity to
make information more accessible to the learner, and by the desire to place the
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meaning of a word being explained in a typical context (Hanks 1987, 117; Hanks
1990; Atkins and Rundell 2008, 433). Other distinctive characteristics of learners’
dictionaries include complementation patterns, emphasis on collocations, pro-
nunciation notation in IPA, and a more developed system of labels informing the
learner on the nuances of meaning and usage.

This book highlights the fact that the dictionary is an important tool in lan-
guage pedagogy, but its full potential can be exploited if definitions are intelligible
to learners. The dictionary not only aids the learner in overcoming comprehension
problems as they arise while reading a text, but also contributes to them learning
the words they have looked up (Laufer 1993; Nesi 2000; Ronald 2002; Abecassis
2007). Just as low-frequency words that keep recurring in texts are learnt through
context (Jenkins et al. 1984; Horst et al. 1998; Waring and Takaki 2003; Webb
2007), so repeated consultation of their definitions helps learning the words. As
Béjoint (1987, 104) remarks, “frequent and careful consultation of the dictionary
can lead to a better command of the language”. Moreover, language learners who
have access to definitions of unfamiliar words not only perform better on compre-
hension tests than those who do not have definitions at their disposal (Black 1986;
Luppescu and Day 1993), but they also remember the words they have looked up
for a relatively long time (Bogaards 1991).

Although dictionaries are primarily designed to solve immediate problems
encountered by language learners rather than to help them expand their vocabu-
lary in the long term (Lew 2012), the latter still appears to be a promising poten-
tial of dictionary consultation. This is an argument in favor of using dictionaries,
which becomes even more powerful if one realizes the fact that “vocabulary acqui-
sition has been identified as the most serious learning problem” for foreign lan-
guage learners (Stein 2002b, 49). This fact is noteworthy, as anybody trying to
learn a foreign language knows that vocabulary plays a crucial role in communica-
tion. However, the success of vocabulary development through repeated definition
look-up can only be achieved when definitions are comprehensible to learners.

2. Research questions

The present book has three major goals. The first is to emphasize the role played by
vocabulary control in definitions in learners’ dictionaries. Second, the book aims
to examine lexicographic strategies for controlling the vocabulary of definitions,
and third, to explore their implications on definition writing in learners’ dictionar-
ies. The studies presented in the book address several research questions, which
are listed below in the order they are dealt with in the text. I will elaborate on them
in Section 3.4.1 following a review of previous studies.
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RQI. Do definitions written with a different approach to defining vocabulary
(with and without an explicit set of DV items) present different levels of vocab-
ulary burden for their users? In other words, do the vocabularies used in these
definitions impose the same levels of difficulty on learners? A similar question
arises with respect to native-speaker dictionaries: to what extent their definitions
differ in this regard? Native-speaker dictionaries will be explored in an attempt to
evaluate them as potential reference sources for learners. The idea that learners
may benefit from such dictionaries was inspired by the aforementioned reports on
definitions employing more user-friendly styles than conventional models (Atkins
and Rundell 2008; Kaminski 2013).

RQ2. If learner’s dictionaries disagree on the selection of defining vocabulary
items, then to what extent their DVs differ and to what extent they overlap? Is
there a core defining vocabulary that is most useful for learners in understanding
dictionary definitions?

RQ3. Considering criticism of restricted DVs, one may expect that contem-
porary dictionaries have made improvements to their defining policies. Are recent
dictionaries more consistent in controlling their definition vocabularies than ear-
lier works? This question applies to both learner’s and native-speaker dictionaries.

RQ4. A major concern of this book is the study of the contribution of a con-
trolled vocabulary to the learner’s understanding of definitions. Cowie (1989, 47)
notes that a defining vocabulary is believed to “facilitate understanding of unfa-
miliar words by defining them in terms of words which the dictionary user already
knows”, but he hastens to add that it is not tantamount to saying that the vocabu-
lary “provides a fuller or more precise understanding of those words” Thus, Cowie
asks, “[h]ow far then is the principal aim of the CV [i.e. controlled vocabulary]
realized?” (1989, 47). The current research attempts to address this question by
examining learners’ performance in comprehension tasks with a dictionary defi-
nition as an aid. The question of our interest is to what extent definitions writ-
ten with a controlled vocabulary are successful in explicating word meanings. In
order to eliminate the effect of external factors, one part of this study will focus on
invented rather than authentic dictionary definitions.

RQ5. Another part of this study will focus on how learners perceive and
understand authentic dictionary definitions written with and without a DV. This
study will be performed on definitions in both dictionaries for learners and for
native speakers.

RQ6. The final question focuses on factors relevant to comprehension of defi-
nitions, such as the approach to DV (restricted vs. unrestricted), the vocabulary
burden of definitions, the content of the most frequent and widely used words in
definitions, definition length and type. To what extent do these factors affect learn-
ers’ comprehension of definitions?
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3. Studies presented in the book

In order to answer the research questions, I combined a qualitative approach to his-
torical dictionary research with statistical and quantitative methods. I performed
a series of studies on a selection of English dictionaries published between 1984
and 2015. All the dictionaries were general-purpose reference works intended for
learners or native speakers.

Research questions RQ1 to RQ3 are dealt with in Chapter 4. One of the major
studies presented in this chapter compares the dictionaries in terms of the vocabu-
lary burden of their definitions. I use the concept of receptive vocabulary load
(henceforth RVL), that is, the lexical knowledge required for unassisted compre-
hension of written texts (Nation 2011, 136; Nation 2006). Analysis of RVL enables
the researcher to estimate the likelihood of definitions being understood by learn-
ers. The analysis is intended to reveal potential differences in the difficulty of
definition vocabularies between various dictionaries, and to demonstrate whether
definitions written with a restricted and unrestricted defining vocabulary differ
in this regard. This analysis draws on research examining the effect of text cover-
age on comprehension (Laufer 1989; Carver 1994; Nation 2006; Webb and Nation
2008; Stachr 2009). Text coverage is the percentage of known word tokens in a
text. It is measured on the basis of lexical properties of words, such as frequency,
range, and semantic transparency. Frequency is important, but words can occur
frequently in a specialist text but never in other texts. Therefore, we also use range
as a parameter indicating the distribution of words across various discourse types.
These parameters are the main criteria of controlling vocabularies for pedagogical
purposes (Thorndike 1921; Horn 1926; West 1953; Xue and Nation 1984; Nation
and Hwang 1995; Nation and Waring 1997; Nation and Webb 2011).

The study of RVL is performed using synchronic and diachronic perspectives.
The former is adopted to see how different dictionaries differ with respect to RVL,
while the latter, how this parameter changed over years in several editions of the
same dictionary. The diachronic perspective will be useful in addressing the ques-
tion of improvements in controlling a definition vocabulary in dictionaries over
the time (RQ3). This question will be explored in detail in Chapter 5, which traces
how the dictionaries followed their policies of defining vocabulary and why they
were not always implemented as stated in the prefaces.

The question of whether there is a core defining vocabulary (RQ2) will be
dealt with in Sections 4.3.3. and 4.3.4. The sections compare several DV lists from
the learner’s dictionaries and focus on overlapping and non-overlapping vocabu-
lary items. A result of this analysis is the Core Defining Vocabulary (CDV). This
is a set of 1,520 words that the learner should know in order to understand most
definitions in contemporary EFL dictionaries.
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One of the major aims of this book is to emphasize that vocabulary control
is indispensable for the learner’s understanding of dictionary definitions (RQ4).
However, a study of the effect of a DV on learners’ comprehension of definitions
is not without difficulties since there are other factors that may interfere with the
results. These include definition format, definition style, the complexity of the
entry in which a definition is found, and use of abbreviations and other lexico-
graphic conventions. The present research is designed to curb, at least partially,
these problems. To that end, I carried out a study on pairs of invented rather than
authentic definitions, using the same syntax but a different defining vocabulary.
The study tested the effectiveness of these definitions in a comprehension task,
showing advantages of keeping the vocabulary under control. It is one of the user-
oriented studies which are presented in Chapter 6.

This chapter also reports on an experiment with authentic definitions written
with and without a DV (RQ5 and RQ6). The experiment was designed to check
the effectiveness of the definitions in comprehension and perception tasks. The
subjects, 215 undergraduate students of English Philology, took a multiple-choice
test with definitions as aids. The chapter provides an analysis of how the effective-
ness of definitions depends on such factors as the approach to defining vocabu-
lary (controlled vs. uncontrolled), use of highly frequent and widely-used defining
words, definition format (analytical vs. synonym), and definition length.

To achieve a more complete picture of how dictionaries control their defini-
tion vocabularies, Chapter 1 presents early applications of word counts and early
research on restricted vocabularies. One of the main themes of this chapter is the
pioneering research into the vocabulary control movement conducted by leading
figures in this field in the 1920s and 1930s. The chapter demonstrates the outcome
of their work, the General Service List (GSL). A link between the vocabulary con-
trol movement and lexicography is introduced by explaining the design of West’s
defining vocabulary used in NMED, the first dictionary for EFL learners.

Chapter 2 provides a survey of major projects for pedagogical and profes-
sional purposes launched after the GSL, and draws attention to the qualities of the
GSL in a comparative perspective. This chapter explores the concept of core vocab-
ulary and presents the relevant linguistic research in this field. The link between
vocabulary control and lexicography is further explored by considering the theo-
retical foundations and practical applications of Wierzbickas Natural Semantic
Metalanguage (NSM).

Chapter 3 traces the tradition of defining in plain English and offers a pre-
liminary account of the practices of controlling a definition vocabulary in early
learners’ dictionaries. In this chapter, the results of previous studies on vocabu-
lary control are synthesized and research hypotheses are suggested. The research
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questions presented earlier in the Introduction are elaborated in the light of pre-
vious research.

The book closes with a section on general conclusions, where I summarize the
findings and formulate implications for definition writing and DV design.
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CHAPTER 1

Pioneering research on vocabulary control

The rise of the early learners’” dictionaries, such as the New Method English Dic-
tionary (NMED) (1935) and the Idiomatic and Syntactic English Dictionary (ISED)
(1942), owes a great deal to the so-called vocabulary control movement of the 1920s
and the 1930s (Cowie 1998a, 6). The intellectual pursuits of the period focused
on how “to reduce the effort required to learn a foreign language by identifying
those (relatively few) words which carried the main burden of communication in
most everyday encounters” (Cowie 1999a, 15). The underlying assumption was
that acquiring a foreign language is greatly enhanced by eliminating the burden of
learning too many different words (Coady 1997). The question of how the vocabu-
lary can be reduced to a necessary minimum remained open, and three differing
approaches emerged in the course of that period. The first was called objective, the
second, subjective, and the third, logical (McArthur 1998a). These approaches will
be presented below, along with the General Service List (GSL), the outcome of the
collaborative effort to reach a compromise. The chapter begins with an overview
of the relevant intellectual activities that had taken place prior to the above period.

11 Early interests in vocabulary control

The interest in vocabulary control was not only a 20th century phenomenon.
Restricting the number of words to which beginning learners are exposed and
then gradually expanding the vocabulary at more advanced stages had been
known in language pedagogy for centuries (Cowie 1999a, 16). The principle of
gradation advocated by Jan Comenius, a 17th century philosopher and teacher
of Latin, assumed a gradual progression from the known to the unknown (How-
att 1984, 49-50). According to DeRocher et al. (1973, 1), as far back as ancient
Alexandria, scholars discriminated between frequent and rare words to facilitate
the learning of literary Greek by local students. In the 10th century of our era,
Talmudist scribes developed frequency counts of the words and ideas found in
their manuscripts in order to distinguish between usual and unusual words (Klare
1968, 14). The counts were made for teaching purposes: “to divide weekly Torah
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readings into comparable units of comprehensibility” (Zakaluk and Samuels 1996,
41; Lorge 1944).

However, vocabulary control was not limited to teaching. A particularly fruit-
ful area of application of restricted vocabularies was stenography. In 1588 Timo-
thy Bright published a treatise entitled Characterie, An Arte of Shorte, Swifte, and
Secrete Writing by Character. In order to facilitate note-taking, he devised a sys-
tem of symbols which was supposed to represent a minimum of 559 words. The
symbols were to be modified according to certain principles to indicate similar
or opposite meanings (Fries and Traver 1963, 2). The author provided a table of
approximately 6,000 words whose meanings were rendered by the words from
the minimum list, for example: Agree — Consent, Almanake — Booke, Antedate
— Before, and Disagree — Consent (Fries and Traver, 2-3). As Bright maintains,
he attempted to revive the ancient practice of shorthand to ensure efficient com-
munication in commerce and politics (Kitzes 2006). Bright's work is considered as
the first attempt in modern times at developing a controlled vocabulary capable of
expressing all necessary concepts in language (DeRocher et al. 1973, 2).

In the November 1843 issue of the Phonotypic Journal, Isaac Pitman, an edu-
cational reformer demonstrated how the task of taking notes in shorthand can
be made easier by collecting a limited number of words. The frequency counts
provided by Pitman were based on a modest selection of 10,000 words drawn
from 20 books (McArthur 1998a, 51). The selection included: saw (2), say (13),
see/sea (24), shall (34), short (2), so (25), spirit(ual) (13) (McArthur, 51). As can
be seen, Pitman conflated homophones (see/sea) and words related by mor-
phological derivation (spirit/spiritual), and made no distinction of whether saw
denoted a cutting tool or the past simple form of see. Although the system was
devoid of theoretical grounds, its practical value was appreciated by critics. In a
letter to the journal editor, James Biden pointed out that a very similar list had
been compiled around twenty years earlier by John Freeman (Biden 1843, 170).
The pamphlet in which the list was found was called “A method of teaching adult
persons to read; which is designed to obviate their objections and accelerate
their progress.” (Biden, 170)

A much more extensive project was conducted in German by EW. Kaeding
(1898), who compiled a list for the purpose of training stenographers. In his Héiu-
figkeitworterbuch der Deutschen Sprache, Kaeding assembled an alphabetical list of
word types on the basis of an astonishingly huge corpus of eleven million running
words extracted from a variety of sources (McArthur 1998a; Howatt 1984, 257).
The word types were accompanied by their frequency counts. Another undertak-
ing to aid stenographers was George Dewey’s The Relative Frequency of English
Speech Sounds, published in the United States in 1923 (Dewey 1923; McArthur
1998a). In an attempt to establish “the commonest syllables of English”’, Dewey
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compiled a list of 100,000 words from various types of text, including novels and
newspapers.

At the turn of the 20th century, there was a growing interest in undertak-
ing word counts for general educational purposes. An impetus to such activities
was British workers” dissatisfaction with the quality of spelling books available at
the time and the keen interest to replace them with more objective word counts
(McArthur 1998a, 52). The idea was that such counts would aid their pupils in
reading and spelling. Another contribution to the field is J. Knowles’ London
Point System of Reading for the Blind, published in 1904 (Knowles 1904). Knowles
selected 353 most common words out of a list of 100,000 words found in the Bible
and other texts in order to help blind students in reading (McArthur 1998a). Worth
mentioning is also R.C. Eldridge’s Six Thousand Common English Words (Eldridge
1911). In the note to the reader, the compiler explains that the “ultimate aim of
the work is the introduction of a limited vocabulary for universal use” (Eldridge
1911, 3). Eldridge believes that his selection of words is “already in frequent use
in some one or more of the principal languages and nations of the world includ-
ing the English” (Eldridge, 3). The vocabulary was supposed to enable people to
understand each other “though they had no other words in common” (Eldridge,
3). Apparently, Eldridge was inspired by the old idea of a possibility of develop-
ing a universal language that would solve cross-linguistic barriers in communica-
tion (McArthur 1998a, 53). The words selected were supposed to occur “the most
frequently in ordinary use’, and were retrieved from a few different newspapers
published in Buffalo on different dates (Eldridge 1911, 3). The words were listed
together with the figures denoting the raw frequencies with which they appeared
in a given newspaper. All in all, language learning, stenography, and the quest for
a universal vocabulary were the main areas of early application of vocabulary con-
trol (cf. McArthur 1998).

The 1920s and 1930s were a period of extensive research into vocabulary
control. Although it emerged as a promising area of language learning research,
it was accompanied by a great deal of controversy. A moot point was the prin-
ciples according to which a controlled vocabulary should be compiled. One of
the approaches gave priority to quantitative parameters of vocabulary selection.
Because the parameters were measurable, the approach was called objective. This
is what we will be concerned in the following section.

1.2 The objective approach to vocabulary selection

The adherents of the objective approach to vocabulary selection compiled restricted
vocabularies according to quantitative criteria of frequency and distribution of
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words in a corpus. This approach underpins the works of American researchers,
most notably Edward Thorndike and Ernest Horn, whose vocabulary lists were the
most extensive in the early 1930s (Gilner 2011).

121 Edward L. Thorndike

In 1921 Edward Thorndike published The Teacher’s Word Book, in which he listed
alphabetically 10,000 words that young native learners of English were likely to
find in their general reading. The book was intended to assist elementary and sec-
ondary school teachers in “estimating the commonness and importance of words”
(Thorndike 1921, iv), and to guide them in selecting suitable texts for their learn-
ers (Battenburg 1994). The words were selected manually on the basis of two sta-
tistical criteria: word frequency in the corpus of 4 million words, and range, that
is, the number of texts (out of 41) in which a word was found. To express the
two parameters, Thorndike devised a single measure, the so-called credit-number.
Each credit-number that accompanied a word in the list answered the question of
how often the word was used in the corpus and how widely it was used across the
texts (Thorndike 1921, iii). Thorndike’s corpus contained 41 texts, which made up
approximately 4 million words.

From the methodological point of view, Thorndike’s decision to take into
account range (i.e. the occurrence of a word across the texts) deserves credit, as it
reduces the overrepresentation of terms that are technical or genre-specific. They
occur relatively frequently in specialized texts but rarely in general ones. This fact
has a direct bearing on FL learning: it is more important for learners to learn the
words that occur ten times across various books than twenty times in one book.
Thorndike’s approach addresses the problem of what is representative of the gen-
eral language. He was well aware of the fact that it is not enough to determine how
common a word is, but also how widespread it is in the language. For a word to be
representative of the general language, it needs to occur frequently enough across
the various sublanguages or subcategories of the corpus.!

In 1931 Thorndike incorporated additional material to the list, which came
from over twenty new sources. Consequently, the list doubled in size, reaching
20,000 words. The book was published in 1932 under the title The Teacher’s Word

1. Range is a distributional requirement used by contemporary researchers as an important
measure for identification of stylistic features of a register. In order to determine so-called sty-
listic discriminators of a register, scholars determine those lexical bundles that are sufficiently
widespread across the texts from that register (Biber et al. 1999; Biber et al. 2003; Biber et al.
2004; Biber 2006; Grabowski 2015).
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Book of 20,000 Words. However, as a list to be used in elementary education, it was
criticized for including the words of dubious utility for children. As West observes
(1935, 9), escutcheon, evince, festal, and flaunt were on the list, but other more use-
ful words were not: aeroplane, marmalade, padlock, radio, slang.

With the cooperation of Irving Lorge, Thorndike expanded the list further in
1944. The list was published as The Teacher’s Word Book of 30,000 Words (Thorn-
dike and Lorge 1944). In spite of the shortcomings mentioned above, the book
achieved considerable success, and became an inspiration for subsequent language
educators until well into the 1970s (see Section 2.1.3). It was treated as an objective
reference point for the evaluation of course vocabularies and the construction of
vocabulary tests (McArthur 1998a).

1.2.2 Ernest Horn

Ernest Horn was a professor at the University of Iowa in the first half of the 1920s
(Schul and Hamot 2011). His interests ranged from the identification of word fre-
quency and the design of school curricula to the compilation of spelling vocabu-
laries (Gilner 2011). In his book A Basic Writing Vocabulary published in 1926,
Horn identified 10,000 most frequent words in a collection of texts from business
and personal correspondences, meeting reports, newspapers, and magazines. His
corpus consisted of approximately 5 million running words. Horn was alert to the
problem of the “lack of uniformity among the various investigations in the method
of tabulating words” (Horn 1926, 17; Gilner 2011, 67). Following Thorndike, he
took into consideration both the frequency and the distribution of words across
the corpus sample. Because the list was intended to be used for teaching spelling,
he deliberately excluded short words of up to three letters, which he found easy
to spell (DeRocher et al. 1973). In addition, he left out a few dozens of common
words ranked within the 100 most frequent English words.

1.2.3 Lawrence Faucett and Itsu Maki

Lawrence Faucett was the author of numerous EFL coursebooks, readers, teacher’s
guides, and teaching materials. In 1927 he published a successful book titled The
Teaching of English in the Far East, which brought him to prominence in the field
(Smith 2003, 2015). He was the first to teach a year-long training course for EFL
teachers in the UK. During his stay in Japan, he collaborated with Itsu Maki, a
researcher and teacher of English.

Lawrence Faucett and Itsu Maki combined Thorndike’s and Horn’s vocabu-
laries into one list by selecting only those lexemes that are common to both lists.
The compilers assigned new values to the words according to “frequency-range
importance”. The values varied from 1 to 120, the former indicating words of high
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frequency and wide range, and therefore most useful for learning and teaching
purposes, whereas the latter, words of minimum frequency-range. The vocabulary
was arranged into several classes comprising indispensable, essential, useful, and
special words. The compilers believed that their list would become “the essential
minimum vocabulary for teaching and testing”. (Faucett and Maki 1932, ii). In
1932, they published it under the title A Study of English-Word Values Statistically
Determined from the Latest Extensive Word Counts. The Faucett-Maki-Thorndike-
Horn list would later serve as a starting point for an Interim Report list (see 1.5.2)
(Faucett et al. 1936).

1.2.4 'The strengths and limitations of statistical word-counts

The studies of distribution of words yield support to the importance of frequent
words for language education. According to Zipf (1935), few words are very fre-
quent in the language, whereas most words are relatively rare. The former include
function words such as the, a, of, and, and at. Because they are often repeated,
they account for a very high proportion of the entire vocabulary. Research into the
distribution of words in the Brown corpus illustrates this point. In the frequency-
ranked list of word types from this corpus, the first 10 words constitute 23% of the
total count of tokens (Baroni 2006), the top 100 words, 45% of the corpus, whereas
the top 2000 words, as much as 80% of it (Bongers 1947; Francis and Kucera 1982).
According to Gilner (2011), regardless of the source from which a text originates,
around 2,000 words constitute 70% to 95% of all running words. In other words,
the reader has a high chance of encountering the same words throughout a text.
These words include not only function ones, which are the most frequent accord-
ing to Zipf, but also numerous lexical words that are widely used in the language.
This finding provides a sound basis for using frequency as a major criterion for
vocabulary selection in language learning. However, it will be shown below that
the results of such a selection can sometimes be at variance with the teacher’s
judgement as to what counts as useful for the learner.

Although the question of vocabulary selection was seemingly resolved with
the statistical criteria, the methods used by Thorndike and his followers came
under severe criticism. Critics highlighted several points, such as serious weak-
nesses of the source corpora, problems with determining the unit of counting
(i.e. what counts as a word), and a mismatch between the results of the statistical
method and teachers’ intuition.

As McArthur (1998a, 53) observes, the reliability of Thorndike’s counts is
diminished by the limitation of the corpus used, both in terms of its size and text
selection. The 41 books provided over 4 million words, of which three-fourths
(3 million words) were from the Bible and English classics, and the remaining
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one-fourth came from letters, books for children, elementary school textbooks, daily
newspapers, and general reading (e.g., books on cooking, farming, the trades, and
sewing) (Thorndike 1921, iii). The obvious weakness of this corpus, which Thorn-
dike collected with elementary and secondary school teachers in mind, was that it
was selective and unrepresentative of the English language as a whole. With a strong
bias towards written literature, the texts were selected as, what the author perhaps
considered to be, a standard for English education (McArthur 1998a, 53-5).

Other problems resulted from the difficulties in establishing what counts as a
word. The need for a consistent treatment of linguistic signs was especially acute
in the course of expanding the list by adding materials from different sources. The
compiler counted homographs as if they had been the same words, in the fashion
similar to that of Pitman, who in his early work of 1843 had failed to differentiate
between homophones (McArthur 1998a, 53). Furthermore, Thorndike ignored the
non-uniform treatment of word-forms in the source lists; for example, am, is, are,
were, and was were treated either as separate or the same words, depending on which
list they appeared in (McArthur 1998a). As McArthur points out (1998a, 54), the
conflation of the lists contributed not only to the increase in the size of the corpus
but also to the error affecting reliability of counts, resulting from the lack of a theory
of language. The problem of how to determine various lexical categories would be
the main strand of enquiry undertaken by Palmer (1929a, 1929b; see Section 1.3.1).

Another serious flaw of the objective approach was that the results did not
always tally with the teacher’s intuition (Richards 1974). Firstly, the approach
yielded different results, depending on the corpus used. While the first thou-
sand words were determined “with small likelihood of error”, the list beyond
that boundary would be significantly different if the sources had comprised
scientific and technical texts (Cowie 1999a, 16). Secondly, as Richards (1974,
72) observes, the method does not do justice to the common concrete words
which are often used in the classroom discourse. For example, soap, soup, basin,
bath, oven, dish, chalk, blackboard, pencil, umbrella, camera, stomach, and trou-
sers are among the words omitted from the first 2,000 items of Thorndike and
Lorge’s list, which in fact was compiled with the needs of children in mind. This
is surprising, as many of these words represent objects that children normally
encounter in the classroom.

It is worth mentioning in passing that hand, chalk, blackboard, and other
objects that are normally found in the school environment are rarely encountered
by adults in everyday life. This is exactly why the compilers of the GSL (see 1.5.2)
excluded words for these objects from the list because the list was intended to be
of general service to foreign learners of all ages. As they explain, the words “might,
without detriment, be forgotten as soon as the child leaves school” (Faucett et al.
1936: 15).
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In turn, as Richards (1974, 72) continues, within the first 1,000 words of
frequency-based lists compiled by Thorndike and others (i.e. Horn and Dewey),
one finds abstract verbs of doubtful utility for foreign learners: construct, com-
mit, charge, approve, dispose, err, execute, stock, lack, and grant. The words missing
from that range are soft, hungry, animal, catch, corner, dirty, and worry. The above
inconsistencies led critics to argue that word frequency alone is insufficient for
vocabulary selection, and that there is no straightforward relationship between
word frequency and its usefulness for a learner (Richards, 72).

One implication of the statistical studies of distribution of words is that by
learning the top 2,000 words, learners can understand the vast majority of the lexi-
cal content of any text. However, as Richards (1974) argues, this is not tantamount
to the learner’s full understanding of a text. He goes to explain that although learn-
ers who are familiar with these words (i.e. the top 2,000) are able to recognize 80%
of the text vocabulary, they may fail to understand the text, as the information
essential to comprehension may be hidden in the remaining 20% of the vocabu-
lary. It is in these outsiders that the essential information may lie. This type of
vocabulary tends to be high in information content (see Lyons 1969), and thus
may be crucial to communication. Richards (1974, 72) illustrates this point by
comparing the following two sentences:

(1) He came in and put a thing on the bed.
(2)  Mr. Smith shuffled into the bedroom and placed a jacket on the bunk.

The first sentence uses the words of high frequency, that are of general utility to
learners. They express the most general meaning, and are “as culture-free as cal-
culus, with no literary, aesthetic or emotional aspirations” (Quirk 1982, 43). Nev-
ertheless, as Richards (1974) argues, it is the second sentence that carries more
information. This is due to the use of semantically richer words. Because the low-
frequency words, shuffle, jacket, and bunk, are hyponyms of the high-frequency
words from the first sentence (i.e. come, thing, bed respectively), the second sen-
tence contributes more information to the communication than the first sentence.
The researcher concludes that foreign language learners need not only the words
that are highly frequent and widely distributed in the language, but also other
words that cannot be identified by frequency and range. There were other voices
that called the objective approach into question. The voices were given by the fol-
lowers of the subjective approach.

1.3 The subjective approach

While the American interest in vocabulary control was essentially centred on sta-
tistical word-counts, British researchers relied more on their pedagogic intuition
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and experience. They believed that experts’ judgments provide more satisfactory
grounds for compiling controlled vocabularies than any frequency-based deci-
sions (Cowie 1999a). The leading figures of this approach were Harold Palmer and
Michael West.

1.3.1  Harold Palmer

A great deal of initial work within the framework of the subjective approach was
done by Harold Palmer, a language researcher and educator. Palmer taught Eng-
lish in Belgium, then in London, and finally in Tokyo, where he served as director
of the Institute for Research in English Teaching (IRET). He took a dim view of
“objective” word counts offered by Eldridge and Thorndike, arguing that any sta-
tistical work needs “precise definitions” of the items under investigation (Bongers
1947, 81). Palmer did not accept the fact that existing word counts completely
ignored homonyms, multiple meanings of words, and relationships between
derivatives and their roots (Cowie 1999a). He believed that none of these factors
can be overlooked when a vocabulary is to satisfy the learner’s receptive and pro-
ductive needs. It is remarkable that the factors are still relevant to the compilation
of contemporary vocabularies for teaching purposes. Some of the factors are by no
means easy to control, in particular the multiplicity of word meanings remains a
cause for concern for compilers of dictionaries and teaching materials (Meer 2004;
Lew 2013). The disambiguation problem is caused by the inherent semantic ambi-
guity of words. While many words have meanings that are relatively fixed, others
acquire a large part of their meanings from context (Lew 2013, 286).

As a language teacher and advisor to the Japanese Ministry of Education,
Palmer engaged in developing graded word-lists which served as a lexical base for
writing simplified texts for different-level groups of students. The words lists were
prepared in such a way that the students could learn English key words in stages,
from around 300 to 3,000 most important words. This strategy ensured a limita-
tion on the number and scope of vocabulary items to which learners were exposed
(Battenburg 1994, 136). In the course of revisions, the 1,000-word minimum list
appeared to be the most popular. Palmer believed it to be “the necessary mini-
mum’, which “would account for the great bulk of any text composed in ‘everyday
English” (Cowie 1999a, 16). According to his estimates, the words on his 1,000-
word list would cover 85% of a text, while 3,000 words would account for 95 per
cent of a text. The latter estimate was proved accurate by Bongers (1947) in the
study of Shaw’s Doctor’s Dilemma (96.1%), Arnold Bennett’s The Card (95.2%),
and a number of other literary works (Howatt 1984, 257). Palmer maintained that
candidates for key words should be established by experienced teachers themselves
using, what he called, “vocabulary sense” (McArthur 1998a, 58). This opinion was
shared by Michael West, a fellow researcher working in Bengal (58).
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In 1927, when Palmer accepted a proposal from IRET to compile a controlled
vocabulary for Japanese learners of English, he set out to establish various lexical
categories (Cowie 1999b, 4). As Cowie (4) points out, it is Palmer’s “almost obses-
sive preoccupation with the definition of lexical units” that shaped his vocabulary
as well the future learner’s dictionary. The categorization problem was addressed
in his two 1929 papers, entitled “What shall we call a word?” and “What is an
idiom?” Palmer developed a typology of form-classes: miologs, which referred to
what we would now call morphemes; monologs, a name for contemporary word
forms; and polylogs, a name for collocations and phrases (Howatt 1984). In his
quest for lexical categories, the researcher attempted to solve a perennial problem
in lexicography, namely which vocabulary items merit headword status and which
do not (see McArthur 1998a, 58). He coined the terms headword and subword to
make a distinction which was relevant not only to the conception of his word-lists,
but also to FL dictionaries. This conceptual distinction had enormous influence on
the selection of the vocabulary for the GSL (Gilner 2011). Headword represented
the main entry, while subword, the items associated with the headword, in particu-
lar derivatives, compounds, and idiomatic expressions (McArthur 1998a, 58). An
example of Palmer’s approach can be the following entry:

accept: v
acceptance: n
acceptable: adj
unacceptable: adj
(Bongers 1947)

As we can see above, Palmer grouped words together in order to show that they
are linked by derivational affinities to the common core. His approach to the entry
structure foreshadowed the type of microstructure that would become a long-time
standard in OALD. The nested structure was used in ISED/ALD]I and its numer-
ous revisions up to the end of the 20th century.?,’ Palmer was the first to raise the
issue of the lexicographic presentation of words for EFL learners. His lists were

2. The nested type of microstructure was used in the early EFL dictionaries, but as such, it
was not novel to popular dictionaries for native speakers. For example, concise dictionaries
at the turn of the 20th century, such as Chamberss Twentieth Century Dictionary (1901) and
Concise Oxford Dictionary (1911), had placed derivatives, compounds, and multi-word expres-
sions under a common core (root or base word). However, this layout resulted from the policy
of space saving rather than the need to make the user aware of derivational affinities.

3. Until the 5th edition of Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (OALD51995), the dic-
tionary favored a nested type of microstructure, with derivatives and compounds being clus-
tered together under a common core.
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designed not merely to establish which words were necessary for communication,
but chiefly to reduce the burden on the learner’s memory. The latter was to be
achieved by clustering words around their cores. Certainly, this strategy was pro-
ductively useful, as it made the user aware of derivational relationships among
words. To some extent, it was also useful for decoding, as the awareness of such
affinities would help the reader understand unfamiliar but predictable derivatives.
Nevertheless, Palmer’s layout gave a higher priority to production than reception.
This information layout contrasted with that of LDOCE (all editions), a reception-
oriented dictionary which assigns separate entry status to complex and compound
forms as well as phrasal verbs.

Palmer was the first to compile a word-list by collecting word families rather
than just spelling forms (Gilner 2011). This methodology stood in contrast to that
of Thorndike, whose list of 1921 had been an alphabetically arranged set of spell-
ing forms selected on the basis of their occurrence in the corpus. Palmer’s meth-
odology would be followed by West (1953), as well as more recent researchers
including Xue and Nation (1984) and Coxhead (2000) (see Chapter 2).

Palmer collaborated with A. S. Hornby in a research project which led to the
compilation of 1,000 word-list published as Thousand-Word English (1937). The
list provided the elementary words that foreign learners of English “would do well
to learn first” (Palmer and Hornby 1937, 7). The vocabulary was regarded as “the
most useful and practicable of its kind for writing or adapting reading materials”
(Cowie 19994, 19). The vocabulary selection, however, was not based purely on
the compilers’ intuitions. As they admitted, the method was “partly subjective,
partly objective, and partly the empirical (or experimental) method” (Palmer and
Hornby 1937, 12). The compilation process began with a draft list proposed by
Hornby “for the purpose of re-writing stories of more ambitious content” (Palmer
1936, 21; cited in Cowie 1999a, 19). The list was verified subjectively on the basis
of the compilers’ experiences as teachers and writers of teaching materials (Stein
2002b, 5). Then the researchers made sure that the list included all the common
words found in the objective lists available at the time, in particular Thorndike’s
Teacher’s Word Book and Palmer’s 3,000-word list that was incorporated into the
Second Interim Report on Vocabulary Selection (Stein 2002b, 5). This part of the
selection was carried out following the objective criterion. Finally, they tested
the vocabulary of the list by rewriting, or paraphrasing, various texts within this
vocabulary. Meanwhile, they kept revising the list in order to make sure that the
words selected were absolutely useful (Cowie 1999a). Paraphrasing was the funda-
mental method for establishing the most useful words by West (see 1.3.2), as well
as Ogden and Richards (see 1.4).

Palmer and Hornby’s Thousand-Word English was not merely a list of alpha-
betically arranged words, but a compilation of elaborate entries containing a range
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of information types, from inflectional forms and derivatives to meanings and
phonetic transcriptions, all gathered together under a common base or root word.
An example entry is shown below.

APPEAR [0 pid], v.

(1. = come into sight)

(2. = seem)

appearance [9pisrans], 7.

disappear [diso pior], v.

disappearance [diso “piorons], n.
(Thousand-Word English 1937)

A similar approach was adopted by Palmer and his collaborators in compiling
A General Service List (GSL) in 1936 (see 1.5.2). Published as part of the Interim
Report on Vocabulary Selection (Interim Report), the GSL also offered illustrative
examples and collocations, the latter selected by Hornby. Such “structured lexi-
cons” served as a framework for the compilation of learners’ dictionaries (Cowie
2009, 389). Although neither of the lists provided syntactic patterns, they had a
great deal of encoding potential, of which Palmer was not fully aware at that time
(Cowie 1999b, 6).

In 1938, Palmer compiled A Grammar of English Words (GEW). The book was
essentially a grammar designed specifically to meet encoding needs of learners,
though, as the editor remarks, it could also be entitled A Grammatical Dictionary
of English Words (Palmer 1938). It was a collection of only 1,000 core words that
for various reasons presented considerable difficulties for foreign learners. Being a
small volume of 300 pages, it provided a great deal of productively-useful informa-
tion, which ranged from illustrative examples, verb patterns, glosses specifying the
context of use, and alternative words embedded in supporting examples, to part-
of-speech (POS) labels. For many words the compiler deliberately omitted defini-
tions on the assumption that the meanings were sufficiently clear from illustrative
examples. The definitions given served as brief indications of meaning, in line with
the purpose of the dictionary.

It is worth noting that Palmer’s system of construction patterns used in
GEW was a result of several years of his research in this area. At the early stage
of the research, he observed that “it is not so much the words of English nor the
grammar of English that make English difficult, but that that vague and unde-
fined obstacle to progress in the learning of English consists for the most part
in the existence of so many odd comings-together-of-words” (Palmer 1933, 13;
cited in Cowie 1999b). Palmer paid particular attention to complementation
and categorization of verbs according to various usages. In 1932, he designed
patterns for his students to guide them on verb syntax, and published them in
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Some Notes on Construction-Patterns. A few years later, he greatly elaborated
the scheme and used it in GEW. The scheme was further refined by Hornby
for a much larger dictionary, ISED (Rundell 2008a). Hornby improved the pre-
sentation of verb patterns by arranging them in tables and dividing them into
transitive and intransitive ones (Cowie 1999a, 33). Both Palmer and Hornby
were committed to meeting the encoding needs of learners, and GEW and ISED
embodied the results of their work. West set a different goal: his primary inter-
est was in developing learners’ receptive skills, and vocabulary control was cen-
tral to this task.

1.3.2 Michael West

Michael West (1888-1973) is a crucial figure in the history of vocabulary control.
He was the principal compiler of NMED (1935), the first dictionary for EFL learn-
ers prepared with a restricted defining vocabulary. By the time NMED was pub-
lished, West had already gained a reputation as the leading British writer of EFL
textbooks (Smith 2003).

While working as a colonial educator in the Indian Education Service, he
was posted to Bengal in 1912. The fundamental question that West addressed was
whether the vocabulary necessary for reading was different from that of speak-
ing. West regarded reading to be a priority for bilingual learners, so he focused
his efforts on making reading material more intelligible to his Bengali students
(Cowie 1999a, 22). He experimented with a series of textbooks for FL learners,
showing how strict vocabulary control can help students acquire reading skills
relatively easily without the presence of a teacher. The results of the experiment
were reported in Bilingualism with Special Reference to Bengal and in Learning to
Read a Foreign Language, both published in 1926. He maintained that readability
of literary texts can be improved by adhering to two principles. The first principle
holds that rare, dated, and specialized words should be replaced with common
ones, and the second, that distributing new words at slow rate allows sufficient
time for the reader to absorb them (Cowie 1999a, 7; Schmitt 2000).

In 1927 he published the first volume of The New Method Readers, a series of
simplified texts written within a restricted vocabulary (West 1927b). The readers
were graded by stage, from early beginner to advanced. The vocabulary of the
first five volumes consisted of 1,779 words. It had been identified through experi-
mentation by constant rewriting of literary texts, substituting common words for
rare ones, and keeping a record of the words used (Stein 2002b, 17). These strate-
gies allowed West to make adjustments to the texts being written as well as the
vocabulary list. The list was considered to be the adequate vocabulary for general
purposes (Stein, 17).
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The preparation of a simplified story involved decisions regarding the use
of low-frequency words, many of which were, as he noted, unavoidable. To that
end, West performed an initial analysis of the lexical content of the story. As he
explained, “[t]he story must first be told through mentally in order to observe
what words of low frequency are likely to be inextricably involved in the plot”
(West 1927a, 23). He looked for the words which he could not do without and
accepted them within certain limits, as he pointed out: “if there are too many the
story must be rejected” (West 1927a, 23). While writing the first draft, he selected
new words from the frequency lists available at the time, including Thorndike’s
(see also Stein 2002b). He also referred to the vocabulary of the other books in the
series to check, at a regular pace (i.e. “every third or fourth word®), if a word had
already been used and if it had been employed in the same meaning (West 1927a,
23). New words were systematically highlighted in boldface and recorded on the
margin to draw the reader’s attention. The final draft was read through in order
to detect any awkward expressions resulting from the use of low-frequency words
(West 1927a).

When West laid down the criteria for the minimum adequate vocabulary of a
school course, he was careful not to restrict the learner’s profile, emphasizing that
the words should be usable for a wide range of learners:

The vocabulary should be usable by a boy or girl in a moderately civilized envi-
ronment — not a big city nor a mere country village. The principle of Negative
Selection was employed: a word or item should not be included unless it was such
as to be useful to boys and girls, in town and country. (West 1960, 39)

West’'s minimum adequate vocabulary included “common environmental words”,
that is, the words which were “a part of the environment of all men”, for example,
sleep, eat, bed, food (West 1954). These words were independent of students’ age,
country, culture, etc., and thus were more predictable than the words related to
their interests and preoccupations:

Obviously, it is possible to select a list of Content Words provided that we have
only one pupil and know all about his present and his immediate future. ... for
example, the boy will not need names of articles of female apparel, but the girl
will need names of male clothing because she will have to mend them. Add to our
urban boy and girl a country lad: he may need more agricultural words, but not
need so many of the luxuries of the city. ... Suppose we have to consider not three
pupils, but thirty? —or all the pupils ... in the whole world? ... The larger the area
and number of pupils the less one can predict. (West 1954)

West recommended that the minimum vocabulary “should be taught and remem-
bered” by the student, and that the words qualifying for this vocabulary had to be
useful for a wide range of learners:
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‘Will it be useful to all my pupils after they leave school? Will it be often neces-
sary?’ If so, include it and ensure that it is remembered. If not, treat it as an ad
hoc word, something necessary for this lesson but not worth permanent storage.

(West 1960, 39-40)

The preparation of the vocabulary for speaking and writing incorporated the same
method of paraphrasing. West tested the substitutional power of the vocabulary
of the list by rewriting plays, novels, adventure stories, business conversations
and other texts that a learner was likely to produce (West 1954, 125). He checked
whether the listed words were capable of expressing all the ideas mentioned in the
text, noting the words that were “absolutely essential” for the context but miss-
ing from the word-list. He also employed this strategy in writing definitions for
NMED.

1.3.2.1  West'’s defining vocabulary

The vocabulary of the New Method Readers was only a starting point for a more
ambitious project. The aim of this project was to “discover what smallest vocabu-
lary is adequate for the writing of a dictionary, — what least number of words is
capable of defining or describing the idea of all other (ordinary non-technical)
words” (West 1935: 20). Another question that West asked is still pertinent to
contemporary lexicography: “If you are writing the explanations of English words
in English, how do you know that the foreigner will know the explaining words
which you use?” (West 1935, 7).

In the initial draft of the dictionary, West and his collaborator James Endicott
attempted to write definitions using the vocabulary of the first five volumes of the
New Method Readers, that is, 1,779 words (West 1935, 20). This vocabulary served
“merely as a starting point” for writing definitions because the compilers wanted
to “avoid prejudice in favour of [their] original vocabulary” (20). At the same time,
they set a goal of discovering which words merit their existence in the dictionary.
As the dictionary progressed, new defining problems came to light, prompting the
lexicographers to revise the original list further. As West (1935, 21) explains, the
main part of the dictionary was written twice: “the first time on a smaller scale
with less idioms, and the second time on a more elaborate plan”. The compilers
even experimented with a small set of vocabulary items, consisting of 1,200 words,
but this attempt turned out to be “a failure” (West, 21).

In the year of publication of NMED (1935), West also wrote Definition Vocab-
ulary (West 1935), in which he laid down the selection criteria for his DV. In this
account, he raised several problems relevant to learner’s lexicography. He identi-
fied shortcomings of definitions in native-speaker dictionaries, such as circularity,
defining obscurum per obscurius (e.g., digenite “a variety of chalcocite or copper-
glance”), and the use of a string of near-synonyms that neither match the headword
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in meaning, nor are intelligible to the user (e.g., seemingly “fittingly, becomingly”)
(West 1935, 8). He noticed that many common words were defined by means of
words which the user was unlikely to know. In order to avoid misunderstandings,
West suggested the use of words that are assumed to be known by the learner, and
ideally each word in one meaning only (West 1935, 8). Therefore, he suggested that
editors establish beforehand whether the word wrong should be used in the mean-
ing of “moral wrongness” or “incorrectness.” According to West, the criterion of
frequency was unsatisfactory for identifying the words familiar to foreign learners.
He noticed that the first eight thousand words on Thorndike’s list include escutch-
eon, evince, festal, and flaunt, apparently because they were frequent in specialist
texts, but surprisingly there was no aeroplane, marmalade or radio (West 1935, 9).
West was well aware of the fact that a restricted defining vocabulary may result in
definitions being excessively lengthy. He noted that a similar problem arises in the
case of the so-called double definitions, to which lexicographers resort when they
define semantically complex words. Definitions of such words require the use of
related words of low-frequency (e.g., pickle and vinegar in the definition of gher-
kin), which in turn need to be defined for the learner. West (1935) considered the
inclusion of such words into the DV, concluding that they may extend the word
list. On the other hand, he argued that, if these words keep recurring in other
definitions, learners “may automatically acquire or deliberately learn [them] in the
course of using the dictionary” (1935, 5).

In the NMED DV, West and Endicott included “the commonest and reason-
ably regular prefixes and suffixes”, which could be attached to the base words
already on the list (West 1935, 16). In this way, the compilers assumed that learn-
ers would be able to infer the meanings of derivatives used in definitions. The user
was supposed to know the affixes prior to consulting the dictionary. Obviously,
this strategy worked as long as the meaning of a resulting word was fully pre-
dictable from its parts, and West realized the consequences of using derivatives
and compounds whose meanings were not directly retrievable from the structure
(Cowie 1999b, 9). By using transparent items in definitions, a great deal of space
could be saved and defining vocabulary could be kept short.

In the course of the dictionary project, West and Endicott kept a separate list
of the words that had been excluded from the original 1,779 word-list but which
turned out to be desired for some other reasons. The compilers listed the “desired”
words along with other words for definitions of which they were needed, some-
times providing brief remarks explaining the reasons. For example, flavour was
wanted for definitions of spice and herb, because taste was insufficient for that pur-
pose; both hiccup and sneeze were needed because “[r]eflex actions are difficult to
define”; and cure was needed for definitions of antibody, hospital, and sanatorium,
but, as the remark explains, both cure and heal were needed because “[h]eal is
cheaper; [c]ure is wider” and “one cannot cure a wound” (West 1935, 73).
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By the time the dictionary was completed, the lexicographers identified in the
original vocabulary 552 “doubtful” words which were “open to objection” (West,
21). They also added 61 words which they “could not get on without, that is, it
was impossible to give a satisfactory definition in a large number of cases without
bringing in one of these words” (West, 20). In this way, the following words were
“forced into” the vocabulary:

acid, active, amuse, behaviour, belief, bitter, brain, card / cards, central, chalk,
cheap, clever, continual / continually / continuous, copy, cotton, curve, dig

/ dug, electric / electrical / electricity, enable, enclose, engine, female, fold,
frame, furniture, gas / gaseous, heap, hook, imaginary / imagination, insect,
instrument, jelly, lawyer, lend / lent, male, medicine, medical, metal, mixture,
muscle, neat, note (of music), noun, ornament, participle, pig, plural, police /
policeman, post (e.g., wooden), priest, quality, race (running), rail / railway,
relation (family and science), rubber, science / scientist / scientific, second
(time), shelf, skill / skillful, slide, snake, solid, sour, steam, stem, surface, tense
(of verb), theatre, thread, twist, university, upright, vegetable, weigh, willing,
wire.

Some of the above words were considered to be useful as superordinate terms (e.g.,
behaviour, belief, engine, furniture, insect, instrument, metal, noun, quality, rela-
tion, science, skill, surface, vegetable) (Cowie 1999b, 10; Smith 2003, xx). The words
were useful in defining other words, because they were neither too specific nor
too general, and thus were capable of encompassing a great deal of concepts, both
concrete and abstract. Cowie (1999a) observes that as many as 17 of the above
additions feature in the defining list of OALD5 (1995) and all, but one (ornament),
in the list of LDOCE3 (1995). It is worth adding that some of them, such as quality,
had already been extremely frequent in native-speaker dictionaries (Atkins and
Rundell 2008). Other categories of words needed for defining were the names of
grammatical classes (e.g., noun, participle, tense, plural).

In Definition Vocabulary, West reports on an experiment in which he and
his collaborators evaluated words according to the range of reference. The words
ranked highest were those that entered into a “number of subjects of conversation
or discourse” (West 1935, 22). This is how he compares three words for kinds of
fruit:

it is evident that Orange is the more valuable word, since it is a fruit, a colour and
a shape, and its flowers have romantic associations. Apple is less valuable as a
colour, of no importance as a shape, but is has a slight extra importance in respect
of story and fable material. Banana is merely a food, with a slight value as a shape

(West 1935, 23)

West adds that word range may not necessarily correlate with frequency. He finds
that while a high-frequency word butter is “merely a food” and falls into very few
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categories, a low-frequency word superfluous “might apply to anything” (West,
23). The above experiment served as evidence for West’s decisions regarding the
selection of the DV.

In the final stage of the work, the compilers compared the vocabulary with
ten other word lists, including Ogden’s The Basic Words, Horn et al’s Vocabulary
of Children Before Entering the First Grade, Palmer and Hornby’s Standard Eng-
lish Vocabulary, and Rejall's Commonly Used English Words on Adult Education.
The lexicographers identified the words which figured on these lists but were
missing from their vocabulary. Although none of the words was admitted to the
final vocabulary, they selected 237 items as worthy of inclusion, for example,
almost, charge, cheap, false, information, reply, situation, toilet, and trip (West,
24 and 93).

By adopting the Readers vocabulary and constantly revising and refining it,
West and Endicott arrived at a relatively small set of words, as judged by mod-
ern standards (note that OALD5 claims to use over 3,400 items). The vocabulary
consisted of only 1,490 items. As the editors explain, the vocabulary serves as the
metalanguage for the definitions of 23,898 items, so that “Anyone who knows
these 1,490 words will be able to understand every explanation given in this dic-
tionary” (West and Endicott 1956 [1935], iii). In addition to the restrictions on
defining words, they also limited the number of words being defined to a subset
of the lexicon. The dictionary was intended for intermediate learners as an aid to
reading (Cowie 2009). A revised version of NMED appeared in 1965. Its title An
International Reader’s Dictionary (West 1965) explicitly indicates the function of
the dictionary as a companion to simplified readers.

1.4 'The logical approach

In the 1920s Charles Kay Ogden and Ivor Armstrong Richards were preoccupied
with the development of a controlled vocabulary on principles somewhat differ-
ent from Thorndike’s statistical counts and Palmer’s teaching experience. Ogden
and Richards experimented with paraphrasing complex words in order to estab-
lish a limited set of words that keep recurring in the paraphrases and that are
most useful for defining purposes. In this way, using the logic of substitution, they
arrived at a self-contained core vocabulary of English. According to Ogden, lan-
guage is organized hierarchically, with different levels of words. Words of lower
levels, which are of importance only to specialists, can be replaced with those of a
higher level (Gordon 1994, vol. 2, 302-303). Hence, “quadruped is redundant in a
vocabulary which contains animal, four, and leg” (302-303).
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According to Richards, the idea of restricting a vocabulary for general com-
municative purposes emerged in the course of writing Chapter 5 of the Meaning of
Meaning (1923) by Ogden and Richards:

We were comparing definitions — definitions of anything from a table to a force
and from a rabbit to a concept — and we were struck by the fact that, whatever
you are defining, certain words keep coming into your definitions no matter how
diverse the things you are defining. This suggests that there might be a limited set
of words in terms of which the meaning of all other words might be stated. If so,
then a very limited language is possible, a language which would put a descrip-
tion (using only this limited set of words) in the place of any word outside this
limited set. That, of course, is an old idea, the idea of the ‘universal characteristic’
that was intriguing Leibniz, Bishop Wilkins, and others in the century before the
Royal Society of Arts was founded. (Gordon 1994, vol. 2, 13-15)

The vocabulary project came to fruition in the late 1920s, and resulted in the devel-
opment of a controlled language known as Basic English. It was a restricted subset
of English developed for foreigners learning this language and anybody trying to
communicate across national borders. Basic English was to “take as little of the
learner’s time as possible” (Ogden 1931, 9). It was intended as a “system in which
everything may be said for all the purposes of everyday existence: the common
interests of men and women, general talk, news, trade, and science” (Ogden, 9).
Basic was an acronym for “British American Scientific International Commercial’,
a name that explicitly highlighted both the target readership and the simplicity of
the system for foreign learners.

The main principles of this language were laid down in Basic English: A Gen-
eral Introduction with Rules and Grammar (1930). Basic made use of an extremely
limited vocabulary of 850 words and a simple syntax. The brevity of the system was
one of its most noteworthy, though strongly criticized, features. As Ogden argues,

The fact [...] that it is possible to say almost everything we normally desire to
say with the 850 words on the frontispiece, which occupy about three-quarters of
the space on the back of an ordinary sheet of business notepaper, is not without
significance. (Ogden 1930, 7)

The vocabulary was divided into the names of things (i.e. nouns), names of quali-
ties (i.e. adjectives), and operation words (i.e. mainly function words and verbs).
The names of things constituted the largest part of the vocabulary: 400 general
words, such as account, act, addition, adjustment, and 200 picturable words, such
as angle, ant, apple, arch. There were 150 names of qualities, and 100 operation
words. The latter included a number of function words, such as about, across, after,
against, as, for, of, a, the, I, here, and only 18 verbs, predominantly lexical ones:
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come, get, give, go, keep, let, make, put, seem, take, be, do, have, say, see, send, may,
will. It is the verbs which vividly demonstrate Ogden’s reductionist approach to the
selection of the vocabulary. As John Russo notes,

Ogden finally needed just sixteen [lexical] verbs, [...] plus twenty prepositions, to
take over the work of innumerable verbs. Abandon, abdicate, abjure, cede, desert,
desist, forego, forsake, ... relinquish, renounce, resign, vacate, withdraw and yield
could be removed; give up could take their place”

(Russo 1989, 400; cited in Koeneke 2004, 93)

The verbs combined with prepositions or adverbials were considered very useful
for the learner, for they conveyed the meanings of numerous verbs outside Ogden’s
list. In the words of Richards, “[i]f we jump, we go up and down, if we raise a build-
ing, we put it up, and if we raze it, we take it down. If we donate a thing we give it
to someone or something” (cited in Koeneke 2004, 93 and Podhajecka 2016, 374).
Ogden’s reductionist approach to verbs has been praised by Fries and Traver (1963,
90), who maintain that restricting the number of verbs to a necessary minimum
is “not only theoretically sound but helpful from a practical point of view” As
they argue, verbs display a large number of meanings imposed by context, so their
exclusion makes sense because it reduces significantly the learning burden of the
list. Ogden admitted phrasal verbs, metaphorical extensions of verbs, their idiom-
atic usages, and semantically opaque compounds. All of them were the targets of
criticism.

Ogden did not specify meanings in which the words were used, though sim-
plicity and clarity required that the words be used only in fundamental meanings
(Chruszczewski 2006, 18; Crabbe 2017). Neither did he restrict the range of pos-
sible derivatives and word combinations. However, Ogden allowed for the use of a
limited set of affixes: plural -s, negative un- for adjectives, present and past partici-
ples, adverbial -y, and agent -er. Thus, with the aid of a few word-formation rules,
the learner could create new words from those already on the list; for example,
“designer, designing, and designed, from design, or air-plane from air and plane”
(Ogden 1931, 9). The compounds of the following structures were allowed for:
verb plus particle (phrasal verbs), noun plus noun, and adjective plus noun. Syntax
was simplified by using active sentences formed on the following pattern: “I will
put the record on the machine now” (Ogden 1931, 10). This sentence structure
was supposed to ensure that words were used in their “right and natural” places
(Ogden, 10). Ogden maintained that Basic “could be learnt in a week or ‘at worst’
in a month, and once acquired, could be used to express any meaning that could
also be expressed in normal English” (Howatt 1984, 251).

As mentioned earlier, Ogden arrived at the basic vocabulary using the method
of substitution rather than drawing on any statistical data or teaching experience.
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His method was based on paraphrasing a word within other basic words or replac-
ing it by a word “at a higher level” (Gordon 1994, vol. 2, 302-303). Therefore, it was
acceptable to dispense with certain words by using “a clear but somewhat clumsy
substitute” (Gordon, 269). The inclusion of a pair of opposite words in the vocabu-
lary would not make sense because one of them can be explained in terms of the
other. Thus, the following words were excluded from the vocabulary:

- all words (with the exception of common objects) which can be defined in not
more than ten other words,

- words which, whether capable of definition within the set limit or not, are
primarily emotive rather than referential, according to the distinction estab-
lished in the theory of symbolism,*

- words which, though not capable of definition within the set limit, have chiefly
a literary or stylistic value,

- words which, whether capable of such definition or not, are used in contexts
too abstruse for the level of general communication. (Gordon, 273)

Interestingly, Basic English was “remarkably similar” to the GSL (McArthur 1978,
60). This is perhaps because the lists shared a large proportion of highly frequent
and widely used lexical items.

Nevertheless, Basic English provoked considerable controversy in the 1930s
and the early 1940s (Howatt 1984, 250). In 1934, a harsh criticism came from
West, Swenson, and others who published a paper under the title “A Critical
Examination of Basic English”. The researchers disapproved the system for using
considerably more than 850 words and for employing the words in a great vari-
ety of meanings. According to West and his collaborators, the alleged number of
words was “a considerable understatement” (West et al. 1934, 10), as the actual
number reached 1061, and included 76 international words; 48 names of days,
months, and numbers; 18 pronouns, and 18 irregular forms of verbs. The vocab-
ulary, said West, failed to cater for the needs of all groups of learners. Arguing
against the alleged usefulness of Basic for learners of all ages, West pointed out that
numerous international words that Ogden permitted, such as chauffeur, dynamite,
radium, torpedo, and volt, can hardly be known to non-European children (West
etal. 1934, 10). The critical voices were also supported publicly by Palmer (Howatt

4. In The Meaning of Meaning (1923), Ogden and Richards introduced their famous triangle
of meaning, distinguishing between symbols, thoughts, and things. This distinction under-
pins their notion of symbolism. They argued that words do not communicate anything by
themselves, but stand for something only when used by the thinker. They drew a dividing line
between the referential use of words and their emotive function (Nerlich 1992).
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1984). Recent critics maintain that Basic produces unnatural English. For exam-
ple, Carter (2012, 41) points out that the system is not suited to spoken interaction
because of a lack of the words that typically occur in social communication, such
as good-bye and thank you, and the necessity of using lengthy periphrases. Such
expressions as put a question and have a desire for make the language “inevitably
rather neutral or slightly formal” (Carter, 41).

According to Nyberg et al. (2003, 250), Basic “was seen as a mere curios-
ity, unsuitable for any practical purpose” However, the system gained Winston
Churchill’s acceptance, who regarded it to be “worth serious consideration”
(McArthur 1998, 115). Even in spite of Palmer and West’s heavy criticism, who
considered Basic as “a kind of second-class artificial pidgin English”, Churchill
was not discouraged from believing in its practical usefulness (McArthur 1998,
115). As a result, he asked Palmer to develop Basic further in order to “make it
more natural” (115). The idea that Basic would become an international medium
of communication was especially appealing to Churchill. In a speech delivered at
Harvard in 1943, he praised the idea of an international language:

Here you have, a deftly wrought plan for an international language capable of
very wide transactions of practical business and of interchange of ideas ... It
would certainly be a grand convenience for us all to be able to move freely about
the world - and to find everywhere a medium, albeit primitive, of intercourse and
understanding. (cited in Flesch 1944, 339)

In spite of the heavy criticism, the influence of Basic English on teaching English
continues to be felt in modern times. Today the vocabulary makes part of Wiki-
pedia’s Simple English and is used by language education companies, such as the
Berlitz English Language School (Goddard and Wierzbicka 2018, 19). A number
of literary, business, and scientific readers written in Basic English have been pre-
pared as teaching materials, for example, Robinson Crusoe, Julius Caesar, Stories
from the Bible, Basic for Business, and Basic English Applied: Science, to mention
but a few (Battenburg 1994, 137). Simplified readers are now advocated as an
effective form of extensive reading (Krashen 2011, 27). Because they are easy to
read, they are more encouraging than authentic texts (Martinez 2015). Readers
serve as a bridge to reading texts in original English. Basic English found its way
into lexicography; for example, The Basic Dictionary (1932) renders the most
common 7,500 words of “normal English” into Basic English, and The General
Basic English Dictionary (1940) offers around 20,000 words and their meanings
defined in Basic.

Basic English was intended to satisfy the fundamental needs of international
communication, especially in commerce, radio, and science. Though the idea
of simplified English was not accepted immediately, it provided inspiration for
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broadcasting services. Voice of America (VOA) has been broadcasting radio pro-
grams in Special English since 1959 (VOA Special English Word Book A-Z 2009).
Special English is a simplified language for communicating with learners of Eng-
lish around the world. It uses a limited vocabulary of around 1,500 words, which
is largely the same as that of Basic. The service broadcasts programs on radio sta-
tions, television, and, more recently, the Internet. It presents news, stories, and
articles on a variety of topics. The transcripts and audio files can be downloaded
and used for teaching listening comprehension at the intermediate level. The
restricted vocabulary and the slow pace of speech make the texts accessible for less
proficient learners.

As a consequence of the severe criticism of Basic, Ogden declined the invita-
tion to the Carnegie Conference in 1934, the first conference devoted to the devel-
opment of a general-purpose vocabulary (see 1.5.1). Ogden’s refusal to participate
in the conference prevented him from contributing to the shape of the vocabulary.
Ogden had emerged as a leader in the field of vocabulary control. However, for
West and Palmer, he seems to have been a rival, who in spite of his little experience
as a teacher of English as a foreign language, was capable of exploiting his research
in the production of teaching materials on a grand scale (Howatt 1984). Following
his refusal, the decisions regarding vocabulary selection were left in the hands of
the other researchers.

1.5 The General Service List: Confrontation of the competing approaches

The intense rivalry between objectivists and subjectivists was not resolved immedi-
ately, but the scholars took opportunities to confront their competing perspectives
to create a common list. This section provides an account of how the approaches
were challenged at the Carnegie Conference, and how the final vocabulary list
took shape. The section also presents critical voices raised against the list.

151 The Carnegie Conferences

In 1934, a year before the publication of West's NMED, leading researchers in the
field of vocabulary selection were brought together at the first conference devoted
to this topic. The conference was held in New York on the initiative of West and
under the sponsorship of the Carnegie Corporation. The aim was to investigate
the role of word-lists in teaching English as a foreign language, and to develop
a vocabulary that would simplify teaching, and serve as a basis for future work
(Faucett et al. 1936, 1). In 1935 the Carnegie Corporation convened another con-
ference in London to encourage further collaboration between the researchers.
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A team of experts in the field undertook the task of developing the list. The
committee in charge of the task included key figures of the vocabulary control
movement: Lawrence Faucett, Harold Palmer, Edward Thorndike, and Michael
West (Faucett et al. 1936, v). Among contributors was Hornby, who was respon-
sible for preparing collocations. As mentioned earlier, Ogden did not attend the
conference. The committee worked collaboratively and made decisions on the
basis of the analysis of existing lists, namely the Thorndike-Horn list as compiled
by Faucett and Maki in 1932, subjective lists prepared by Palmer and West, and
several other “unidentified” lists (Faucett et al. 1936, 12; cited in Gilner 2011, 68).
The researchers began with the examination of the 1,500 top-ranked words in the
Faucett-Maki-Thorndike-Horn list. They marked doubtful words and discussed
them individually, while keeping separate lists of words “desirable but open to
reconsideration” and “words of possible utility to be reconsidered later” (Faucett
et al. 1936, 11). However, no word was included in the final list “save on a unani-
mous vote” (11). Then, the vocabulary was revised by consulting subjective lists,
among which was West’s Defining Vocabulary (1935). Next, the compilers exam-
ined words ranked up to 5,000 in the Faucett-Maki list, and discussed difficult
points until reaching an agreement upon the final content. Although subjectivists
and objectivists did not strive for reconciliation, there was a great overlap in the
results of their studies as far as the first 1,500 words were concerned (Faucett et al.
1936, 13). However, beyond that boundary they found it difficult to select words
that would satisfy both groups of scholars. The task of finding key words was even
more difficult above the level of 2,500 because of numerous stylistic variants (13).

The Carnegie list was subjected to further revision at the second Carnegie
Conference in 1935. The final vocabulary, which was comprised of approximately
2,000 items, was published as the fifth part of the Interim Report (1936). Although
the list appeared under the heading the General Service List (GSL), for many years
it was known to English teachers as the Interim Report (Jeffery 1953).

According to West (1953, vi), the publication of the Interim Report (1936)
was the culmination of research on vocabulary control. In the post-war years,
the interest in vocabulary selection became somewhat diminished, as other areas
of linguistics, notably structuralism, attracted a great deal of scholarly attention
(West 1953, vi). However, as we shall see, language scholars would persist in devel-
oping controlled vocabularies, and the GSL would have far-reaching consequences
for language study and teaching.

1.5.2 The General Service List

The General Service List (GSL 1936) was compiled to satisfy the general needs of
foreign learners of English and their teachers. In the selection of words, the follow-
ing criteria were used (Faucett et al. 1936, 13):
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Word frequency. This criterion allowed for the inclusion of frequent words
to the extent that they satisfied the subjectivists’ decision. The compilers
observed, however, that the results of the objective approach as far as the
first 1,500 words were concerned corresponded closely to the subjectivists’
judgements. Beyond that level the compromise was more difficult to achieve,
but the criterion of frequency was still applicable. This was the case of words
of “special stylistic value”, which were more precise than semantically gen-
eral alternatives; they were acceptable as long as they were of reasonable fre-
quency (13).

Structural value. Words of structural value comprised all function words, such
as at, for, to, etc.

Universality with regard to geographical area. This meant the inclusion
of words unrestricted to any place or country, with the exception of words
which, though not being widely current, were increasingly used in English, for
example, telephone, belt, scout, park, and sports terms. Also it was acceptable
to use those American variants which “appeared desirable as simplifications”
and which had some sanction in England, for example, airplane instead of the
British aeroplane, and bucket and vine.

Subject range, or the applicability of words to a range of subjects. For exam-
ple, the compilers included bill because it applied to “the general purchasing
public”, while excluding invoice because it was used only by “the seller or
business man” (15). Examples of words which failed to satisfy this criterion
were essay and blackboard, because they were of no use for people who have
left school. As for words for professions, lawyer was acceptable, but solicitor
was not.

Value for defining purposes. The compilers selected three types of words
needed for a learner to provide and understand a definition. The first type
included “words necessary to enable a pupil to satisty a need which he is
unable to express directly; the second, “words necessary to enable a teacher
to define an unknown word without use of the vernacular®; and the third,
“words necessary for understanding a dictionary” (17). The compilers drew
a line between general-purpose words used in definitions and more precise
but technical words (such as fungus) which are necessary for defining other
words. They suggested that the latter be relegated to a supplementary list,
rather than be part of the main body of the GSL.

Value for word-building. The fact that both in and ject are meaningful justi-
fies the inclusion of inject. By the same token, reject, import, and export are
acceptable.

Stylistic function, or the suitability of a word for different discourse types.
The compilers excluded colloquial words, such as awfully in the meaning
of “very”, because they were of no use in written discourse. The compilers
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generally avoided synonyms for general words, and derivatives which could
easily be confused with other similar words, for example, eventual, for it could
interpreted as “as it may turn out”, and fatal, which could be confused with
fated (18). The researchers admitted that any restricted vocabulary may result
in vagueness and the loss of accuracy. In order to avoid this risk, they even
attempted to make “an adequate provision of Words of Precision”, such as thick
for width and dense for other meanings, but the plan was thwarted by “the
conventions of the language” and impracticality of this strategy (18).

The above criteria juxtapose the objective measures of word frequency and range
with the subjective criteria of utility for learners and definers.

Like Thousand Word English, the GSL resembles a dictionary more than a
simple word-list. It has approximately 2,000 entries arranged alphabetically, with
headwords, brief definitions, and extensive use of illustrative examples. Each
capitalized headword provides access to the word family, which offers — in the
editors’ words — “connected changes of form and meaning” (87). A word family
includes generally transparent derivatives, inflected and alternative spelling forms,
compounds, compound elements, and occasionally word combinations (e.g., for
fear that, in fear of), all being gathered together irrespective of the part of speech.
Senses® are numbered. Below are two examples of the GSL entries.

BACK
back, n. (1) (part of body)
backbone, n. I have hurt my back

Turn one’s back to the audience
Behind one’s back
(2) (opposite of front)
The back of the house
The back of a knife

5. In metalexicography, the concept of sense refers to one of the basic divisions of a dic-
tionary entry, which covers a definition and is distinguished by a number or letter (Piotrowski
1994, 21; Adamska-Salaciak 2007). This meaning of sense is distinct from that which is used in
structural semantics to talk of the set of semantic relations (in particular paradigmatic ones)
that hold between a lexical unit and other lexical units in the language (Burkhanov 1998; Lew
2013, 284). For the purpose of dictionary analysis, it is more reasonable to understand sense
in the way the term is used in linguistic semantics and lexicology, and treat it as a meaning of
a polysemous lexical unit. However, caution needs to be exercised against the indiscriminate
equating of lexicographical senses with lexical ones. The difference between the two tends to
be ignored by dictionary users, who believe that dictionary senses “mirror what goes on in the
language” (Lew 2013, 285). Suffice it to say that lexicographers do not agree on such matters as
how many senses a word has and how the sense boundaries should be determined.
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The back garden
The back door
back, adv. prt. (1) (to the rear)
Go back
Phrases:
At the back of
Keep back
Keep back a fact (conceal)
Keep back money (not pay)
(2) (returned to first position)
Is he back yet?
Go there and back
Go, come, run, back
Put, pull, push, throw, something back
Pay back
background, n. (of picture, mind or life)
Keep in the background
backward/s, adv. (1) (away from front)
Go backwards
Backwards and forwards
(2) (reverse order)
Say the letters backwards, ZY X ...

SHIP

ship, n. A good ship
shipment, n.
shipwreck

(?) [shipping = ships]

As a general rule, when selecting derivatives for a word family, the researchers took
into consideration their close relationships with the base form and the amount of
effort required for the recognition of these relationships. They highlighted seman-
tically transparent derivatives by italic type in order “to give some idea of varying
degrees of learning effort” (87). On the other hand, hard and hardly figure as sepa-
rate word families, and so do family and familiar, because of weak semantic link
between them (see also Bauer and Nation 1993).

Occasionally, the editors admitted lexical items which fell outside the
boundaries of the general vocabulary, but indicated their special status by
inserting them in square brackets, as in shipwreck above. The question mark
that precedes the brackets indicates that, according to the editors, “it is doubt-
ful whether this item is worth teaching” (West 1953, ix). This shows that the
compilers were sometimes liberal in their selection, the point for which they
were criticized (see 1.5.3).
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After the Interim Report was published in 1936, arrangements were made to
revise the GSL, and it was West who was entrusted with this task (Jeffery 1953, vi).
However, the progress of the work was delayed because of the outbreak of the Sec-
ond World War, and it was not until 1953 that the revised word-list was published
under a similar title: A General Service List of English Words (GSL).

A great improvement on the Interim Report was the introduction of the infor-
mation on the frequency of words and meanings. This information was prepared
by two American researchers: Irving Lorge and Edward Thorndike. Their con-
tribution to the project was immense, given the fact that their counts were the
product of a manual exploration of a large corpus, which originally contained 2.5
million words, and later doubled in size (Lorge 1953, xi). Because the corpus was
being expanded in the course of the project, some counts provided in the GSL
referred to the earlier version of the corpus.

As shown below, each entry provided the frequency of occurrence of the
headword (or sub-head) in the corpus and the percentage of occurrence of each
sense of the headword. The entry for game shows that the lexeme occurred 638
times, with the sense of “amusement” constituting 9% of the total frequency, the
sense of “indoor and outdoor games”, 38%, and so on.

GAME 638 (1) (amusement, children’s play)
Fun and games

It’s not serious; it’s just a game 9%

(2) (with the idea of competition, e.g. cards, football, etc.)
A game of football

Indoor games; out-door games 38%

(3) (a particular contest)
We won, six games to three
I played a poor game
Play a losing game (10.5%) 23%
(4) (Games = athletic contest)
Olympic Games 8%
? [ = animals, 11%; game-/, game-birds, etc., 5%]
[ = fun, Make game of, 0.5%]
(West 1953, vii)

Lorge and Thorndike had reported semantic counts in their earlier work, A
Semantic Count of English Words (1938). In 1949 Lorge prepared a supplement
to this report, under the title The Semantic Count of the 570 Commonest Words.
These resources, after rearrangement, served as ready-made data for the use in
the revised version of the GSL. In Lorge (1953, xi), we find a brief description of
the procedure of semantic count. As the compiler explains, the sample was drawn
from various sources, such as encyclopaedias, magazines, novels, coursebooks,
essays, biographies, scientific and literary texts. The researchers engaged specially
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trained assistants to read through the corpus. They were responsible for the iden-
tification of meanings of all words in the corpus and of making notes on their
location by page number, unit, and column. The assistants identified the meanings
by reference to the Oxford English Dictionary (the 1933 edition). As soon as they
found a word in the corpus, they matched its meaning to the corresponding sense
in the OED. The word was then marked with its meaning and sense symbol as
given in the OED (xii). By providing frequency information on form and meaning,
the GSL became a highly informative resource for course designers.

Although the GSL (1953) is generally considered a reissue of the Interim
Report, West rearranged a number of meanings according to Lorge’s seman-
tic data. While comparing word meanings recorded in the Interim Report with
those in the OED, it was found that the former sometimes included the mean-
ings which were either rare or unattested in the OED, and it even failed to record
some fairly frequent meanings (Lorge 1953, xiii). For example, the meaning of
game “have the game in one’s hands”, which was recorded in the Interim (see
the entry game below), occurred with a very low frequency (twice in a thou-
sand), whereas the meaning “animals used for sport” occurred far more fre-
quently (xiii). These facts led the researchers to modify the content of the entry
accordingly, by removing the former rare meaning, and retaining the latter
(albeit with a question mark indicating that this meaning is still undesirable for
teaching purposes). Comparing the 1953 entry for game (cited earlier) with the
corresponding one from the Interim Report (1936), one finds more differences.
Firstly, the new entry distinguishes between several meanings of the word and
does so by means of definitions, rather than just illustrative examples; secondly,
by providing frequency information, it highlights those meanings which are
worth teaching.

GAME
game, n. A game of football
Play a losing game
Have the game in one’s hands
(x) [game = animals used for sports; game = tricks;
have a game with = make fun of]
(Faucett et al., 1936)

Worthy of mention is the fact that West marked some changes explicitly as additions.
For example, in the entry for line, he inserted a comment on the verbal use of the
word (Gilner 2011):

This word is not in the Report ... but it covers an idea which can hardly be
expressed otherwise:
A coat lined with silk, with a silk lining 2%

(West 1953, 280)
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In the revised GSL (1953, ix), West enumerates, besides word frequency, several
factors that are worth considering in vocabulary selection for teaching. They are
a reflection of the criteria used in the preparation of the 1936 version of the list:

a. Frequency. The criterion of frequency is useful in the selection of both words
and their meanings.

b. “Ease or difficulty of learning” This factor reflects the amount of effort needed
by a learner to learn a new word or meaning. According to West, some mean-
ings are so closely related to each other that learners who know one of the
meanings can acquire another effortlessly. This factor, however, should be
counterbalanced by other factors; for example, the relation between two
meanings of claim: “mining” and “claim the title” is close, though the former
one is rare (ix).

c.  “Necessity” A word that expresses a “certain range of necessary ideas” is worth
including even though it occurs with a relatively low frequency. For example,
the verb preserve in the sense of “food” is such a word, because it is “the only
satisfactory cover for canning, bottling, salting, freezing, jam making” (West
1953, ix).

d. “Cover”. The notion of cover should be understood as the reverse situation to
that explained in point (c) above. A lexical item may be frequent but unneces-
sary, because there is another item which is already in use, and whose meaning
covers the former. For example, it is not desirable to include for the time being
because it can be replaced with the synonymous expression for the present (ix).

e. “Stylistic level”. A learner does not need literary words (personage), nor stylis-
tically low words (fellow, chap), but “should keep a middle path” (person) (x).

f.  “Intensive and emotional words” These items are “of secondary importance to
the foreign learner”, because the primary aim of learning English is to “express
ideas rather than emotion” (x).

Using Cruse’s terminology (2004), we would now say that West’s criteria (e) and
(f) gave priority to descriptive rather than non-descriptive dimensions of mean-
ing, and to words representing basic level categories (see also Ungerer and Schmid
2006, 329).

The GSL (1953) came out with an appendix titled “Supplementary Scientific
and Technical Vocabulary” and compiled by W.E. Flood and M. West. The sup-
plement was intended for readers of specialist texts, who had not received train-
ing in scientific or technical fields (Flood and West 1953, 583). The vocabulary
was supposed to be comprehensible for non-specialist readers. It is comprised of
425 words arranged in alphabetical order with no word class labels. Sometimes
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the form of a headword reveals that two word classes are involved, for example,
GENERATE/OR. As the compilers explain, “the adequacy of the vocabulary” has
been tried out by paraphrasing extracts from popular scientific books (584). The
compilers used most of the supplementary words, except for so-called “wanted”
words see below), in the defining vocabulary in An Explaining and Pronouncing
Dictionary of Scientific and Technical Words (1952). The supplement consists of the
following categories of words (583):

a. “Essential scientific words often needed’, such as atom, electrolysis, protein,
and valve;

b. “Scientific words of moderate necessity but unavoidable when required”, for
example, condenser, neutron, and violet;

c.  “Key words which facilitate the explanations of groups of ideas”, such as crank,
lever, piston, and yeast;

Words excluded from the GSL, for example, ape, bee, jute, and coconut;

e. “Dignity” words, that is, the ones which “could have been avoided” but were
“retained to avoid childishness and over-simplification”. Examples are: consists
of, method, similar, which were preferred to their simpler alternatives: is made
of, way, and rather like, respectively;

f.  “Wanted” words, that is, the ones which the compilers have not used in the
dictionary, but they recommend their inclusion in scientific word-lists because
they are difficult to avoid. They include nouns, such as abdomen, carrot, filter,
fuel, owl, pear, pedal, truck, tunnel; a few verbs, including to correspond to,
to dilute, to spray; and some adjectives, for example, concentrated, equivalent,
and temporary;

g.  Words considered international, for example, beer and cigarette.

It is interesting to see that a large number of words included in Flood and West’s
supplement but excluded from the GSL represent the natural kind category (Stein
2002b). It may be that such words are particularly difficult to paraphrase. Stein
distinguishes three subcategories of these words (Stein, 184):

a. Names of body parts: ankle, bowel, breast, calf, cheek, chin, kidney, liver, mus-
cle, nerve, nostril, pupil, rib, scale, skeleton, skull, spine, spinal cord

b. Names of animals: ant, ape, bat, bedbug, bee, beetle, butterfly, crab, flea, frog,
hen, lamb, lizard, mosquito, moth, owl, poultry, snail, spider, toad, whale

c. Names of plants and their parts: bud, bulb, cabbage, carrot, coconut, daisy, fern,
fibre, fir, flax, gourd, grape, jute, lemon, lily, maize, moss, onion, palm tree, pear,
petal, plum, pod, pollen, potato, rose, sponge, vegetable
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Flood and West arguably believed in the explanatory power of their vocabulary,
and considered it indispensable in defining scientific and technical terms (Stein
2002b). As they claimed, the vocabulary combined with the GSL was “capable of
expressing all ordinary scientific and technical subjects within the limits of non-
specialised study” (Flood and West 1953, 583).

The compilation of the GSL had far-reaching consequences for language
teaching. Until the 1970s, the GSL was considered “the accepted and indeed the
only objective authority on what to include in syllabuses for the teaching of L2
English” (Widdowson 1968, 123; cited after McArthur 1998, 67). In Section 2.2, we
will see that the influence of the GSL in EFL teaching would extend beyond that
period, even in spite of the criticism of the list.

1.5.3 Criticism of the GSL

The GSL has been criticized, among others, by Engels (1968) and Richards (1974)
for insufficient range and datedness. However, according to Gilner (2011), this
criticism is not entirely justified. Engels (1968, 226) reports a study examining
how the GSL vocabulary (3,372 items®) was distributed in 10 randomly selected
texts of equal length (1,000 words each). The researcher set out to check whether
the GSL words qualified for general vocabulary by examining whether the words
were distributed widely enough in these texts. Engels made an alphabetical list
of all the running words that appeared in the texts and matched them with the
corresponding words in the GSL. The GSL words were ranked according to the
frequency with which they occurred in the texts. He found that while the first
1,000 top-frequency words from the GSL occur in up to 10 texts, the highest range
reported for the words ranked 1,000-2,000 is 5 texts, and for the words ranked
2,000 - 3,000, only 2 texts. Engels argues that the words ranked below 1,000 do
not have a sufficiently wide distribution across the texts, and thus cannot be called
“general service-words” (Engels, 226). However, as Gilner (2011) observes, this
study is flawed by the small size of the text sample (10,000 words in total) and the
unrealistic expectation of finding a GSL word in each section of the corpus. As he
remarks,

[e]ven if one were to think up ten 1,000-word texts made exclusively from the
3,372 GSL words and having these words uniformly distributed across the texts,
each word could not appear in more than three texts. [...] it is numerically im-
possible to find 3,372 words in a 1,000 word text. (Gilner 2011, 71)

6. 'This number apparently indicates the total of headwords and members of the word fami-
lies, including part-of-speech homographs.
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In turn, Richards (1974, 71) claims that the GSL “contains a great number of words
of limited utility” because they are used to talk only about a limited range of topics.
Examples of such words are apologize, curse, crown, express, fear, fade, ornament,
scent, mild, motion, and nest. According to the researcher, one of the reasons for
their limited use is that they have become outdated, as the GSL was based on the
word counts from the early decades of the 20th century. Therefore, the scholar
suggests updating the list by adding the words in common use in the 1970s, such
as astronaut, helicopter, pilot, rocket, and television (Richards, 71). It is worth add-
ing that Richards’ reservations about the outdatedness of the list are shared by
Carter (2012, 198), who cites the same words, but rocket, as being “common” in
the 1980s.

However, as Gilner argues (2011, 71), the above claims are not supported
entirely by the evidence from the BNC. The argument is that some of the words
of allegedly limited utility are roughly similar in terms of three parameters: fre-
quency, range, and dispersion,” to those which Richards suggests for inclusion.
Therefore, according to the BNC frequency list (Leech et al. 2001), the values of
the parameters for the two sets of words are as follows:

apologise 11, 96, 89
mild 18, 100, 93
fear 55,100, 94
scent 11, 88, 88

astronaut 2, 50, 81
helicopter 16, 96, 88
pilot 43,100, 88
rocket 9, 92, 88

Thus, the words in the upper set of words, which Richards suggests for inclusion,
occur in the BNC with low frequencies (11, 18, 55 and 11 respectively per mil-
lion word tokens), but their values of range and dispersion are high, reaching the
maximum level. These results are roughly comparable to those in the lower set
(Gilner 2011, 71).

7. Leech et al. (2001) used these criteria to describe the lexical content of the BNC. Fre-
quency value means the frequency per million word tokens; range is the number of sectors
of the corpus in which a word occurs (max. 100); and dispersion (max. 100) is a statistical
measure of how evenly a word is distributed across successive million-word sectors of the
BNC (Leech et al. 2001, 18). Words may be frequent either because they occur in a number of
samples of the corpus or because they are often used in only a few samples. Dispersion helps
us distinguish between the two situations. A frequent word with a high dispersion value has
high usage in the corpus as a whole (Leech et al., 18).
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Some recent studies call for revision of the GSL. They demonstrate that the
GSL shows vocabulary gaps and gives undue emphasis to the areas of lexis unfa-
miliar to the average learner. Browne (2014, 37) remarks that the GSL is rich in
the areas of vocabulary which no longer reflect the needs of the modern EFL
learner; for example, “nautical terms (oar, vessel, merchant, sailor, etc.), agri-
cultural terms (plow, mill, spade, cultivator, etc.), religious terms (devil, mercy,
bless, preach, grace, etc.)”. Other questionable terms, which have long been out
of date, are telegraph, coal, gaiety (in the meaning of “happiness®), shilling, ser-
vant, footman, milkmaid (Browne 2014; Brezina and Gablasova 2015). Another
such word is porter, which by the 1980s was no longer in common use in the
UK (Michael Rundell: personal communication). On the other hand, the GSL
omits terms for technological innovations which have only recently become
widespread, for example, computer (Nation and Hwang 1995). Note that the
values of frequency, range, and dispersion for this word are high: 174, 100, 85,
respectively (Leech et al. 2001).

Claims in connection with the selection of words within lexical fields were
already raised by Richards (1974, 71). He questions the inclusion of trader, mer-
chant, and dealer, arguing that only one of them would suffice as a substitute
for the others. In turn, Carter (2012, 198) points to the fact that the GSL, being
based on a written corpus, has a number of words which sound “distinctly liter-
ary”. Nevertheless, he admits, their inclusion is justified, as the list was intended
for the preparation of reading materials. Moreover, some critics have pointed
to the inconsistent selection of derivatives; for example, under effect one finds
an unrelated word affect (Bauman 2018a). The inclusion of inflected forms
together with derived ones under a headword prioritizes form not meaning.
Finally, as Gilner and Morales (2008, 1) claim, the GSL has limited expand-
ability, which means that it is virtually impossible for a researcher to expand
the vocabulary according to purely “the original directives and criteria” (Gilner
and Morales 2008).

All in all, it is hard to disagree with the fact that the GSL calls for amend-
ments and corrections. Taking into consideration its age, it may come as no sur-
prise that researchers express doubts about the relevance of the list, though they
do not always provide sufficient evidence to support their claims. Yet in spite
of the above shortcomings, some scholars not so long ago considered the GSL
as “the best available” in language pedagogy (Nation and Waring 1997, 15) and
“essential for all learners no matter whether they are using English as a foreign or
second language, for spoken or written use, or for general or special purposes”
(Nation and Hwang 1995, 36). The reasons for such opinions will be presented
in Section 2.2.
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1.6 Summary

In this chapter, we have seen that although the use of a restricted defining vocabu-
lary in NMED (1935) was completely novel to English lexicography, this inno-
vation owed a great deal to the vocabulary control movement of the 1920s and
1930s. The movement manifested itself in the practical and scholarly interest in
vocabulary selection pursued by language researchers and educators. Their com-
mon aim was to lighten the burden of learning a foreign language by restrict-
ing the vocabulary to a necessary minimum. The GSL was the culmination of the
collaborative efforts of researchers. The list served course designers and teachers
as lexical bases for coursebooks, simplified readers, and other teaching material.
Although the interest in vocabulary control somewhat waned in the years follow-
ing immediately the publication of the GSL, a number of other vocabulary lists
were developed towards the turn of the 21st century. They will be the subjects of
the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 2

Other major projects on vocabulary control

The pioneers of the vocabulary control movement directed their efforts towards
developing vocabularies for general pedagogical and communication purposes.
After the publication of the GSL in 1953, this line of research went into eclipse
for around 20 years until the computer revolution, which opened new opportu-
nities in vocabulary control. This chapter focuses on major projects undertaken
since the 1970s which led to the creation of other restricted vocabularies. Some of
the projects had clear pedagogical aims (see 2.1), others were started to enhance
professional communication (see 2.3). In Section 2.2, we will compare the peda-
gogical lists with the GSL, and discuss some reasons for the long-lasting popularity
and usefulness of West’s list. In Sections 2.4 and 2.5, we will take a closer look at
the concept of core vocabulary by considering theoretical, lexicographical, and
pedagogical issues relevant to this concept. Section 2.5 discusses the implications
of Wierzbickas Natural Semantic Metalanguage (NSM) for vocabulary control in
lexicography.

2.1 Word-lists for pedagogical purposes

It is impossible to describe all the word-lists which have been created and used in
language education since 1953, and the interested reader may find useful reviews in
Bongers (1947), Stein (2002b), Tickoo (2008), and Youngblood and Folse (2017).
The survey below is by necessity limited to those lists which are the most influen-
tial and noticeable in the pedagogical literature. This selection includes word-lists
intended for learners of English as a foreign and second language (EFL and ESL,
respectively)! as well as for native speakers of this language. Some of them have

1. The terms foreign language and second language designate distinct concepts. A second lan-
guage plays an important role in the learner’s new country of residence where it is widely
spoken. For example, immigrants living in the US learn English as a second language. English
has also a privileged status in India, Nigeria, and Singapore, where natives of these countries
learn English as a second language because it is the main language of business, education,
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been designed as general-purpose lists, and others as academic (special-purposes)
vocabularies.

2.1.1  The American Heritage Word Frequency Book (1971)

The American tradition of compiling word-counts for childhood education initi-
ated by Thorndike and Horn continued into the second half of the 20th century
(Landau 2001). In 1971, John Carrol, Peter Davies, and Barry Richman created
The American Heritage Word Frequency Book. Like Thorndike’s vocabulary, the
list was based on frequency and range, but unlike its predecessor, it was compiled
with the aid of a computer. The corpus was composed of 5 million words culled
from over 1,000 various written sources, mainly textbooks used in elementary and
junior high schools in the United States (Landau 2001). The list was comprised of
high frequency words occurring across a range of grades (between 3 and 9) and
subject areas (Nation and Waring 1997). It is the distribution of words across vari-
ous sections of the corpus that is praised as a valuable feature of this list (Lovelace
1988). The Word Frequency Book was used in the creation of the American Heri-
tage School Dictionary (Landau 2001).

However, critics point out that the Word Frequency Book was intended to
represent “the printed language of the American elementary educational system”
rather than the language of the actual books and other reading materials to which
children were normally exposed (Carrol et al. 1971, as cited in Landau 2001).
Therefore, as Landau (2001, 284) remarks, the book is a reflection of the “past
assumptions of previous textbook writers about the vocabulary suitable for chil-
dren of various ages”. This fact makes the list more useful for textbook historians
and researchers than for course designers. Nevertheless, the Word Frequency Book
is one of the early advances in computerized analyses of texts with the use of sta-
tistical techniques (DeRocher 1973).

2.1.2  The Threshold Level English (1975)

In 1975, ]. van Ek designed the Threshold Level English for the Council of Europe.
The driving force behind the project was the need to foster closer relations among
European countries regardless of differences in culture and heritage, and to
improve learners’ command of English as a foreign language (Ek 1975; see also

government, etc. (Richards and Schmidt 2010). By contrast, a foreign language does not have
that status in the learner’s native country, and is not used commonly there. It is normally
taught as a school subject in order to enable learners to communicate with foreigners. The two
terms are sometimes used interchangeably, especially in the US (Crystal 2003), but they are
intuitively distinguishable from native language, or mother tongue.
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Stein 2002b). The Threshold Level was developed as a system of credits in order to
unify the requirements for adult language teaching in various educational institu-
tions across the European countries. The designer adopted a definition of threshold
level as “the lowest level of general foreign-language ability to be recognized in the
unit/credit system” (Ek 1975, 8). The general ability allows learners to “maintain
themselves in most everyday situations” (Ek, 8), especially when they visit foreign
countries or come into “temporary contacts with foreigners in their own country”
(Ek, 9). The threshold level specifies settings, situations, topics, and concepts in
which a learner is likely to be found.

The vocabulary was developed from scratch. The first step was to list rela-
tively universal concepts that express properties, qualities, location, motion, time,
events, etc. Then the compilers determined “the absolute economical minimum of
lexis” which the learner should be familiar with in order to talk about these con-
cepts in a given language (Whitcut 1988, 49-50). This methodology is reminiscent
of Ogden’s approach to the compilation of Basic English over 40 years earlier. Hav-
ing identified the vocabulary used in real-life situations, Ek ended up with a list of
1,500 lexical items. About two thirds of the list were selected for both receptive and
productive purposes, while the rest was meant for receptive use only. These dis-
tinct uses were indicted by labels P and R, respectively. The vocabulary is arranged
in alphabetical order, and the majority of the items are flanked by sentences illus-
trating their typical usage.

The need to establish further levels of language proficiency led to other proj-
ects. In 1977, J.A. van Ek in collaboration with L.G. Alexander and M.A. Fitzpat-
rick published Waystage English, an elementary course for adults (Ek et al. 1980;
see also Stein 2002b). The authors defined Waystage as a level of communicative
competence “halfway between zero and the threshold level” (Ek et al. 1980, 2).
Towards the turn of the century, both Threshold and Waystage were being revised
and further extended (Ek and Trim 1990a/1998a, 1990b/1998b, 2001). In 2001,
they became part of a broader system, called the Common European Framework of
Reference for Languages (CEFR). CEFR specifies six degrees of competence, from
beginner to proficiency: Al, A2, B1, B2, C1, and C2. These labels are used by some
dictionaries (e.g., CALD4) to indicate which words should be learnt at the desig-
nated levels of proficiency. The system is now widely used by educational institu-
tions across Europe as a basis for foreign language course planning, assessment of
learners’ achievements, and recognition of language qualifications.

2.1.3 The Cambridge English Lexicon (1980)

The Cambridge English Lexicon was designed as a receptive vocabulary that
would be sufficient for EFL learners to pass the Cambridge First Certificate in
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English (FCE). It was compiled by Roland Hindmarsh in 1980, who had been
commissioned to undertake this task by two examination administrators: The
British Council and the Local Examinations Syndicate of the University of Cam-
bridge (Stein 2002b). Hindmarsh drew on a number of earlier word-lists, includ-
ing Ogden’s Basic English (1930), Thorndike and Lorge’s The Teacher’s Wordbook
of 30,000 Words (1944), West’s GSL (1953), and Kucera and Francis’ list (1967)
(Stein 2002b). The last list mentioned will be discussed in Section 2.1.4.

The Lexicon consists of 4,500 words with more than 8,000 senses specified. As
the compiler claims, it is particularly suited to “text editors, curriculum planners,
examination setters and course writers at or below the level of reading compre-
hension required for the First Certificate in English” (1980, xii). A feature that
makes the list particularly useful for course designers is that the words are graded
according to frequency, from 1 to 5 (Gairns and Redman 1986). The grades pro-
vide approximate guidance on the level at which a word should be introduced on a
course leading to the FCE. Thus, words marked by grade 1 are frequent in English
and are suitable for beginners, while those graded 5 are for students preparing for
the FCE exam (Gairns and Redman 1986, 58). The extra grades 6-7 indicate the
vocabulary appropriate for higher levels of English proficiency. In addition, the
Lexicon provides senses, which are also graded. Hindmarsh (1980) does not spec-
ify how the senses have been selected or graded, but he mentions two dictionaries
as the main source of that information: West’s An International Reader’s Dictionary
(1965) and OALD3 (1974).

The word-list is supposed to be treated as an approximate guide, rather than a
set of strict rules, on what to include in a course. Thus, according to the compiler,
it is justified to use a low-frequency word that expresses a concept essential for a
particular communicative situation, but that cannot be replaced easily with a more
frequent word (Gairns and Redman 1986). Such less frequent words are unavoid-
able in specific situations. However, learners have different lexical needs, depending
on the mode of communication (spoken vs. written). Words like sweater, jumper,
and pullover may be useful for reading comprehension, but the knowledge of any
one of them will suffice for productive purposes (Gairns and Redman 1986, 59).

2.1.4 Word-lists from popular corpora: the Brown (1967), the LOB (1978),
the Bank of English (1991), and the BNC (1990s)

The American Brown Corpus (Brown) and its British counterpart, the Lan-
caster-Oslo-Bergen Corpus (LOB), are long-established resources for linguists
interested in frequencies and distribution of words. The corpora owe their devel-
opment to the advances in computer technology in the 1960s and 1970s, enabling
researchers to store, organize and retrieve language data more efficiently than
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ever before. The Brown and LOB corpora were compiled independently through
a computational analysis of approximately 1 million running words. Developed
in the 1960s by Henry Kucéra and W. Nelson Francis from Brown University, the
Brown corpus is a balanced collection of American written texts published for
the first time in 1961 (Gove 1972), subdivided into 500 samples of equal length
(approximately 2,000 words each). The samples represent 15 genres, including
the language of the press, religion, belles lettres, and fiction (Kucera and Francis
1967). The LOB is similar in size and structure but differs from the former mainly
in that it is comprised of British texts (Johansson 1978).

The above two corpora have proved invaluable for linguists in the studies of
word frequency (e.g., Kucera and Francis 1967; Francis and Kucera 1982; Kjellmer
1986; Oakes 2009b). They were used by applied linguists, notably Nation and
Hwang (1995), to identify a general service vocabulary which would be essential
for foreign language learners in “most uses of the language” (Nation and Hwang
1995, 35). From each corpus, Nation and Hwang retrieved a list of the words
which were highly frequent and widespread in the language. The words selected
occurred in at least 10 out of 15 sections in each corpus. In this way, Nation and
Hwang (1995) determined 1810 words in the LOB corpus and 2410 words in the
Brown corpus. The word-lists thus obtained were further compared against the
GSL, and the words overlapping the three lists qualified for inclusion in the gen-
eral service vocabulary (for comparison of the lists see Section 2.2). The creation
of large-scale corpora of English towards the end of the century paved the way to
more elaborate word lists.

The 1980s and 1990s witnessed the compilation of large corpora designed spe-
cifically for learner’s lexicography. In 1980 the University of Birmingham and the
publisher William Collins launched a research project named COBUILD. The aim
was to compile a dictionary of current English on the basis of a large corpus of texts.
A team of experts in lexicography and computing worked under the direction of
John Sinclair. In the year of publication of the COBUILD dictionary (1987), the
corpus amounted to 7.3 million words, which was more than 7 times larger than
the LOB and Brown corpora (Renouf 1987). Because the corpus was compiled
primarily for EFL lexicography, it aimed to represent “the type of language which
many learners of English undergoing formal instruction traditionally encounter”
(Renouf 1987, 16). It included EFL coursebooks, recent general texts from several
major varieties of English (British, American, Indian, South African, Australian),
and popular adult literature, while excluding poetry, drama, and historical as well
as technical texts. Since 1987 the corpus has been constantly expanding, reaching
645 million words in 2006. In 1991, it was renamed The Bank of English.

From the 1980s onwards, the COBUILD corpus assisted lexicographers and
researchers in collecting data relevant to dictionary creation. Most importantly, it
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served as a database for generating concordances. The concordances were a genu-
ine innovation in dictionary compilation (Atkins and Rundell 2008), as they pro-
vided the lexicographers with easy access to empirical evidence for word usage. The
concordances were used as the source of illustrative examples for the dictionary.
Researchers used the corpus to retrieve frequency data. For example, Fox (1989)
drew a frequency word list to examine the defining vocabulary of the COBUILD
Essential Dictionary (see 4.3). The corpus was used by the COBUILD lexicogra-
phers in dividing words according to their frequencies in the language. On the
basis of frequency lists, the dictionary highlights common words with diamond
symbols to draw the learner’s attention. This information is intended to inform the
learner as to which headwords are more important than others.

In the 1990s, other dictionary publishers were actively engaged in develop-
ing their own corpora. Cambridge University Press assembled the Cambridge
International Corpus to help in the creation of, inter alia, the Cambridge Inter-
national Dictionary of English (CALD 1995). On the basis of this corpus, the
compilers of the dictionary extracted a list of high-frequency words and deter-
mined the frequencies of occurrences of their meanings. The list was used to cre-
ate the CALD defining vocabulary (CALD?2, vii). Likewise, Longman publishers
compiled a corpus of American English to inform lexicographers in creating the
second edition of Longman Dictionary of American English (1997). Its British
counterpart, the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (LDOCE31995),
used the British National Corpus (BNC), a product of collaborative work of sev-
eral publishers and institutions (see below). These corpora served as sources for
retrieving frequency data for Longman dictionaries. For example, the LDOCE3
lexicographers identified “the 3000 most frequent words in both spoken and
written English” and highlighted these words in the dictionary with special sym-
bols (“S” in the spoken and “W” in the written corpus) to draw the learner’s
attention (LDOCE3, vii—xiii).

Designed in the early 1990s, the BNC consists of over 100 million words. It is
made up of 90% written texts and 10% spoken texts, both representing the British
variety of English. Using the BNC data, Nation (2006) compiled fourteen word
family lists arranged according to word derivation, range, and frequency in order
to determine the size of the vocabulary that the foreign learner needs for compre-
hension of written or spoken English. In compiling the lists, priority was given to
the words that are highly frequent and widely distributed in the language, on the
assumption that such words are learnt before narrow-range and low-frequency
words (Read 1988; Laufer et al. 2004). The words related by derivation in a trans-
parent way found their way into the top lists on the grounds that they would not
pose problems for the learner who knows word-formation rules. Nation’s original
14 lists were subjected to continual revision, and the 2011 version consists of 25
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lists (Nation 2012). In the current research, I will use these 25 lists for the evalua-
tion of definition vocabularies (see 4.1.3).

The fundamental question for Nation was the amount of text coverage
“needed for adequate comprehension to be likely to occur” (Nation 2006, 61).
Text coverage is the percentage of word tokens in a text covered by (or present
in) a particular word list (Nation and Hwang 1995; Nation 2004). Having found
that with a text coverage of 98% most readers gain adequate comprehension
of fiction (Hu and Nation 2000), Nation set out to determine how many word
families of his lists covered the above percentage of the vocabulary in unsim-
plified and simplified novels, newspapers, graded readers, and children’s mov-
ies (Nation 2006). Among the texts analyzed were Lord Jim by Joseph Conrad,
Lady Chatterely’s Lover by David H. Lawrence, The Great Gatsby by Francis S.
Fitzgerald, newspapers from the LOB and Brown corpora, a simplified version
of The Picture of Dorian Gray by Oscar Wilde, a popular movie for children
Shrek, and spontaneous unscripted spoken English from the Wellington Cor-
pus of Spoken English? (Nation 2006). Using the RANGE program (Nation and
Heatley 2002), the researcher concluded that the learner must need the vocabu-
lary of the first 8 to 9 word lists (8,000-9,000 word families) in order to under-
stand what is being read.

2.1.5 The University Word List (1984)

The University Word List (UWL) was proposed by Xue and Nation in 1984 as a
“vocabulary of university study”. It is a list of 836 word families which typically
occur in academic texts, with text coverage estimated for around 8.5% in this type
of discourse (Johansson 1978; Nation 1990; Bauman 2018b; Coxhead 2000). The
UWL vocabulary is divided into 11 levels according to frequency and range. It is
intended for students who have “studied English for several years at school”; there-
fore, it is assumed that they already know the core vocabulary (Xue and Nation
1984, 216). The UWL excludes those words that belong to the GSL, which makes
the former list complementary to the latter.

The UWL was prepared by editing and amalgamating four earlier vocabular-
ies prepared by Campion and Elley (1971), Praninskas (1972), Lynn (1973), and
Ghadessy (1979). Campion and Elley’s list, which provided the major source of
data, had been published by the New Zealand Council for Educational Research

2. The Wellington Corpus of Spoken English comprises one million words of New Zealand
English compiled between 1988 and 1994. It consists of 551 2,000-word extracts of formal,
semi-formal, and informal speech. The corpus includes all categories of monologue, parlia-
mentary debates, interviews, and private conversations (Xiao 2008).
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(Xue and Nation 1984). It served as part of a university entrance English language
test for overseas candidates (the Language Achievement Test for Overseas Stu-
dents) (Xue and Nation 1984). The aim of the list was to reflect the vocabulary to
which students were exposed during university courses. In developing the list, the
compilers examined 301,800 words from 23 textbooks, 19 lectures, and a selection
of examination papers. The lectures were available in journals and dealt with 19
academic disciplines which enjoyed the highest enrolments in New Zealand uni-
versities (Xue and Nation 1984), including accountancy, anthropology, biology,
chemistry, economics, and education. The compilers excluded all those general-
purpose words that were found among the first five thousand words in Thorndike
and Lorge’s Teacher’s Word Book of 30,000 Words (1944) (Xue and Nation 1984).

The second source for the UWL was designed by Praninskas and became
known as the American University Word List (AUWL). It was intended for non-
native students of English at the American university in Beirut. The aim was to
help them follow university courses and understand what was being taught. The
corpus for the AUWL consisted of samples of ten university textbooks on arts and
sciences. From each book, Praninskas took all the words occurring on every tenth
page and arranged them in alphabetical order. Because the focus was on academic
vocabulary, the compiler eliminated general-purpose words which appeared on
the GSL and other words which fell outside the scope of the project, that is proper
names, abbreviations, and foreign words (Youngblood & Folse 2017). The com-
piler made a few adjustments to the list by conflating inflected forms under their
base forms; removing hyphenated compounds and listing their components as
separate elements; and changing negative forms (e.g., illogical, motionless) into the
affirmatives (Stein 2002b). The final AUWL consisted of 507 base words and 840
forms derived from the base words.

The above two lists, compiled respectively by Campion and Elley, and Pra-
ninskas, were combined into a single list. Then the content of the list was further
verified against Lynn’s and Ghadessy’s vocabularies. These vocabularies were made
up of the words regarded as particularly difficult for foreign language students. In
compiling them, students had been asked to write glosses above difficult words
they found in their university textbooks. By locating the glosses, which were given
in students’ mother tongue, Lynn and Ghadessy identified difficult words (Xue
and Nation 1984). Around 30% of the words from each of the Lynn and Ghadessy
lists provided additional material for the combined list by Campion and Elley, and
Praninskas. For more than 15 years (Gardner and Davies 2013), the list served
teachers and course designers as a basis for the creation of university textbooks
and other teaching materials, though it has been criticized for being compiled
manually on the basis of small corpora covering a narrow and unbalanced range
of topics (Coxhead 2000).
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2.1.6 The Academic Word List (2000)

With the rapid development of computational tools and techniques towards the
end of the 20th century, linguists called for a word-list that would be more rep-
resentative of the academic discourse. In 2000, Coxhead proposed the Academic
Word List (AWL), addressing the question of “which words are most worth study-
ing” for university students (Coxhead 2000, 213). Compared to the UWL, the
AWL was compiled under stricter principles, which explains the relatively small
overlap between the lists (51%). The AWL designer made use of a much larger cor-
pus of academic texts composed of around 3.5 million running words. The texts
represent 28 subject areas divided into four sections: arts, commerce, science, and
law. The AWL is made up of 570 word families selected according to the principle
that a word family occurs at least 25 times in each section of the corpus (totaling
100 occurrences). The word families selected are those that are deliberately omit-
ted from the GSL but are frequently used and widely distributed across academic
texts. Among them are the families headed by analyse, concept, research, and data
(Coxhead 2000).

The AWL provides 10% coverage of running words in a written academic text,
which is slightly more than is covered by the UWL in the learned and scientific
writings of the LOB corpus (8.5%) (Johansson 1978). Thus, although the AWL is
significantly smaller in size than the UWL (570 vs. 836, respectively), it provides
a similar coverage of academic texts as the latter list. In other words, it appears to
be more useful for students than the UWL, as they need less effort to learn it with
almost the same text covered (Coxhead 2000). It is worth noting that OALDS8 and
LDOCES5 draw learners’ attention to the AWL words by highlighting them with
the label “AWL”"

According to Gardner and Davies (2013), the AWL superseded the UWL as
a vocabulary standard in English language education until recent years. How-
ever, the researchers criticize the idea of building an academic list on top of
the GSL. They find it questionable to assume that such a list should be com-
prised of words of lower frequency than the GSL. For one thing, the GSL is
dated; for another, there is evidence that numerous AWL words belong to the
most frequent words in the British National Corpus (Nation 2004; Hancioglu
et al. 2008; Neufeld and Billuroglu 2005). In a similar vein, Gardner and Davies
(2013, 5) report that 41% of the AWL word families are reflected by the first
2,000 lemmas? of the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). This

3. In corpus linguistics, lemma is used as a canonical form of a lexeme to represent all its
inflected word forms in the same part of speech, for example, the lemma write stands for the
verbs write, writes, wrote, written, and writing.
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finding shows that a large proportion of the AWL vocabulary in fact constitutes
a large subset of the most frequent words in (American) English. The frequent
words included in the AWL are also the main reason for the high coverage of
academic texts provided by the list (Gardner and Davies, 5). While the research-
ers emphasize that an academic word-list should contain high-frequency words,
they doubt whether the AWL and the GSL reflect a clear division between the
academic and the general vocabulary. For example, the GSL contains a number
of high-frequency academic words, such as capital, exchange, rate, account, and
market (Gardner and Davies, 5).

Gardner and Davies (2013, 3) also criticize the AWL, and other word family
lists, for lack of a distinction between different word classes (e.g., proceeds as a verb
meaning ‘continues’ vs. proceeds as a noun meaning ‘profits’), and for ignoring the
fact that words belonging to a word family sometimes differ with respect to their
core meaning (e.g., react ‘respond’ vs. reactor ‘device or apparatus’). All these prob-
lems make the word-family-based vocabularies questionable. What the research-
ers propose instead is the compilation of word-lists on the basis of lemmas, with
grouping of inflected forms only.

2.1.7 'The Common Core Vocabulary (2002)

Gabriele Stein in her book Developing Your English Vocabulary (2002b) empha-
sizes the role of paraphrasing in acquiring lexical knowledge by foreign language
learners. She draws attention to the fact that vocabulary acquisition is one of the
greatest problems for learners, especially at the intermediate level. She argues that
the ability to paraphrase a lexical item for which a learner does not know the word
can be learnt by mastering a defining vocabulary. Because paraphrasing is essential
for the advanced command of a foreign language, the knowledge of the defin-
ing vocabulary can greatly help learners achieve that level of proficiency (Stein
2002b, 50). To put it another way, knowledge of a defining vocabulary will not only
enable learners to understand words used in definitions but also provide them
with “necessary tools to paraphrase” abstruse and rare words (Stein 2016, 760).
Stein looks into the defining vocabularies of three EFL dictionaries and identi-
fies the common vocabulary on the assumption that it “might be the most useful
lexical minimum to allow foreign learners of English at the intermediate level to
express themselves and to elicit from their interlocutors the names for whatever
they have to paraphrase” (Stein 2002b, 52). The source dictionaries are Longman
Dictionary of Contemporary English (3rd edition), Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dic-
tionary (5th edition), and Cambridge International Dictionary of English (1st edi-
tion), all published in 1995. The vocabulary thus identified, which Stein calls the
Common Core Vocabulary (CCV), has 2,139 lexical items. The majority of the list
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are nouns (46.5%); other word classes are verbs (22.9%), adjectives (16.5%), and
grammatical words (13.9%). The vocabulary is claimed to fulfill the following four
criteria (Stein 2002b, 51-52):

a. It is part of the standard vocabulary, which is “the most widely understood
form”;

b. In terms of style, it belongs to the unmarked vocabulary, which is widely
known and causes “least offence”;

c. The vocabulary is small, so that learners can grasp it within a short time. It
is important for both the learner and the teacher that the vocabulary have a
definite size;

d. The vocabulary has to be expandable to minimize the learning effort. Expan-
sion can be carried out by taking into consideration the meaning and form of
a lexical unit.

Stein discusses at length criterion (d) above by presenting a great variety of strate-
gies for vocabulary expansion. They involve the use of thematic domains, lexical
fields, word families, correlative sets, word-formation, phonetic relations, among
other strategies. This part of her book is an informative account of how to develop
a more advanced vocabulary systematically on the basis of the core vocabulary.
The author suggests that the vocabulary can be of great service to coursebook writ-
ers and teachers.

2.1.8 A New Academic Vocabulary List (2013)

In 2013 Dee Gardner and Mark Davies compiled The New Academic Vocabu-
lary List (AVL) (Gardner and Davies 2013). The list was intended for academic
purposes: it contained an academic core vocabulary required in English language
education. It was based on an academic corpus of 120 million words, which was
part of the 425-million-word COCA (Davies 2012). To obviate the methodologi-
cal problems pertinent to the compilation of the AWL (see Section 2.1.6.), the
researchers took into account lemmas, rather than word families, as a basic unit of
the list. Furthermore, the list distinguished between different parts of speech. The
AVL vocabulary was selected according to four criteria:

a. Ratio, or relative frequency: the words (lemmas) must occur sufficiently more
frequently (by at least 50%) in the academic corpus than in the non-academic
part of COCA;

b. Range: the words must occur frequently enough (20% or more of the expected
frequency) in the majority of the academic disciplines (at least 7 out of 9);

c. Dispersion: the words must occur uniformly across the disciplines;
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d. Discipline measure: the words cannot belong to a technical register, that is,
they cannot occur “more than three times the expected frequency (per million
words) in any of the nine disciplines” (Gardner and Davies 2013, 12).

The above statistical criteria allowed the researchers to identify those words that
are typical of the entire academic register, and to exclude the words that are too
technical or discipline-specific (Gardner and Davies 2013).

The researchers compared the AVL with the AWL in terms of coverage in
major academic corpora. To make a valid comparison, they converted the AVL
lemmas into word families and took into consideration only the top 570 word
families, a number equal to the total of word families in the AWL. The conversion
was carried out using over 20,000 word families compiled by Nation (Gardner
and Davies 2013). The top 2,000 of the AVL word families are available at www.
academicwords.info. The comparison revealed that the AVL word families cover
twice as many running words in the COCA academic texts (13.8% vs. 7.2%) as the
AWL word families (Gardner and Davies 2013). A similar coverage was reported
in the academic texts of the BNC (13.7% vs. 6.9%). The above figures reflect the
usefulness of the AVL for language pedagogy. According to the designers, the
value of this list lies in the fact that its construction was based on a large contem-
porary corpus of unprecedented size, statistically viable measures for identifying
the core words (frequency, range, dispersion, and discipline measure), and the use
of lemmas.

2.1.9 A New General Service List (2013)

Sixty years after the publication of West’'s GSL, Browne, Culligan, and Phillips
announced the compilation of a New General Service List (NGSL). The vocabu-
lary was intended for second language learners of English. The compilers aimed
to achieve a higher level of “the generalizability and validity” of the list by using
an updated and largely expanded corpus compared to that used by West in the
GSL (Browne 2013, 14). They used a 273-million-word subsection of the Cam-
bridge English Corpus (CEC) (Browne 2013). The CEC is a 1.6-billion-word cor-
pus of British and American English (Browne 2013), representing both written
and spoken language. The words were drawn from the following registers: learner
language, fiction, journals, magazines, non-fiction, radio, spoken language, docu-
ments, and television. Unlike the GSL, the UWL, and the AWL, the compilers
counted lexemes, not word families. However, they adopted a modified defini-
tion of lexeme. Normally, the term is used to denote a lexical unit that comprises
all its word forms which are of the same part of speech; for example, the verb
lexeme play encompasses its various inflected forms: plays, played, and playing.
Thus, part-of-speech homographs (e.g., play v. and play n.) are counted as separate
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lexemes. Contrary to this approach, the compilers of NGSL treated part-of-speech
homographs as separate lexemes. Therefore, under the lexeme [ist they grouped
verb and noun word forms: lists, listed, listing, and listings (Browne 2013, 15).

A comparison of the NGSL with the GSL showed significant differences. The
vocabulary of the NGSL made use of more word families (2,368) than the GSL
(1,964), and provided greater coverage (90%) of the CEC than West’s list (84%)
(Browne 2014, 45-6). The increased coverage by the NGSL was not particularly
surprising given the increase in the number of word families (by 368) compared
to the GSL (see also Youngblood and Folse 2017). However, when one considers
lexemes, the advantages of the list become more obvious, as the NGSL employed
approximately 800 fewer lexemes than the GSL, and achieved a higher coverage
(by 6.1%) of running words than West’s list (Browne 2013).

As we have seen in this section, the interest in vocabulary control has not died
out since the publication of the GSL in 1953. A number of new vocabulary lists
have been created for educational purposes, using increasingly larger corpora and
different methodologies. Some of the lists have built upon the earlier vocabularies,
others (e.g., the Threshold Level English) have been compiled from scratch. How-
ever, the main principles underlying the design of the lists are easily traceable to
West, Ogden, Palmer and other pioneers in the field.

2.2 The GSL against other word-lists and corpora

The GSL has attracted a great deal of attention from researchers, who have com-
pared it with other vocabularies with respect to lexical content and the poten-
tial usefulness for contemporary students and teachers. Gilner (2011) provides
an informative survey of studies evaluating the content of the GSL against other
word-lists, which were conducted mainly by Paul Nation and his colleagues. One
such study, carried out by Nation and Hwang (1995), shows a high overlap of the
GSL with two other word-lists based on frequency and range: one retrieved from
the Lancaster-Oslo-Bergen corpus (LOB) (Johansson 1978) and the other, from
the Brown corpus (Francis and Kucgra 1964). Both corpora contained around 1
million running words. The word lists were compiled by extracting top-frequency
words that occurred in at least 10 (out of 15) subsections in each corpus. The
study demonstrated that the LOB list shares approximately 82.5% of its vocabulary
with the other word-lists, the Brown list shares 65.1%, and the GSL, 70.5% (Gilner
2011, 73). From this last figure, it transpires that as many as 1,500 items (out of a
total 2,147) in the GSL occur in the LOB and Brown lists. Gilner concludes that
this finding is consistent with the fact that 1,500 words in the GSL are most fre-
quent in English according to the Faucett-Maki list (1932).

printed on 2/10/2023 11:29 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.con terms-of -use



60

Defining with Simple Vocabulary in English Dictionaries

EBSCChost -

The GSL has also been examined with regard to text coverage. In a study of the
coverage of the LOB corpus, Nation and Hwang (1995) find that 2,147 word fami-
lies of the GSL cover as much as 82.3% of the running words of the corpus. In turn,
Hirsh and Nation (1992) report that the GSL covers approximately 90-92% of the
running words in fiction, and Hirsh (1993) claims 95% coverage of this genre. As
for non-fiction, Hwang (1989) reports the coverage of 75% by the GSL.

In another study, Sutarsyah, Nation, and Kennedy (1994) demonstrate that
the GSL provides extensive coverage of two corpora: English for Academic Pur-
poses (EAP) and English for Specific Purposes (ESP). The former corpus was com-
posed of a collection of short academic texts from a variety of fields (medicine,
mathematics, natural sciences, social sciences, law, education, among others), and
the latter, a single textbook on Economics. Both corpora contained the same num-
ber of word tokens: 300,000. The aim of the study was to explore to what extent the
vocabulary of general academic English (EAP) overlaps with the vocabulary of one
specialized academic field (Sutarsyah et al. 1994). The results revealed little overlap
between the corpora, suggesting that “EAP courses are of little value for learners
with specific purposes” (34). Yet the researchers found that the GSL provided great
coverage of both corpora: 78.4% of EAP, and 82.5% of ESP, and concluded that
“to know most of the vocabulary in a specialized text a learner of English would
need a vocabulary of at least 4,000 to 5,000 words.” (48). Because such texts vary
in lexical content, it is impossible to predict exact words they contain. Therefore,
the researchers suggested that the vocabulary absolutely needed by the university
student should be the 2,000 word families of the GSL together with the 800 words
of the UWL mentioned earlier.

In another research, Nation (2004) set out to examine the usefulness of high-
frequency word lists developed from the BNC for syllabus design for EFL and ESL
learners in primary and secondary schools. He compared three BNC-based lists,
each containing 1,000 lemmas, with the vocabulary created through the amal-
gamation of the GSL and the AWL. With its largely non-academic vocabulary,
the GSL was complementary to the more focused AWL. The latter contained a
vocabulary that was considered important for senior high school and university
students because the words it contained occurred frequently across a wide range
of academic texts (Nation 2004). Words selected for inclusion in the BNC lists
were lemmatized and rearranged according to frequency, range, and dispersion
(i.e. evenness of distribution) as provided by Leech et al. (2001). Lemmas with
the highest rates of the parameters had priority for inclusion in the lists. To per-
form fair comparison, lemmas were further rearranged into word families follow-
ing Bauer and Nation (1993) (Nation 2004). The researcher found that despite its
outdatedness, the vocabulary of the GSL, when combined with the AWL, cov-
ered most of the three BNC lists. With a total of nearly 2,000 word families in the
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GSL, 97% of the first 1,000 word families were in the first two BNC lists. However,
although the two sets of lists (the BNC lists and the GSL+AWL) contained much
the same vocabulary, the vocabulary was not distributed identically in each set. In
conclusion, Nation recommends that foreign learners in primary and secondary
schools use materials based on an updated version of the GSL, while the AWL
should be introduced at senior high schools and universities. In turn, materials
based on the BNC lists are suitable for students the beginning of tertiary level.

In the same study, Nation compared the GSL, the AWL, and the BNC lists
with respect to their coverage of four corpora. Each corpus represented a differ-
ent register: written academic, technical (economics), spoken, and fiction, respec-
tively. The study showed a remarkably high coverage by the GSL: 75.5% of the
academic corpus, 82.5% of the corpus of economics texts, 89.6% of the spoken
corpus, and 87.1% of the fiction corpus. The corresponding rates for the first two
BNC lists were slightly higher, except for fiction: 83.9%, 89.8%, 91.1%, and 86.6%,
respectively. Text coverage provided by the combined list of the GSL and the AWL
resembled that of the BNC lists.

The above studies demonstrate two qualities of the GSL: high text coverage
and high overlap with other word-lists. Thanks to these qualities, the GSL has
enjoyed a long-established status in language pedagogy. It is remarkable that in
spite of the fact that the GSL was compiled more than half a century ago, the list
is similar in content to other word-lists (the LOB, the Brown, and the BNC lists).
It should be noted, however, that the similarity is perceived in lexical form rather
than meaning, as the latter is not so easily amenable to automatic comparison.
The GSL provides comprehensive coverage of a variety of text types, ranging from
75% to 92% (see also Nation and Waring 1997). If supplemented by the AWL, the
coverage is similar to that of the BNC lists. The above qualities arise from the fact
that “the GSL is simply the result of it being, first and foremost, a frequency-range-
based word-list” (Gilner 2011, 79). When word-lists are prepared according to
the same criteria of frequency and range, the lists will be to a large extent similar
irrespective of the source corpus (Gilner, 79). Of course, time span between the
lists makes them to some extent different in lexical content. However, as Gilner
concludes, although the language has changed over the period of the last century
with respect to vocabulary use, the most frequent words are apparently least influ-
enced by this change.

The qualities of the GSL presented in this section explain the long-lasting pop-
ularity of the list in language education. Towards the turn of the century, the GSL
served as the basis for the Longman Structural Readers (Carter 2012, 198). It has
been regarded as “an essential component of any initial English course” (Sutarsyah
etal. 1994, 45). According to Nation (2011, 134), the list has proven far more use-
ful than frequency-based lists made from corpora (e.g., Francis and Kucera 1982;
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Leech et al. 2001). In the 1970s it served Longman lexicographers as the major
source for the LDOCEI DV (see 3.2.2.2), and became a benchmark against which
to evaluate other lists. We will see that a remarkably large part of the GSL remains
valid today (see 4.3.4).

2.3 Controlled vocabularies for professional and human-computer
communications

In the preceding section, we saw that language education provided a fertile ground
for the development of controlled vocabularies. By controlling the vocabulary to
which learners were exposed, texts had a very high chance of being comprehen-
sible and less ambiguous. Language education is not the only area of application
of controlled vocabularies. In fact, any user of a natural language may experience
comprehension problems because of its ambiguity, imprecision, and complexities,
which are inherent properties of such a language.

There are two major goals of creating controlled vocabularies: to improve
readability and intelligibility of texts to language users, especially non-native ones,
and to make texts easier for computers to process (Huijsen 1998; Wojcik 2006).
According to the above goals, controlled vocabularies can be divided into human-
oriented and machine-oriented (Nyberg et al. 2003). In what follows, I will discuss
them in the context of, first, service manuals intended for human readers, and
then texts to be submitted to machine translation (MT) systems.

2.3.1  Controlled English for writing service manuals

Restrictions imposed on a vocabulary and syntactic constructions are the basis
for a controlled language. Ogden’s Basic English is an early example of such a lan-
guage, using a limited vocabulary of 850 words (Section 1.4). Basic English was
created for educational purposes but it was not until the late 20th century that it
inspired innovations in industry.

The Caterpillar Tractor Company was the first to create a controlled lan-
guage for industrial purposes (Kamprath et al. 1998). Known as Caterpillar
Fundamental English (CFE), the language was developed in the 1970s. The com-
pany is a manufacturer of heavy equipment and its components such as engines,
hydraulic systems, and electrical parts. Their maintenance requires the produc-
tion of multilingual technical documentation. In order to support international
dissemination of the documentation, the company developed CFE. It was the
language of service manuals, designed with non-English speakers in mind, who
were responsible for reading and understanding the texts (Kamprath et al. 1998).
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It was believed that the production of simplified CFE manuals would eliminate
the need for their translation. Inspired by Ogden’s Basic English, the company
employed a vocabulary of the same size: around 850 items. The text of service
manuals was flanked by numerous illustrations so as to help technicians with
its interpretation (Kamprath et al. 1998). In 1982 the company abandoned CFE.
One of the reasons was the problem of enforcing restrictions on the documents
produced. Numerous English documents failed to comply with the CFE guide-
lines, even though they were marked as “CFE compliant” (Kamprath et al. 1998,
52). Another reason was that the restricted vocabulary was no longer sufficient
for the rapidly expanding domains of high-pressure hydraulics and electronics.
With the development of computer technology, the company decided to redefine
the approach to the distribution of service manuals. In the 1990s, it designed
Caterpillar Technical English for a new generation of controlled languages
intended for use in machine translation.

Another branch of industry that benefitted from a controlled language was
aerospace. In the late 1970s, the Association of European Airlines was concerned
with the readability of aircraft maintenance manuals. The problem was that English
was not the native language for many technicians who had to read the manuals.
Thus, it was of paramount importance that the texts be written in simple English,
as consequences of their misinterpretation would be disastrous and costly. There
was a risk that any mistake in their comprehension might cause accidents. The
Association entrusted researchers from the European Association of Aerospace
Industries with the task of investigating controlled vocabularies. In collaboration
with the Aerospace Industries Association of America, the researchers began a
project which in 1986 led to the development of Simplified English Guide. It was a
standard for writing manuals, which in 2005 came to be known as the ASD Simpli-
fied Technical English (STE), or ASD-STE100.

STE consisted of writing rules and a dictionary. The latter specified so-called
approved words along with their approved forms, meanings, and examples of
use (ASD-STE100 2017, i). The vocabulary consisted of about 850 general lex-
emes, which were “most frequently used in technical writing” (ASD-STE100
2017, 1-1-2). They were selected because they were “simple and easy to recognize”
(ASD-STE100 2017, ii). They included lexical and function words, as well as com-
binations of words, for example: a, about, find, pull, keep, approval, aid (n.), make
sure, emergency, auxiliary (adj.).

Writers were allowed to use words, whenever possible, in just one meaning
and one part of speech. For example, the approved meaning of the verb to fall
was that of to move down by the force of gravity, and not to decrease. There were
constraints on the selection and use of near-synonyms, for example start and not
begin, commence, initiate, or originate (ASD-STE100 2017, ii). In order to ensure a
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consistent use of such items throughout the text, STE suggested replacements for
unapproved lexemes; for example, the verb add for the noun addition, make sure
for account for, assemble for build, but for on the contrary, transmit for carry, and
layer (n). for coat. American English spelling was preferred to British English, with
the forms permitted being those in Merriam-Websters Dictionary. Word forms
were kept under control; for example, the only acceptable forms of adapt were
adapt, adapts, and adapted, whereas the participle form was not because it was
liable to lead to confusion and misunderstanding (ASD-STE100 FAQ). Recently
the use of affixes has become more restricted. In the 2017 version of STE, there are
no affixes on the list, unlike the earlier ones, which included the prefixes pre- and
post-.

In addition to the dictionary words, the writer was allowed to use “technical
names” and “technical verbs” from outside the dictionary. These, however, could
be used on the condition that they fell into one of pre-established categories. For
example, from the category of “names of vehicles or machines and locations on
them’, the writer could choose, among other terms, aircraft, aircraft carrier, air-
frame, airplane, bicycle, cabin, car, and cargo compartment (ASD-STE100 2017,
1-1-5). The selection of the terms was further controlled by writing rules, for
example:

- Use technical names that agree with approved nomenclature.

- When you must select a technical name, use one which is short and easy to
understand.

- Do not use slang or jargon words as technical names.

- Do not use different names for the same item.

- Do not use technical verbs as nouns. (ASD-STE100 2017, 1-1-1)

Nominal compounds were allowable as long as they consisted of up to 3 nouns
(e.g., runway light connection). This is because longer compounds could be con-
fusing to non-native readers. When the writer could not avoid mentioning a com-
plex nominal expression, they were instructed to use prepositional constructions
(ASD-STE100 2017, 1-2-1); for example: Calibration of the resistance of the runway
light connection instead of Runway light connection resistance calibration.

In order to verify the compliance with the standard, authors had checking
tools at their disposal, such as the Boeing Simplified English Checker and MAXit
Checker (Wojcik 2006). The tools were able to identify all the words that did not
belong to the approved vocabulary, while suggesting alternatives. However, the
detection of word meaning violation was more challenging (Wojcik 2006).

STE provided a model for other controlled languages. Those developed for
industry include Ericsson English, General Motor’s Controlled Automotive
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Service Language (CASL), IBM’s Easy English, Kodak’s International Service Lan-
guage, Océ’s Controlled English, Sun Microsystems” Sun Controlled English, and
Xerox Multilingual Customized English (Muegge 2008). Unlike STE, most of the
languages are proprietary to specific companies, which is indicated by their names.

Another controlled language is Perkins Approved Clear English (PACE). PACE
was a simplified English introduced in 1980 at Perkins Engines Ltd, an American
manufacturer of engines and machines. According to Pym (1990, 80-82), the then
manager, PACE was intended for non-native engineers, especially those who had
to read the English documentation for the company products. Originally, the sim-
plified language was used to facilitate human comprehension of texts, but it soon
became clear that it lent itself to controlling input texts for machine translation.
Thus, in 1985 the company tested the quality of the translation of PACE-controlled
documents, produced by a MT system (Weidner’s MicroCat), and concluded that
the controlled language was the “ideal input” (cited in Crabbe 2017, 32).

PACE was composed of a controlled vocabulary of approximately 2,500 words
and a set of simplified rules for writers (Nyberg et al. 2003; Pym 1990). Below are
examples of rules:

- Keep sentences short
- Omit redundant words
- Avoid elliptical constructions
- Adhere to the PACE dictionary
- Avoid strings of nouns
- Do not use “-ing’ unless the word appears thus in the PACE dictionary
(Pym 1990, 85-86)

A fundamental rule for the PACE vocabulary is “one word for one meaning” (Pym
1990, 85). The system comes with a dictionary that provides definitions for selected
words, “where they are necessary”. Thus, to avoid misunderstanding, the system
provides definitions for “common words” and “engine parts with common names”
(e.g., part, n. “A service part’, pass vb “To proceed”, passage “A drilling along
which a fluid moves”) (Pym 1990, 85). There are no definitions for technical terms
(e.g., parent bore), as they are assumed to be familiar to the staff. Noun clusters
are allowable, but they should “consist of no more than two or, at the most three
words” (Pym, 86). Present participles are not permitted because of their ambigu-
ity. According to Pym, post-editing of the translation of PACE-controlled texts is
significantly faster than of the texts written in a conventional way (Pym, 86).

Controlled languages like STE and PACE were originally devised as standards
for writing manuals, and only later became useful for controlling input texts for
machine translation. The latter use of controlled languages is the subject of the
following section.
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2.3.2  Text production for machine translation

Controlled vocabulary is noteworthy for its place in the history of machine trans-
lation. Until the development of neural machine translation (NMT), which is
state-of-the-art translation technology, many MT systems employed controlled
vocabularies to improve the quality of their translations.

The idea that a natural language can be translated automatically with no
human intervention has been appealing for ages. However, it was not until the
20th century that researchers offered the first practical suggestions for a machine
translation system. The first public demonstration of such a system was held in
New York in 1954 (Hutchins 1995). The experiment involved the use of a com-
puter program which produced a word-for-word translation of 49 Russian sen-
tences into English. The translation was performed with a limited vocabulary of
250 words and a few syntactic rules. Although the experiment attracted publicity
and inspired further research in the US and abroad, it was less worthy of atten-
tion from a scientific point of view because the test material was preconceived
to eschew ambiguity problems. The sentences displayed fairly simple structures,
with verbs used only in the third person singular or plural, and with no negative
particles (Zarechnak 2000). There were no compound or interrogative sentences.
Lexical and syntactic restrictions appeared to be necessary for any translation sys-
tem to work successfully.

By that time, it had become clear that extensive research was needed to pro-
duce a fully automated translation system. Researchers were concerned with the
poor quality of word-for-word translations. Suggestions were made to restrict the
language of the source text and to develop sublanguage systems (Hutchins 1995).
For example, in 1952 Stuart Dodd proposed rules for controlling the language of
texts submitted to MT. In his “Model English”, each word was supposed to have a
fixed position in a sentence, and be used in just one meaning, and one grammati-
cal, phonetic as well as spelling form (Dodd 1955).

By the mid-1960s, many countries around the world launched MT projects,
using either the above direct translation approach or developing other rule-based
models (Hutchins 1995). They relied on the formulation of rules for different levels
of language analysis, from morphology, and syntax, to semantics and phonology.
They employed bilingual dictionaries for selecting equivalents. Research on MT
translation progressed at a steady pace, sometimes by trial and error, but the qual-
ity of translations did not come close to that of the human translation. For exam-
ple, a system designed for the US Air Force around 1960 generated output that was
sometimes barely comprehensible, yet sufficient for scientists to meet their basic
information needs (Hutchins 1995).
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Nevertheless, it was observed that while MT systems were unable to cope
with complexities of the general language, they produced quite accurate results
for specific language domains. In the 1970s a translator in the Canadian Meteo-
rological Center remarked that weather forecasting lends itself to machine trans-
lation because it is repetitive in structure and limited in vocabulary (Thouin
1982). In 1976 a research team at the University of Montreal developed Météo,
a system for the automatic translation of weather forecasts between English and
French. Initially, it was used for translating messages from two regional offices
in Halifax and Toronto, but soon it became an integral part of the Canadian net-
work for the transmission of meteorological reports (Thouin 1982). The system
was in constant use every day and night. Designed to process forecast bulletins, it
was capable of identifying a few thousand words and a small number of sentence
patterns. It was able to recognize the sections of a bulletin (i.e. headings, title,
list of regions, and forecast), and to distinguish between messages intended for
translation (weather forecasts for various audiences) from those it was unable
to process (e.g., synopses) (Thouin 1982). The latter were automatically rejected
by the system and submitted to human translators. According to Thouin (1982,
43), a large body of the rejected texts did not conform to “writing and format
standards for weather bulletins”. The output of Météo was reasonably good, and
around 80% of the words submitted to the system were translated every day
without human correction. The system was appreciated for relieving translators
of repetitive work and ensuring consistency in the use of terminology, while
increasing the speed of translation. The success of the system depended largely
on lexical and syntactic restrictions of meteorological reports. Météo was in use
until 2001.

Another MT system worth mentioning is Systran. Although designed to trans-
late the general language, in practice it worked with specialist subject domains
(Hutchins 1995). Designed in 1968, it was installed in 1970 at the US Air Force
to translate technical and scientific documents from Russian into English, and in
1976 at the Commission of the European Communities for English-French trans-
lation of legislation. Since then Systran has undergone numerous modifications
and improvements, which extended its applicability to the translation of English
into alarge number of languages. Although traditionally rule-based, it has recently
employed a hybrid approach to MT, combining rule-based and statistical meth-
ods. Large companies such as General Motors of Canada, the Xerox Corporation,
and Google (Google Translate until 2007) have used the system. By restricting the
vocabulary and syntax of the source language, Xerox has been able to practically
eliminate post-editing of translations (Hutchins 1995).
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The finding that controlled input significantly improves the quality of MT
led to the development of KANT (Sin-Wai 2015; Allen 1995). KANT was a
knowledge-based system, which employed a metalanguage in the form of net-
works of propositions (Qun and Xiaojun 2015). Launched in 1989 at the Center
for Machine Translation of Carnegie Mellon University, the system employed a
strictly controlled vocabulary and grammar for a specific subject domain. Mean-
ings were encoded for the domain in advance, and during translation served as
points of access to the knowledge base of that domain (Mitamura 1999). The
system retrieved domain-specific terms from a corpus, and encoded, whenever
possible, a single meaning to each term. This reduced semantic ambiguity and
increased translation accuracy. The 1992 prototype of the system made use of sev-
eral hundred technical terms and 14,000 meanings for general words.

When a term was used in more than one meaning in the domain, it was pos-
sible to encode each meaning in separate entries. The system performed analysis
of a source text to check whether its vocabulary conformed to the pre-established
constraints, and in the case of lexical ambiguity, allowed the author to solve the
problem by selecting an alternative word (Mitamura 1999). The author intervened
in the text in the interactive mode. However, even without human disambigu-
ation and post-editing, the KANT prototype from 1992 produced high-quality
translations of technical electronics manuals from English into German, French,
and Japanese (Nyberg and Mitamura 1992). This was largely due to restrictions on
input texts.

The system imposed constraints on the use of pronouns, conjunctions, and
present as well as past participles in a source text, for they “increase the poten-
tial ambiguity in syntactic analysis” (Mitamura 1999, 47). Present participles with
no explicit subject, as in When starting the engine, were not allowable (Mitamura
1999, 47). Writers were advised to avoid reduced relative clauses (e.g., the pumps
mounted to the pump drive) and to use instead that-clauses with the explicit pro-
noun that (the pumps that are mounted to the pump drive) (Mitamura, 47). The use
of acronyms was kept under control; for example OF was not allowable because
the computer could interpret it as the preposition of. Writers were asked to use
only one spelling variant consistently throughout the text, and to avoid phrasal
verbs, as they might be misinterpreted by the computer as combinations of verbs
and prepositions.

KANT paved the way for the development of CATALYST. Designed by the
Carnegie Mellon specialists, the system is one of the largest knowledge-based
interlingua MT systems used in translation of user and maintenance manuals.
With controlled language input, it generates high-quality translation needing little
post-editing.

The invention of neural MT in recent years is a major step forward in transla-
tion technology. NMT systems incorporate neural networks which operate within
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encoder-decoder framework. Roughly speaking, the encoder network reads a
source sentence and renders it in a set of numbers; then the decoder network
decodes the numbers and generates a target sentence (Cheng 2019). NMT systems
often deliver satisfactory translations needing little post-editing, but the risk of
errors remains relatively high, and varies from one language to another (Benjamin
2019; Khoong et al. 2019). The systems do not need controlled vocabularies, and
are capable of high-quality translation without such restrictions. However, there
are studies demonstrating that controlled input results in an improved accuracy of
translation of morphologically rich languages (e.g., Duygu et al. 2017).

The history of machine translation shows that many systems have used a con-
trolled vocabulary to improve translation quality. Along with the restriction of
source texts to a language domain, controlled vocabularies made translation more
efficient and effective. They significantly reduced the time and cost of translation,
while improving readability, comprehensibility, and reusability of texts (Sin-Wai
2015).

2.4 Identifying a core vocabulary

So far we have been looking at various controlled vocabularies compiled for peda-
gogical and communicative purposes. Underlying these lists is the idea of essen-
tial, basic, or core vocabulary. This idea is fundamental to the composition of, inter
alia, Eldridge’s Six Thousand Common English Words, Thorndike’s Word Book,
Ogden’s Basic English, and West’s General Service List (Stubbs 1986). Although the
lists vary in lexical content, the concept of coreness is intuitively recognizable.

Minkova and Stockwell (2006, 463) describe a core vocabulary as one which
is crucial for communication, “without which sentence composition [...] would
be unthinkable” In turn, Bell (2013) argues that it is well known to all adult native
speakers. In the current literature, writers prefer the term core vocabulary to its
earlier variants, such as “essential”, “nuclear”, “procedural’, to mention but a few
(Stubbs 1986; Bell 2013). However, the concept of core vocabulary is by no means
novel.

The question of what constitutes a core vocabulary has been much alive
among lexicographers and educational linguists for over a century. As we have
seen in Chapter 1, the central concern of language scholars and teachers in the first
half of the 20th century was how to establish a basic or minimum vocabulary that
would help improve the learner’s competence in reception and production. The
concept of core vocabulary appears in ‘General Explanations’ which opens the first
volume of the OED. The founding editor of the dictionary, James Murray explains
that “the English vocabulary contains a nucleus or central mass of many thou-
sand words [...] they are the common words of the language” (Murray 1888, xvii).
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Murray’s observation is followed by the famous compass-like drawing illustrat-
ing the editor’s vision of the lexical composition of the English vocabulary (Fig-
ure 1). The diagram displays common words in the very center; colloquial and
literary somewhat further away from it; and scientific, foreign, dialectal, slang, and
technical pointing out to the periphery (see also Curzan 2000; Aarts and MacMa-
hon 2006). The diagram unequivocally suggests that for Murray the relationship
between the nucleus and common words was straightforward.
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Figure 1. Murray’s vision of the English vocabulary (from Murray 1888, xvii).

As Carter observes, there is no one core vocabulary, but many, depending on the
circumstances of communication (2012, 47). It is the communication type that
determines the criteria for vocabulary restrictions. Only within the pedagogical
field, word-lists are created for a variety of purposes: preparing teaching materials
for foreign language learners, checking their lexical appropriateness for different
groups of learners, preparing vocabulary tests, setting up an expected level of lin-
guistic competence for native English-speaking school students (Stubbs 1986). For
example, the GSL served not only as a basis for graded readers, coursebooks, and
dictionary definitions, but also as a medium of instruction in the classroom. It was
developed to facilitate receptive and productive needs of learners.

Stubbs (1986) and Carter (2012, 1986) propose more precise guidelines for
establishing a core vocabulary for learning and teaching. Stubbs offers 12 criteria
for determining what he calls the nuclear vocabulary, and Carter suggests 10 tests
for coreness. Taken together, all these criteria and tests fall into two groups: the first
one defines coreness in terms of syntactic and semantic relations between words,
and the other, in terms of various conceptions of word neutrality. As Carter (2012,
47) explains, the former group comprises words that are “more tightly integrated
than others into the language system’, and the latter group consists of words that
are “unmarked and non-expressive” in discourse. Although both researchers admit
that word frequency is central to identification of core words, they do not treat
it independently of the other criteria. According to Stubbs (1986), frequency and
other quantitative parameters are a consequence, not a cause, of word coreness.
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Because the criteria proposed by Stubbs and Carter overlap to a large extent, they
were summarized by Bell (2013) with a unified terminology. The presentation
below employs Bell’s terminology with some modifications. Thus, the first group
mentioned above comprises criteria that refer to syntactic and semantic relations:

a.

Superordinateness. Core vocabulary items are more likely to be hypernyms
(also called superordinates) than hyponyms. For example, the core words
flower, house, animal tend to be classified as hypernyms, whereas tulip, chalet,
tiger are hyponyms. While hypernyms can be found at both higher and lower
levels of the semantic hierarchy (tulip is in turn a hypernym of dwarf tulip,
lady tulip, cottage tulip), finding a hypernym among core words is much easier
than among non-core ones. The lower-category words such as tulip and rose
are less likely candidates for being core words because finding their hyponyms
is not easy for the average English speaker.

Semantic productivity. Core words tend to have more meanings than non-core
words. The rich polysemy of the former is reflected in the length of dictionary
entries in general-purpose dictionaries (Bell 2013). It is easy to observe that
the entries for such words record numerous senses.

Formal productivity. Just as core vocabulary items are semantically produc-
tive, so they also frequently participate in the creation of set expressions such
as compounds, idioms, and phrasal verbs. Again, this is reflected in large-size
dictionaries, which provide a number of set expressions in the entries for core
words.

Potential for substitution. Core words, such as run, can substitute for non-core
ones, such as sprint, trot, race, gallop, hurry, but the reverse is not necessarily
possible without a context (Bell 2013). The potential of words for substitution
can be checked by writing definitions of words belonging to the same lexical
set and determining which of these words are indispensable and which can
be omitted. For example, Carter reports (2012) on an experiment, in which
he tested the substitutional power of words by asking a group of informants
to produce definitions of words belonging to a lexical set. One of the sets was
the following: guffaw, chuckle, giggle, laugh, jeer, and snigger. It turned out that
the majority of the subjects (80%) defined the non-core verbs with laugh, the
verb which emerged as the most core word in the set. The respondents’ defi-
nitions displayed a syntactic pattern which consisted of a core verb followed
by an adverb or adverbial phrase, for example, chuckle “laugh quietly” and

4. A lexical set is a group of lexemes which share a common semantic feature, for example,
ways of walking, colors, emotions, vehicles, and time.

EBSCChost -

printed on 2/10/2023 11:29 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.con terms-of -use



72

Defining with Simple Vocabulary in English Dictionaries

EBSCChost -

guffaw “laugh in a loud and rude manner” (Carter, 50). Defining the other
way around, for example, laugh in terms of chuckle or guffaw, would probably
be possible,” but this strategy was clearly not what the respondents preferred.
Other lexical sets presented to the respondents are shown below, with the core
words indicated in bold:

perambulate, stroll, saunter, walk, hike, march

podgy, corpulent, stout, fat, overweight, plump, obese

weedy, emaciated, skinny, lean, thin, slim, slender

adobe, house, domicile, residence, dwelling (Carter 2012, 50)

The above test was essentially based on a paraphrase within simple words,
and as such is familiar to EFL lexicographers. West used this strategy exten-
sively in developing his vocabulary list.

e. Collocability. This criterion is based on a hypothesis that core words have a
higher collocability than non-core ones. Collocability is the potential of words
to collocate, that is, to co-occur with a particular range of words (Sinclair
1991; Sterkenburg 2003). Words differ with regard to collocational range; for
example, it is much easier to find in the BNC collocates for the adjective false
(e.g., statement, impression, teeth, pretences, etc.) than for its partial synonyms
fake (e.g., alarm, notes) and bogus (e.g., claims) (Kaminski 2016). Thus, out
of these near-synonyms, false emerges as the core word because it attracts a
wider range of collocates than the other words.

It can be argued, however, that collocational range of words is a reflection
of their polysemous nature. Thus, the argument goes, the validity of a compar-
ison of collocational ranges of two words is diminished by the fact that they
collocate in different meanings. For example, shiny enters into collocations
with nose, coin, and car because its meaning is different from that of bright,
radiant, and gaudy (Carter 2012, 52). However, even when we disregard the
problem of non-corresponding meanings, collocability is in a direct relation-
ship with the aforementioned semantic productivity.

5. Defining a hypernym in terms of a hyponym is theoretically possible, for example by
using the latter and negating the differentia that distinguishes it from the former. This ap-
proach has no place in general-purpose dictionaries, which are user-oriented. However, while
in analytical definitions, hyponyms do not serve as genus terms, they can be used as differentia
specifica. In particular, they can be used as extensional elements identifying typical examples
of the category being defined and examples that do not fall into this category (Geeraerts
2003), for example, animal “a living creature such as a dog or cat, that is not an insect, plant,
bird, fish, or person” (LDOCE4).
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There is evidence that the more senses a word has, the broader the col-

locational range (Baker 1992). For example, the BNC provides evidence that
the adjective false collocates with statement in the sense of “being completely
untrue’; with teeth in the sense of “artificial”; with impression in the sense of
“wrong”; and with pretences (in the expression under false pretences), in the
sense of “deceiving people” (Kaminski 2016). The number of senses of false is
significantly larger than those of fake or bogus. This difference is reflected in
the number of senses covered by dictionaries, for example LDOCE4 records
8 senses of false, 2 senses of fake, and 1 sense of bogus. Given the fact that the
number of senses correlates with the collocational range, and in turn with the
level of semantic generality, we can conclude that false is a better candidate for
a core word than the other adjectives.
Antonymy. Core words tend to have easily predictable antonyms (e.g., fat
- thin), whereas it is more difficult to specify exact antonyms for non-core
words. Thus, finding antonyms for corpulent, obese, stout, and plum, which are
located at different points of the semantic cline, is more challenging than for
fat (Carter 2012, 50; Bell 2013).

Underlying the second group of criteria for coreness is the concept of
neutrality. The criteria below represent different types of neutrality: affective,
cultural, contextual, and register (Bell 2013):

Affective neutrality. Core words do not evoke affective connotations such
as those triggered by feelings and attitude. In this regard, old is neutral, but
ancient is not (Bell 2013).

Cultural neutrality. Core words are not marked by cultural associations,
whereas non-core ones carry cultural traits and tend to be borrowed from
one language to another. Thus, as Stubbs (1986) observes, certain seman-
tic categories such as basic bodily functions and activities (e.g., sleep, eat,
g0, be, see), size and shape (e.g., big, round), and natural phenomena (e.g.,
sun, moon, earth) are culture-free and resistant to interlingual borrowing. In
addition, the stable core of the vocabulary of a language covers grammatical
words, kinship terms, names of body parts, and frequent color terms (Trask
1996). On the other hand, certain cooking and furniture terms of French ori-
gin, such as poufand chaise-longue, are poor candidates for the core vocabu-
lary (Carter 2012, 54).

Contextual neutrality. Core vocabulary items do not reveal the field of dis-
course from which they originate. Thus, while everyday words such as brain,
shin, bone, and stomach do not evoke specialist contexts of use, the respective
medical variants cerebellum, tibia, and epidermis are restricted to medical dis-
course (Stubbs 1986).
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j.  Register neutrality. Core words are not associated with a particular register;
they are neither formal nor colloquial or slang. Thus, core words help and
drunk are used in neutral communicative situations, while give a hand is col-
loquial and intoxicated is formal (Stubbs 1986).

The above criteria are well grounded in linguistics. The criteria a-f are based on the
paradigmatic and syntagmatic properties of words: they identify the position of a
word in relation to other words. These criteria find support in structural semantics
and its various sub-fields and theories: semantic field theory (e.g., Trier 1931), rela-
tional semantics (e.g., Lyons 1969; Lyons 1977), and componential analysis (Pot-
tier 1964; Coseriu 1962; Nida 1975). What is common to the above approaches is
that language is considered as a system governed by principles, with the linguistic
sign relating to other signs in a principled way (e.g., synonymy, antonymy, hypo-
nymy etc.). As for the criteria g—j, they refer to non-denotational aspects of mean-
ing, which have been extensively discussed in the context of semantic change by
historical philologists (e.g., Sperber 1914; Van Ginneken 1911; Shreuder 1929),
and by more recent linguists identifying evoked and expressive types of meaning
through a comparison of partial synonyms (Lyons 1977; Cruse 1986). The emotive
meaning has received particular attention in the psycholinguistic studies of affec-
tive values of words (Osgood et al. 1957; Snider and Osgood 1969).

The guidelines proposed by Stubbs and Carter can be regarded as a linguisti-
cally-oriented elaboration of the principles of vocabulary control by the pioneers
in the field. West employed the criteria in his work as a writer and lexicographer.
He, as it were, tested the substitutional power of his controlled vocabulary by para-
phrasing complex lexical units, replacing semantically narrow words with gen-
eral ones, and preferring neutral words to those that were stylistically marked.
Whenever possible, he avoided words restricted by discourse type. The guidelines
lend themselves to being used by lexicographers in writing definitions. However,
because the criteria are purely linguistic, they cannot be accepted for teaching
purposes without reservations. This fact seems to undermine their application in
definitions for learners.

One limitation of Stubbs” and Carter’s criteria is that they completely disre-
gard the learner’s perspective. As Carter himself admits, they do not answer the
question of which core words are easier to recognize or memorize for learners.
The researcher calls for further investigation of learnability and teachability of a
core vocabulary, as well as its memorization and lexical recall. He observes that
highly polysemous words are most problematic because it is not exactly clear
which meanings should be taught first (Carter 2012, 225). This question was also
raised by Palmer and other pioneers of the vocabulary control movement (see
1.3.1. and 1.3.2.). A later study by Bauer and Nation (1993) continues this line of
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investigation, and the studies by Webb and Nation (2008) apply predictability and
other criteria to estimate the difficulty of reading texts.

A related problem is that the criteria for coreness presented in this section
downplay the problem of multiple meanings. Although they do recognize that
extensive polysemy is a property of core words (the principle of semantic produc-
tivity), they do not specify which meanings are core. To identify such meanings,
one can adopt linguistic and lexicographic perspectives.

From the point of view of cognitive semantics, a core meaning of a word
is psychologically salient and intuitively obvious. It is the one that is activated
immediately in the native speaker’s mind when they hear the word, and is usually
the one they learnt first as children (Burkhanov 1998). In order to gain a clearer
understanding of what a core meaning is and how it relates to other meanings of
a word, one may look at the model of lexical category offered by prototype theory.
According to this model, the semantic structure of a lexical category is flexible and
fuzzy. Meanings display a radial structure, with one or more prototypical cores,
from which other related meanings extend (Lewandowska-Tomaszczyk 2007:
145). They show degrees of typicality, as some meanings constitute better examples
of the category than others. This model is particularly useful for lexicographers,
whose task is to discriminate between various meanings of a word.

Indeed, prototype theory has attracted much attention from dictionary mak-
ers and theoreticians (Geeraerts 2006a; Hanks 1994; Rey 1990; Swanepoel 1994;
Meer 1999 and 2000; Zgusta 2006). Geeraerts (2006a, 363) believes that the theory
provides “an exciting perspective for the further development of lexicography”,
and Zgusta (2006, 115) remarks that it “promises to be of great usefulness to lexi-
cography”. In the compilation of New Oxford Dictionary of English (NODE1998),
the editor declares to have taken full advantage of developments in cognitive lin-
guistics when arranging entries and defining meanings (Preface). As Hanks, the
editor, explains, “[e]ach entry has at least one core meaning, to which a number
of subsenses, logically connected to it, may be attached” (Preface). Hanks goes
on to explain that “[c]ore meanings represent typical, central uses of the word in
question in modern standard English [...] The core meaning is the one accepted
by native speakers as the most literal and central in ordinary modern usage” (Pref-
ace). This presentation of senses is supposed to reflect, at least in part, the proto-
typical organization of cognitive categories.

NODE aside, the history of lexicography shows that dictionary makers had
already developed ways of discriminating between various meanings of words.
Historical dictionaries, such as the OED (1888-1928), are a case in point. The
methodology of discovering the history of words underpins the presentation
of senses in an entry. Historical lexicographers peruse corpus evidence in order
to determine one or more prototypical core senses and then possible paths
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of development of other senses and sub-senses (Kay 2000). The literary record
serves as a basis for mapping senses in a dictionary. When there is no sufficient
evidence or there are gaps in the record, lexicographers infer the actual sequence
using a logical principle; for example, by placing spatial meanings before tempo-
ral, concrete before abstract, general before specific, etc. (Fraser 2008). To reflect
the chronological and multi-layered development of senses, the OED indicates
senses with labels, such as capital letters, Roman and Arabic numerals, as well as
small letters. Such an organization exposes original or historically earliest mean-
ings, which come first in an entry. The identification of etymological meanings
may have a pedagogical value, as they often contribute to the memorization and
understanding of more recent related meanings (Ilson 1983). However, etymology
may be misleading, as these meanings do not always coincide with those that are
psychologically salient. For example, the origin of the English word camera can be
traced back to the Latin camera “vaulted roof or chamber”. This meaning can be
considered as the original one, but given the contemporary use of the word, it can
hardly be treated as the primary one.

A learner using learners’ dictionaries may have an impression that the sense
that comes first in an entry is the core one. This is not always the case, as learners’
dictionaries give priority to the most common meanings by putting them first in
the entry. The underlying assumption is that the prominent position of this mean-
ing will be convenient for readers of contemporary texts, provided of course that
they start perusing an entry from its beginning. This approach is also pragmatically
sound, as learners are most likely to look up the most frequent meanings. How-
ever, meaning frequency is not always a reliable guide to their centrality, because
the most frequent meanings are not always central. It is not uncommon to find
entries in which a metaphorical sense comes first, before a literal one. For example,
LDOCES3 begins the entry for hackles with the metaphorical sense of the idiom
sb’s hackles rise, because it is most frequent, and continues with the literary sense
of hackles as the second one (Stein 2002a, 117-8). Such a presentation of senses
is counterintuitive because it destroys the logical flow of meaning (Moon 1987).
The identification of the most frequent meanings has become possible through the
availability of large corpora and sophisticated computer software. However, the
identification is not without problems, especially in the case of highly polysemous
words. While it is easy to compute the total number of occurrences of a lexeme, the
automatic discrimination between its various meanings is challenging.

Word sense disambiguation (WSD) has been of great interest to computa-
tional linguists and computer scientists in the field of natural language process-
ing (NLP). However, their approaches to WSD are not always sensitive enough to
detect subtle differences in meaning. One of the most intractable problems with
WSD is that “there are no decisive ways of identifying where one sense of a word
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ends and the next begins” (Kilgarriff 2006, 29). A number of NLP applications rely
on a pre-established inventory of word meanings (Preiss and Stevenson 2004). One
such a lexical database is WordNet (Fellbaum 1998), in which words are organized
into synsets, that is, sets of synonymous words. The organization of WordNet into
synsets makes the database particularly attractive to NLP developers, who treat it
as a benchmark for identifying word meanings in texts. However, the indiscrimi-
nate equating of synsets with word meanings raises doubts about the soundness
of this approach. As Hanks and Pustejovsky (2005, 65) explain, “Closer inspection
shows that many WordNet’s senses are indistinguishable from one another by any
criterion — syntactic, syntagmatic, or semantic — other than the fact that they hap-
pen to have been placed in different synsets”. Further problems emerge in the light
of prototype theory; for example, given the fact that meaning boundaries are not
always perceptible, there may be no corresponding senses in WordNet. The divi-
sion of meaning into discrete senses raises doubts as to the treatment of boundary
cases. Clearly, in this approach the quality of a source lexical database determines,
but does not guarantee, the success of WSD.

Other approaches to WSD take advantage of software retrieving contextual
clues, such as lexical collocation, grammar, and syntax, from a corpus (Kilgar-
riff and Rosenzweig 1999). Sketch Engine is a corpus tool used by lexicographers
to provide them with a snapshot of a word’s collocations and grammatical rela-
tions on the basis of a large body of texts (Kilgarrift and Rundell 2002). Although
extremely useful, such information is only a starting point for sense discrimina-
tion, the task which needs to be completed by a lexicographer. To lighten the lexi-
cographer’s task of discriminating between meanings, Atkins et al. (2003) suggest
an approach that draws on Fillmore’s theory of frame semantics (1995). Atkins
et al. analyze the semantic content of argue and argument by investigating the
semantic neighbours of the words. The researchers offer principles for WSD in the
hope of making “it easier for computers to handle the drudgery involved” in dic-
tionary making (Atkins et al. 2003, 280). The researchers believe that some stages
in the analysis of meaning, which are normally left to a human being, are amenable
to automatic processing. Another researcher drawing on frame semantics is Hanks
(2019). In his Pattern Dictionary of English Verbs (2019) he distinguishes difter-
ent meanings of verbs by classifying their collocates. Using an inventory of 230
basic semantic types, such as PERSON, ENTITY, EVENT, and STATE, Hanks assigns
them to semantic roles depending on context. For example, “the old man”, which
represents the semantic type person, may act as a doctor in the context of treating
patients, and as a patient in the context of being treated by a doctor (Hanks 2015,
93). Such a database can be used by the computer in the classification of verbs
according to meanings associated with prototypical sentence patterns. Research
into WSD is promising but, as yet, the task remains an intractable problem. WSD
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is not sensitive enough to ensure the marking of all words’ meanings. In particular,
metaphorically extended meanings and ad hoc creations are difficult to identify
automatically.

Thus, a core form seems to be easier to identify than a core meaning. Although
the concept of core meaning is reasonably tangible and easy to grasp, dictionaries
do not always assign a central status to such meanings. The task of discriminat-
ing between core and non-core meanings is not always straightforward. It is even
more challenging for computers, and much of the task is left to a human being.

2.5 Wierzbicka’s Natural Semantic Metalanguage and relevant projects

The search for core concepts lies at the root of Wierzbicka’s research into seman-
tic description. In the late 1960s, Wierzbicka set out to define words within a
restricted set of universal concepts. Her approach to the description of meaning,
which is known as Natural Semantic Metalanguage (NSM), has been developed in
numerous works (Wierzbicka 1972, 1985, 1996, 2003, 2014; Goddard and Wierz-
bicka 2002, 2014). NSM has stimulated interest of researchers in the fields of lexi-
cography and cross-linguistics communication. The researchers have launched
projects leading to the creation of, inter alia, Minimal English and a primitive-
based dictionary. They will be discussed in this section.

2.5.1 Natural Semantic Metalanguage

Inspired by Leibniz’s philosophy of language, Wierzbicka maintains that all con-
cepts can be defined in terms of the most basic meanings, which are not defin-
able themselves. These irreducible meanings are referred to as semantic primitives.
NSM addresses the fundamental principle of defining, whereby a complex con-
cept should always be defined in terms of simpler concepts, not the other way
around (Wierzbicka 1985). This principle, expressed by Aristotle three centuries
BC, underlies Wierzbickas conceptual analysis. Like Aristotle’s priora and Leib-
niz’s simples, semantic primitives cannot be decomposed themselves but are used
to articulate all complex meanings. A word meaning is explicated with primitives
in a process called reductive paraphrase; for example:

sun
something

people can often see this something in the sky

when this something is in the sky

people can see other things because of this

when this something is in the sky

people often feel something because of this (Wierzbicka 1996, 220)
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According to Wierzbicka (1972, 1996), semantic primitives represent universal
concepts, which have been lexicalized in all languages. Wierzbicka and her col-
leagues have identified an inventory of primitives empirically, through observa-
tion of a number of languages from typologically different groupings (Wierzbicka
1996; Goddard and Wierzbicka 2002). In 1972 Wierzbicka proposed 13 primitives,
but over the decades the list has been revised and expanded, reaching 63 in 2010
(Goddard 2010), and 65 in 2014 (Goddard and Wierzbicka 2014). The list includes
frequent words, both function and content ones, categorized into several classes:

substantives: I, YOU, SOMEONE/PERSON, SOMETHING, THING, PEOPLE, BODY

relational substantives: KIND, PART

determiners: THIS, THE SAME, OTHER/ELSE

quantifiers: ONE, TWO, MUCH/MANY, SOME, ALL

evaluators: GOOD, BAD

descriptors: BIG, SMALL

mental/experiential predicates: THINK, KNOW, WANT, FEEL, SEE, HEAR

speech: SAY, WORDS, TRUE

actions, events, movement, contact: DO, HAPPEN, MOVE, TOUCH

location, existence, possession, specification: BE (SOMEWHERE), THERE IS/
EXIST, HAVE, BE (SOMEONE/SOMETHING)

life and death: LIVE, DIE

time: WHEN/TIME, NOW, BEFORE, AFTER, A LONG TIME, A SHORT TIME,
MOMENT

space: WHERE/PLACE, HERE, ABOVE, BELOW, FAR, NEAR, SIDE, INSIDE

logical concepts: NOT, MAYBE, CAN, BECAUSE, IF

augmentor, intensifier: VERY, MORE

similarity: LIKE (Geeraerts 2010, 128-9)

From a lexicographic perspective, one cannot ignore advantages of this approach
to meaning description. For one thing, the approach allows the lexicographer
to overcome circularity, which permeates dictionary definitions; for another, it
enhances the explanatory value of definitions (Geeraerts 2010). As Wierzbicka
(1985, 49) maintains, the meaning of words, even of frequent ones, can be eluci-
dated in basic everyday words, such as glass or around, without recourse to unnec-
essary technical jargon, such as vitreous or cross-section. Such definitions will be
easily understood by the general reader.

From a historical point of view, Wierzbickas quest for primitives is by no
means original, which she herself admits. This line of research was pursued by
Gottfried Leibniz, a philosopher of the 17th century. Leibniz set himself a goal
of discovering a limited number of fundamental concepts, which could not be
decomposed further but could be used as building blocks to form all possible com-
plex concepts in a language (Taylor 1995). He believed that fundamental concepts
would enable him to capture the “compositional nature of human thinking” (Maat
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2004, 295). However, except for several incomplete drafts, he did not offer concrete
solutions in this regard, nor was he able to specify the number or type of such con-
cepts. As Wierzbicka points out, Leibniz “never proposed anything like a complete
list of hypothetical primitives” (1996, 13). In more recent times, the Leibnizian
interest in semantic primitives reemerged in the works by a Polish linguist Andrzej
Bogustawski (1966, 1970), who, like Wierzbicka, represents the Polish Semantic
School (De Schryver 2008). In the 1960s, Boguslawski maintained that research-
ers can approach the universal units of thought in a novel way by drawing on
both empirical and theoretical achievements of modern linguistics. As Wierzbicka
reports,

[t]he ‘golden dream’ of the seventeenth-century thinkers, which couldn’t be real-
ized within the framework of philosophy and was therefore generally abandoned
as a utopia, could be realized, Bogustawski maintained, if it was approached from
a linguistic rather than from a purely philosophical point of view.

(Wierzbicka 1996, 13)

Wierzbicka argues that her definitions are not only accurate but also intelligible to
the reader. As she maintains,

It is also my objective to show that the meaning of everyday words can not only
be explicated in a theoretically justifiable way (without a guilty conscience) but
also that it can be stated in simple and clear words, without any technical jargon
or esoteric descriptive devices, so that the proposed definitions can be perfectly
intelligible to the general reader. (Wierzbicka 1985, 7)

To be sure, the intelligibility of the NSM definitions presupposes that primitives
themselves are simple and self-explaining. However, as critics maintain, such
definitions have not been sufficiently tested with regard to their comprehension
(Geeraerts 2010). As Riemer (2006) remarks, the intelligibility of a dictionary defi-
nition depends more on whether defining words are sufficiently familiar to the
reader than on whether they represent universal concepts that are insusceptible
of conceptual decomposition. Nevertheless, primitives are basic in the sense that
they are so frequently used in English that one can hardly imagine communication
without them.

Undoubtedly, Wierzbicka’s approach to defining lends theoretical support
to the use of a controlled vocabulary in dictionaries. However, there is a huge
methodological discrepancy in determining the set of primitives and the set of
defining words for dictionaries (Baniko 2006). Primitives are selected on the basis
of alleged universal lexicalization, whereas the selection of a defining vocabulary
rests, among other factors, upon word frequency and range within a specific lan-
guage (see Sections 1.5.2 and 2.2.4).
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Wierzbicka’s conception of primitives has inspired a number of semantic,
stylistic and pragmatic studies (Apresjan 1995; Grochowski 1993; Banko 2001;
Zmigrodzki 2003; Croft & Cruse 2004; Hanks 2008). It has also invited much favor-
able and critical comment in metalexicography (Landau 1993; Hanks 2015). Lan-
dau (1993, 113), for example, admires Wierzbicka’s method for being “impeccably
logical and brilliantly executed”, and believes that it has a potential for influencing
learner’s practical lexicography because it is rich in productively useful informa-
tion. However, Landau (1993, 116) seriously doubts whether the method can bring
benefits for native speakers, as it is “extremely cumbersome, time-consuming, and
(wrongly) juvenile”. He argues that the method is “far from simple in the demands
it places on the reader to follow the course of argument’, which is the reason why
few readers have the patience to wade through lengthy definitions (116).

There are researchers who doubt that defining exclusively in a specific set
of indefinables is practically feasible. Grzegorczykowa (2001, 57), for example,
claims that, when decomposing the meaning of a lexical unit into simple ele-
ments, there is always a chance that the definition will require the mention of an
element that is unique and specific only to this unit. In such a case, the concept
should be treated as indefinable, which inevitably results in the enlargement of
the set of primitive concepts. It goes without saying that the search for primitives
would be a never-ending process, because new primitives would emerge in new
definitions. It may be apt here to anticipate some results of the current research
by noting that Grzegorczykowa’s observation sheds light on the fact that learners’
dictionaries in fact fail to restrict their DVs to a pre-specified list and use words
from outside the list (see Section 4.3.). Her observation also suggests that there
may be more than one restricted defining vocabulary, depending on the set of
lexemes being defined.

True, Wierzbicka’s definitions are lengthy and as such can hardly be applied to
practical lexicography, but as Bariko (2001) rightly remarks, they are inspiring for
lexicographers and researchers. Other linguists argue in favor of defining words
within a set of elementary concepts. Apresjan (1972, 43), for instance, points out
that such definitions are more intelligible to the reader. Further, they reveal the
hierarchical structure of a language by making explicit the relationship between
the meaning of a word being defined and the various elementary meanings acti-
vated in a definition (Apresjan, 43). In response to Wierzbickas suggestion of
defining technical concepts without recourse to technical jargon, Landau (1993,
117) admits that defining such words in simple terms would be ” revolutionary”
and should be given careful thought by commercial lexicographers. Yet he envis-
ages the possibility of using a folk definition along with a traditional scientific one
to the benefit of different groups of users.
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In turn, Weinreich (1980, 55) maintains that by defining with indefinables one
can solve the problem of circularity in dictionaries. He suggests a stratification of
a DV into a central core and, like onion rings, into the various levels of the periph-
ery (Allan 1986, 355). The vocabulary of the core would be defined circularly or
ostensively (e.g., blue “the colour of the sky”), and would be used in definitions
of the words of layer 2, which in turn would serve as building blocks for defini-
tions in layer 3. In other words, the vocabulary from more peripheral layers would
be defined with the words of the more central layers (Allan, 355). Thanks to this
strategy, circularity would be avoided in all the layers but the core one. Weinreich
suggests that the core vocabulary might be reduced to the size lower than Basic
English, which consists of 850 words. However, he does not specify how many
lexical strata should be distinguished or how this vocabulary should be selected
(Seretny 1998, 258). The idea of stratification of a DV has been taken up by other
researchers, who, for example, considered it as a way of improving existing elec-
tronic dictionaries (Rundell 2015, 316), or implemented it in an experimental
project (Bullock 2010). In the following section, we will take a closer look at such
a project.

2.5.2 A primitive-based dictionary

Bullock devised an experiment to test the “expressive power” of definitions writ-
ten in Natural Semantic Metalanguage (NSM) (Bullock 2010, 226). To that end,
he compiled a small dictionary consisting of definitions of all the keywords in the
DV of the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English (LDOCE). He defined
the 2,352 keywords using Wierzbickas primitives and a few extra words from the
LDOCE DV, such as colout; number and shape. Altogether, he used only 64 defin-
ing words and phrases (Bullock 2010, 232), imposing as it were a much higher
degree of control than is normally found in learners’ dictionaries. The NSM-defi-
nitions were meant to be a remedy for circularity. In contrast to lengthy definitions
proposed by Wierzbicka, some of which are two-page long, Bullock’s definitions
were limited in length to about 100 words. Below is an example of his definition, in
which primitives are typed in capitals, and non-primitives appear in normal case.

cup=[noun-only] SMALL THINGS PEOPLE make [to+] contain hot liquid [+s]
THAT PEOPLE drink [;] ONE PERSON CAN use ONE hand TO_MOVE ONE_OF THESE
NEAR_TO mouth and cAN drink ALL liquid THAT ONE_OF THESE contain [+s]

(Bullock 2010, 229)

Bullock tested the quality of his definitions on twelve English-speaking students
aged 14-18. They were asked to read a set of NSM-definitions and guess the miss-
ing headwords (i.e. the words being defined). The test participants were presented

printed on 2/10/2023 11:29 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.con terms-of -use



EBSCChost -

Chapter 2. Other major projects on vocabulary control

83

with a more user-friendly version of definitions than the one exemplified above,
with no typographical mark-up (uppercase letters, underscores, the third person
present tense morpheme -s, brackets, etc.). The participants identified the missing
headwords in three tasks. In the first task, they were asked to write each headword
in the blank space. The second task was the same but was easier because the initial
letter of each headword was already given. In the third task, which was the easiest,
the participants were asked to choose each headword from a list. For compara-
tive purposes, the participants carried out these tasks using not only NSM-defini-
tions but also two other definition types: the corresponding definitions in LDOCE
and the full-length definitions drawn from the NSM literature (Wierzbicka 1996,
1985). The researcher measured the accuracy of each definition type by calculating
the percentages of correct responses for each task.

Bullock (2010, 230-1) concludes that although his primitive-based definitions
had a lower precision (by approximately 8%) than the other definition types, the
meanings they described were conveyed adequately. The experiment was con-
ducted on native speakers, but Bullock (2010) argues that the NSM definitions
have a potential of being successfully understood by less competent users of the
language, including beginning EFL learners.

Interestingly, however, the effectiveness of primitive-based definitions were
questioned by Neubauer (1980, 15-6), who maintained that primitive-based lists
are insufficient for lexicographers to write intelligible definitions. Neubauer based
his claim on an analysis of various lists of semantic primitives consisting of a very
limited number of items (Herbst 1986). As an example, he quotes Ballweg-Sch-
ramm and Schumacher’s proposal for a definition in a valency dictionary of Ger-
man, arguing that the definition can hardly be helpful in understanding the word
meaning. In their model of the dictionary entry, Ballweg-Schramm and Schum-
acher offer a definition in the form of a paraphrase (on the right) of the German
verb informieren (on the left) (Herbst 1986, 115):

Dery,, informiert (deny,, ) (in dem Dadurch, daf3 (x) (k) aktualisiert,
k,,,) (iiber denz bewirkt x absichtlich, daf3 (y)
Eigenschaften des (z) erfahrt.

Prép)

Although the dictionary compilers stress they aim to keep the DV as small as
possible, they do not give the details of the list, nor do they reveal the number of
items included (Herbst 1986).

Returning to BullocK’s project, the researcher suggests that a primitive-
based dictionary may serve as a companion to already existing EFL dictionar-
ies, especially for those learners whose proficiency level is lower than expected.
He observes that a DV of over 2000 words employed by learners’ dictionaries
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presupposes that the learner is sufficiently familiar with this vocabulary. In other
words, the user is expected to have a receptive vocabulary of that size in order
to understand any definition in such a dictionary. Because this may pose a high
threshold for less advanced learners, the argument goes, the companion diction-
ary whose definitions are framed within NSM may help the learner overcome
comprehension problems encountered in EFL dictionaries.

Like Weinreich (1980), Bullock suggests a multi-layer structure for the com-
panion dictionary. The first layer would be a list of over sixty primitives. Because
primitives cannot be decomposed themselves into smaller units, their meaning
would be conveyed by illustrations and translations. The sixty primitives would be
used in the second layer to define 700 words selected from the LDOCE DV. The
third layer would be composed of the remaining 1300 (or more) words from the
Longman DV, defined with the vocabulary from the previous two layers (Bullock
2010). The multi-layer structure would ensure a graded progression in learning the
English vocabulary, from conceptually simple to complex words. The dictionary
would be intended for beginning learners as a means of broadening the receptive
vocabulary to the level necessary for successful comprehension of all definitions
in LDOCE.

The scholar has launched the companion dictionary online with some modi-
fications (Bullock 2019). The first layer is comprised of approximately the same set
of primitives as used in the original experiment. As Bullock explains (2019), the
primitives represent universal concepts, or “semantic atoms”. There are as many
as 34 middle layers, with 300 “semantic molecules”. Each layer has a vocabulary
defined with the words of the previous layer. All these 300 molecules plus 61 atoms
from the first layer are used in the following layer to define 2000 words of the
LDOCE DV. Thus, compared to the initial experiment (Bullock 2010), the LDOCE
DV is here defined using a much larger vocabulary than originally planned (360
vs. 64 defining items respectively). This may have been caused by practical rea-
sons, namely the need to eschew awkward and wordy definitions which inevitably
resulted from the reduced size of the DV. As it stands, Bullock’s DV relies on a
considerably larger set of words than NSM, but still a significantly smaller set than
the DVs in contemporary EFL dictionaries.

Finally, it is worth pointing out that a payoff from defining within a restricted
DV is that such definitions are a rich source of information on the language and
the world (Wilks et al. 1988). With respect to the degree of semantic detail, they
surpass traditional definitions (Piotrowski 2002). The type of knowledge they con-
tain is of special interest to developers of NLP applications. Dolan et al. (1993)
used an online version of LDOCE to build a lexical knowledge base. The base
had a form of a network consisting of tens of thousands of words, which revealed
semantic relations between them, such as “hyperonym”, “part of”, “location”, and
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“purpose” (Dolan et al. 1993). In turn, Michiels and Noél (1984) used LDOCE in
the investigation of the relationship between an instrument (e.g., instrument, tool,
liquid) and the process in which it is used. Such projects are of interest to the NLP
community.

2.5.3 Minimal English

In 2014 Wierzbicka proposed the so called Minimal English. It is a “mini” ver-
sion of English which “can serve, whenever needed and appropriate, as a common
auxiliary inter-language for speakers of different languages, and a global means
for clarifying, elucidating, storing, and comparing ideas” (Wierzbicka 2014, 194).
Unlike Basic English, Minimal English has been designed to ensure maximum
cross-translatability; it is the English version of a conceptual language with its
vocabulary representing “the full repertoire of shared human concepts” (Wierz-
bicka 2014, 195). It is intended to be an auxiliary language that makes it easier to
communicate beyond a language barrier. Minimal English owes a great deal to the
research into NSM, but it makes use of a larger set of words. The vocabulary of
250 words includes semantic primitives, that is, basic universal meanings which
are not themselves definable (see below). In addition, it contains some grammati-
cal words and some words that are “more or less cross-translatable or more or
less unavoidable in many contexts of modern, international discourse” (Goddard
and Wierzbicka 2018, 8). Examples of the latter category of words are book, buy,
country, government, number, and sea. As Goddard argues, “with fewer words to
choose from, one is forced to focus on the essential things that one wants to say,
without getting distracted by all the available lexical options” (Goddard and Wier-
zbicka 2018, 6).

2.5.4 Defining with primitives for cross-linguistic comparison

Cross-linguistic comparison represents an interesting area of NSM application, as
primitives are universal in the sense of having exact equivalents in all languages.
As such they can serve as a means for describing the meanings of lexical units
in various languages, a process which requires manual analysis along the lines
proposed by Wierzbicka. Essentially, her analysis aims to capture the semantic
invariant of a concept in a given language. In order to accomplish this goal, the
definer should be able to discover the “internal logic” of the concept (Wierzbicka
1985, 19). Because concepts may differ across languages, this analysis can be used
in discovering conceptual differences between two different languages.
Wierzbicka claims that her NSM provides tertium comparationis for cross-lin-
guistic comparison (Goddard and Wierzbicka 2008). She believes that explication
through reductive analysis can reveal meaning differences between corresponding
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lexical items in two languages (Goddard and Wierzbicka 2008). For example, her
analysis of the English adjective green and its Welsh equivalent gwyrrd leads to
the conclusion that, although the words are very close in meaning, the latter has
a somewhat more restricted range of reference, because it is used to talk about
“relatively livelier, brighter, fresher greens” (Wierzbicka 1996, 307). In order to
bring out the semantic difference, in the analysis of the Welsh word she suggests a
reference to wetness after rain, in order to evoke the associations with “fresh and
glistening vegetation”

X is green. =

in some places many things grow out of the ground

when one sees things like X one can think of this

X is gwyrdd. =

in some places many things grow out of the ground

at some times there is water in these places (after rain)

when one sees things like X one can think of this
(Wierzbicka 1996, 306-7)

Such an explanation may be particularly useful for bilingual lexicographers,
because it is capable of showing that even seemingly equivalent words differ in
meaning (Adamska-Salaciak 2010a, 402).

Useful as it is, defining within NSM remains a manual task. It relies on “meth-
odological introspection and thinking” rather than on “laboratory experiments”
or “reports of casual, superficial impressions or intuitions (either of ‘informants’
or the analyst himself)” (Wierzbicka 1985, 19). Although the activity of defini-
tion writing is time-consuming and is prone to inconsistencies, it is possible to
facilitate the process. Wierzbicka offers quite specific guidance on how to perform
conceptual analysis. In the case of natural-kind concepts, her definitions systemat-
ically cover such aspects as habitat, size, appearance, etc., whereas human artefacts
are described in terms of function, material, appearance, and size. Such conceptual
frameworks are crucial to a systematic comparison of similar concepts not only
within a particular language but also across different languages.

Conceptual frameworks for definitions have been of great interest to researchers
of terminology (Sager and Kageura 1994; Sager and LHomme 1994; Sager and Ndi-
Kimbi 1995; Dancette 2005; San Martin and CHomme 2014; Seppald 2015). Seppéld
(2015), for example, proposes a model for predicting definition contents irrespective
of language and subject domain. On the basis of her methodological framework for
analyzing definitions, she verifies a hypothesis that the selection of differentiating
features is “partially determined by the entity type to which the defined term refers”
(45). In an early work by Sager and Ndi-Kimbi (1995), the researchers address
the problem of insufficient guidelines for writing terminological definitions. They

printed on 2/10/2023 11:29 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.con terms-of -use



EBSCChost -

Chapter 2. Other major projects on vocabulary control

87

explore possible linguistic realizations of conceptual structures of terminological
definitions. On the basis of a text corpus, they identify rules and proper patterns for
the more systematic creation of definitions. Systematic definitions are designed with
a view to modelling knowledge structures and to creating language-independent
knowledge retrieval systems.

However, terminological research cannot be applied to general-purpose
lexicography without reservations. This is because terminological definitions are
limited to the denotation of a lexeme and describe it in terms of necessary and
sufficient components of the concept within a particular subject field (Sager and
Ndi-Kimbi 1995; de Bessé 1990). By contrast, lexicographic definitions go beyond
denotative meaning; they focus on connotation, usage, and syntactic as well as
stylistic properties of a lexeme. Such definitions often explain how a word is used
and when it is used. General lexicographers are confronted with the problem that
meanings of many lexemes have no clear boundaries and thus cannot be described
in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions. It is worth recalling here Witt-
genstein’s search for common elements of referents of game, which led him to the
conclusion that the referents cannot be described in terms of sufficient and nec-
essary conditions, but rather they can be linked by family resemblance relations
(Geeraerts 2006b). Thus, in order to account for different contexts of use of a lex-
eme, lexicographers search for its prototype, or - in the words of Wierzbicka - the
invariant meaning. A consistent comparison of corresponding lexemes in different
languages needs a complex conceptual framework that takes into consideration all
aspects of meaning and use of the lexemes.

2.6 Summary

After the publication of the GSL (1953), the idea of vocabulary control continued
to inspire educators, researchers, and linguists. With advancements in technol-
ogy and availability of large corpora, it was possible to revise existing controlled
vocabularies and compile new ones on the basis of more reliable and representa-
tive data. This allowed compilers to apply quantitative criteria more consistently
than in the past.

The application of vocabulary control goes beyond teaching and learning.
With the development of computer software, vocabulary control received atten-
tion from innovators in the field of industry. Vocabulary control was particularly
useful for enhancing professional text comprehension and machine translation.
Recent practical applications of controlled vocabularies show that the fundamen-
tal principles as laid down by the pioneers of the field are still current.

printed on 2/10/2023 11:29 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.con terms-of -use



88

Defining with Simple Vocabulary in English Dictionaries

EBSCChost -

In this chapter we also saw that for some linguists, vocabulary control lies at
the heart of lexicographic analysis. Linguistic research offers guidelines for estab-
lishing a core vocabulary, which has implications for dictionary makers. To what
extent dictionary makers adhere to basic principles of vocabulary control will be
the subject of the following chapters.
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CHAPTER 3

Defining with a controlled vocabulary:
Preliminary insights

The early-20th century interest in vocabulary control led to the compilation of
the first EFL dictionaries, with NMED (1935) and ISED (1942) being major inno-
vations in the field. The dictionaries used different approaches to a DV. The one
pioneered by West in NMED involved a systematic use of words selected prior to
defining, and occasional use of words outside the list. We will see in this chapter
that this approach did not strike a chord with Hornby, the compiler of ISED, who
used no such restrictions in his dictionary.

Neubauer (1989, 900) distinguishes five approaches to controlling a definition
vocabulary, from no control to the control of form and meaning:

a.  No control whatsoever over what words are used in the dictionary definitions;

b. Itis attempted to use ‘simple language’ in the definitions, but without explicit
restrictions;

c. The words in the definitions are mainly selected from a specified list of words
contained in a defining vocabulary, in addition some words not contained in
the defining vocabulary are used for cross-references and terminology; this
type of dictionary definition has been called mixed definitions;

d. All words occurring in the definitions form part of an explicitly compiled
defining vocabulary that is listed in the dictionary;

e. All words occurring in the explanations form part of an explicitly compiled
defining vocabulary with the senses actually used marked, and only the senses
listed are used in the definitions. Neubauer (1989, 900)

While West’s approach corresponds to the letter (c), we can expect that ISED and
other learners’ dictionaries follow at least the approach (b). We can also assume
that native-speaker dictionaries control their definition vocabularies to some
extent.

The above questions will be dealt with in Sections 3.2 and 3.3. The aim of the
sections is to formulate preliminary observations on the issue of controlling defi-
nition vocabularies in English dictionaries published up to the early 1980s. I will
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continue this line of investigation in more detail in Chapters 4 and 5 by moving
on to the more recent period (1984-2015). The final section (3.4) reviews previous
studies of the subject, and on the basis of this review, offers several hypotheses that
will be verified in the subsequent chapters. Before I begin, I will explain the term
definition, because it is essential for the study of a defining vocabulary.

3.1 What is the dictionary definition?

In a monolingual dictionary, the definition is the most important component
of the entry because its primary function is to give an explanation of the mean-
ing of the headword, or the lexical unit being defined (Atkins and Rundell 2008,
208-209). The need to understand meanings is the main reason for native speak-
ers and learners to consult general-purpose dictionaries (Quirk 1973, Tomaszczyk
1979, Summers 1988). In the words of Wiegand (1994), the dictionary definition
is the core part of a semantic comment on the headword, though it is not the
only component that serves that purpose. Other components that carry semantic
information include illustrative examples, pictorial illustrations, stylistic and atti-
tude labels, as well as synonyms, antonyms, and other elements of paradigmatic
information.

Lexicographers use various definition formats, depending on the function of
the dictionary, its target audience, and the category of the word being defined.
The traditional definition follows Aristotelian logic: it categorises the word being
defined (definiendum) in terms of a superordinate term (genus proximum) and
distinguishes it from other words in the category by means of a set of differentiat-
ing features (differentia specifica) (Svensén 1993, 120-31; Cowie 1999a: 158). This
classical approach is suitable for defining nouns, but is less useful in defining verbs
and adjectives (Hartmann and James 1998). Below is an example of this type of
definition:

headphone a telephone receiver worn in pairs on a headband, esp. for wireless
listening (Chambers7)

Another way of defining is by giving one or several near-synonyms (see the entry
for lax below). In spite of its long-established tradition, defining by synonym is not
without controversy among metalexicographers. The so-called synonym defini-
tions are criticized for being vague and misleading for users (Wiegand 1994; Louw
2000) (see also 5.1.2). Firstly, the very fact that absolute synonyms are extremely
rare in language undermines their usefulness as a defining strategy. Even when a
lexicographer decides to use a near-synonym, it is rarely simpler than the word
being defined. Defining a word in terms of words that are frequent and common
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across a range of registers and topics requires the use of paraphrase rather than
synonymy. Secondly, synonymy is a relation between lexical units (in the narrow
sense: between words in their particular single meanings) rather than between
ambiguous polysemous words. Synonymy is a complex relation that involves not
only denotational but also contextual, stylistic, expressive, and regional differences
which exist between lexical units. Recent dictionary practice shows that lexicog-
raphers often fail to communicate in which meaning a synonym is used in a defi-
nition (Louw 2000). On the other hand, as Landau (2001, 398) argues, synonym
definitions “are not necessarily a mark of lazy or inept editing; they may be the
best solution to the problem of too little space”. Svensén (1993, 119) adds that the
approach is “entirely valid when the need for semantic precision is not too great”

lax adj slack; loose; soft or flabby (Chambers12)
Synonym definitions stand in sharp contrast to full-sentence definitions, as in:

accrue If money or interest accrues or if you accrue it, it gradually increases in
amount over a period of time (COBUILDS)

Introduced in COBUILDI in 1987, this definition model is now commonly used
in learners’ dictionaries because it is believed to be user-friendly and readily acces-
sible to learners. It resembles the style of definitions that ordinary people use in
their everyday conversations. The definition model consists of the introductory
clause, which uses the definiendum to provide a typical context of use, and the
main clause, which is the explanation proper. Thus, the concept of lexicographic
definition encompasses a range of definition formats, from a synonym, a series of
synonyms, and a brief analytical phrase, to a more discursive account of semantic
and contextual properties of the lexical unit.

The varied formats of definitions raise doubts as to their equal status and
function in a dictionary entry. Firstly, the full-sentence definition does not fur-
nish purely semantic features of a lexical unit but provides contextual informa-
tion. Although both of these information types are essential for learners, their
usefulness depends on the task at hand (reception or production). Secondly, the
synonym definition can be equally treated as an entry component distinct from
the definition. This is because the former provides paradigmatic, rather than
explanatory, information. Paradigmatic information provided in a dictionary
entry does not fulfil the same function as analytical definition because the chief
purpose of the former is to satisfy the needs of users for text production, while
the latter is essentially used in text reception. Moreover, lexical items, whether
presented as synonyms, antonyms, co-hyponyms, or other related items, do not
play the same role as definitions with respect to the user’s lexical competence
(Seppédld 2016). Their provision in a dictionary entry is an important aid to
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vocabulary expansion, whereas analytical definitions are intended to solve com-
prehension problems by paraphrasing the word being defined. The uncertain
status of synonym definition is exacerbated by the inadequate cross-referencing
of synonyms in entries, for example between the entry where a synonym appears
along with an analytical definition and the entry for this synonym (Louw 2000).
Although in many dictionaries, defining a word by a brief analytical phrase
along with a near-synonym is a long-standing practice (see the entry for debase
below), metalexicographers (e.g., Wiegand 1994) believe that such a presenta-
tion of synonym information is misleading for users because it fails to explain
the word meaning.

debase to make mean or of less value: to adulterate (Chambers7)

The disjunction between lexicographic practice and theory leads to at least two
different interpretations of the term definition. According to Burkhanov (1998),
the term represents at least two concepts. The first has a broad meaning and refers
to a combination of a word being defined (definiendum) and the explanation of
the meaning of this word (definiens). Such an interpretation encompasses the
full-sentence approach to the explanation of meaning, as used in COBUILD. This
means that if-clauses in COBUILD definitions qualify as parts of definitions. A
second concept designated by the term definition applies only to the defining part
that explains semantic and lexical properties of the definiendum, while exclud-
ing its syntactic properties (Burkhanov 1998). Thus, applying the concept to the
COBUILD-style definitions, one concludes that only the main clause meets the
criterion for definition.

Both interpretations are applicable to the analyses in the present book. In a
large part of the book, I will use the term in the former broader sense, but restrict
its use to the narrower sense for the analysis of receptive vocabulary load of defini-
tions in Chapter 4. This restriction is motivated by the rigor of quantitative analysis
of the vocabulary (see 4.1.2). I will follow typographical conventions of dictionar-
ies under study and apply the term definition to what is traditionally known as
synonym definitions, while excluding all the synonyms that are explicitly marked
as separate components of a dictionary entry.

The definition formats presented in this section (analytical definition, syn-
onym definition, and full-sentence definition) are used in general-purpose lexi-
cography for their practical values. If we assume that the ideal dictionary definition
is the one that is easily accessible to the target user, then it may be close to the full-
sentence definition. However, accessibility is not the only quality that dictionary
definitions should possess. As Johnson argued, the ideal of definition combines
“brevity, fulness, and perspicuity” (Johnson 1747). Such a compromise may be
more difficult to achieve than it seems. The following section looks at the history
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of English lexicography to see how much attention English lexicographers paid to
accessibility of their definitions.

3.2 Defining in plain English: A historical overview of native-speaker
dictionary tradition

As mentioned earlier, Johnson (1747) believed that one of the key features of the
ideal definition is its perspicuity. The requirement of clarity applies to learners’
dictionaries as well as native-speaker dictionaries. The history of the latter diction-
aries deserves our attention not only because of the topic of definition vocabulary
but also because of the fact that they bequeathed many of their features to the early
learners’ dictionaries.

The notion of simplicity can be traced back to the beginnings of the English
monolingual lexicography. The early monolingual lexicographers of the 17th cen-
tury explained difficult words using, what they referred to as plain English, that is,
the language which was supposed to be “straightforward and easy to understand*!
for the target user (McArthur 1998a, 109). By using plain English in definitions,
the lexicographers conformed to the fundamental principle of dictionary mak-
ing, namely that difficult words should be explained with easy ones. This section
seeks to review how the idea of plain English was implemented in major English
dictionaries. After this review, I will focus on how this idea gained attention from
readers of publicly available texts.

The early monolingual dictionaries of the 17th century, such as Cawdrey’s
Table Alphabeticall (1604), Bullokar’s An English Expositor (1616), Cockeram’s The
English Dictionarie (1623), and Phillips’ The New World of English Words (1658),
belong to the “hard word” tradition of English lexicography. These dictionaries
had as their aim to explain the poorly anglicized words of classical origin with the
familiar words of vernacular English (Stein 2002a). Hard words, which became a
hallmark of learned writing, had flooded the English language since the Renais-
sance period. The idea that these difficult words could be explained in plain Eng-
lish appealed to the middle classes who lacked classical education (McArthur
1998a, 134). The notion of plain language was clearly synonymous with that of
familiar vernacular.

1. The OED (3rd ed.) defines plain English as “plain straightforward language”, and the
adjective plain as “free from ambiguity, evasion, or subterfuge; straightforward, direct”. The
OED’s quotation (from 1693) containing plain English postdates the use of this combination
in Cawdrey’s Table Alphabeticall (1604).
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Cawdrey’s Table Alphabeticall is an early attempt at explaining difficult classi-
cal terms with familiar English counterparts. His major technique of defining was
using one or more near-synonyms, with occasional brief analytical phrases (see
below). Given the predominant use of synonym definitions, The Table resembled
the bilingual dictionaries of the 16th century, in which foreign words had been
paired with native ones.

alien, a stranger

colleague, companion

colume, one side of a page of a booke

violent, forcible, cruell, iniurious (Cawdrey 1604)

The compilers of the early monolingual English dictionaries made various assump-
tions about the usefulness of their works for various groups of users and for differ-
ent situations of dictionary use. Cawdrey, for example, explained the pedagogical
function of The Table Alphabeticall, emphasizing that the dictionary was designed
to teach words both productively and receptively:

conteyning and teaching the true writing, and understanding of hard vsuall Eng-
lish wordes, ... With the interpretation thereof by plaine English words, gathered
for helpe of Ladies, Gentlewoman, or any other vnskilfull persons. Whereby they
may the more easilie and better understand many hard English wordes, which
they shall heare or read in Scriptures, Sermons, or else where, and also be made
able to vse the same aptly themselues ... (Cawdrey 1604)

In a similar fashion, Phillips believed that his New World of English Words (1658)
was “very necessary for strangers, as well as our own countrymen, or for all per-
sons that would rightly understand what they discourse, write, or read”. Later in
1708, Kersey published Dictionarium Anglo-Britannicum, declaring that it was
designed “for the benefit of young students, tradesmen, artificers, foreigners,
and others who are desirous thoroughly to understand what they speak, read, or
write”. Interestingly, the title page of Bailey’s Universal Etymological English Dic-
tionary (1721) bears a declaration which closely resembles that given by Kersey
in his Dictionarium, but with the word order slightly changed: “for the benefit of
young students, artificers, tradesmen and foreigners, who are desirous thorowly to
understand what they speak, read, or write.“?

2. This fragment can be considered as an instance of copying dictionary content, or collating
material from predecessors (McConchie 2013, 118), which was commonplace among lexicog-
raphers of that period (Podhajecka 2009, 157). As can be seen, copying was not confined only
to the content of entries but extended to title pages.
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While there is no doubt that these early dictionaries developed in response
to practical needs of their users, the lexicographers” assumptions were certainly
not informed by an in-depth analysis of requirements of the real user. These early
dictionary makers, however, were not unlike a number of later lexicographers who
acknowledged various functions of their dictionaries, but rarely had sufficient evi-
dence to support their claims about the target user’s needs (Hartmann 1989, 123).
While the hard-word dictionary evolved into the more comprehensive reference
book of the 18th century, and then into the multi-volume encyclopedic dictionary
of the 19th century, lexicographers attached little interest in such matters as how
dictionaries were really used by their users and what to do to make definitions
more accessible to immigrants and other learners who were non-native speakers
of English (McArthur 1998a). This state of affairs persisted into the 20th century.

In the 18th century, hard-word dictionaries became more inclusive, slowly
evolving into a record of the entire lexicon. In his Universal Etymological English
Dictionary (1721), Bailey included not only hard words, many of which he took
from the dictionaries already published, but also dialect words, cant, and obso-
lete terms used in the English literature (Landau 2001, 63). Dictionaries began to
record everyday words and meanings, which raised a problem of how to define
them. Defining a common word in terms of more common ones was not always
feasible; more importantly, however, it does not seem to have been practical, given
the fact that they were known to native users. In Bailey’s Universal, definitions of
common animals were hardly more than a brief indication of the class to which
the animal belonged, giving only a gist of the word meaning; for example:

Horse ... a Beast well known.
Mouse ... a Domestic Creature well known. (Bailey 1721)

Considering the superficiality of these definitions, one may wonder why they were
given at all. Interestingly, foreigners belonged to the target readership, as the title
page explicitly indicates:

The whole work compiled and methodically digested, as well for the entertain-
ment of the curious, as the information of the ignorant, and for the benefit of
young students, artificers, tradesmen and foreigners, who are desirous thorowly
to understand what they speak, read, or write. (Bailey 1721)

Admittedly, the above definitions were unhelpful for learners in both receptive
and productive mode. Therefore, it is probable that they were given just for the
sake of inclusion, as comprehensiveness and dictionary size had become impor-
tant selling points in dictionary business (Béjoint 2000, 95).

In 1755 Samuel Johnson published Dictionary of the English Language, the
first English dictionary with definitions systematically supported with citations
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from literary “authorities” and “the best authors” (Johnson 1755). Initially, the dic-
tionary was envisaged as a highly prescriptive work, in which the literary evidence
would serve as a standard of the language.® According to Hanks (2005, 243), John-
son’s definitions were “terse, stylish, and sometimes witty, as well as factual, clear,
and comprehensible (with a few exceptions, some of them deliberate).” Johnson’s
dictionary has been admired not only for the quality of definitions and the con-
sistent use of quotations, but also for his thorough understanding of lexicographic
problems he was confronted with while working on the dictionary. The compiler
recognized the need to write definitions using “terms less abstruse than that which
is to be explained” (Preface, Johnson 1755). However, he was well aware of difficul-
ties in finding such terms:

... such terms cannot always be found; for as nothing can be proved but by sup-
posing something intuitively known, and evident without proof, so nothing can
be defined but by the use of words too plain to admit a definition.

(Preface, Johnson 1755)

The following passage encapsulates problems for lexicographers compiling mono-
lingual dictionaries:

To interpret a language by itself is very difficult; many words cannot be explained
by synonimes, because the idea signified by them has not more than one appel-
lation; nor by paraphrase, because simple ideas cannot be described. When the
nature of things is unknown, or the notion unsettled and indefinite, and various
in various minds, the words by which such notions are conveyed, or such things
denoted, will be ambiguous and perplexed. (Preface, Johnson 1755)

Johnson argued that the words that signified what he called after Locke “simple
ideas” are impossible to define. The words would now be considered as semanti-
cally simple. Using Wierzbicka’s terminology, we would perhaps say that the words
are non-decomposable, that is, their meaning cannot be divided into smaller
semantic parts (Wierzbicka 1996, 237). Johnson was skeptical about defining “the
easiest words” and believed that such definitions lead to circularity:

... many seeming faults are to be imputed rather to the nature of the undertaking,
than the negligence of the performer. Thus some explanations are unavoidably
reciprocal or circular, as /hind, the female of the stag/; /stag, the male of the hind/:
sometimes easier words are changed into harder, as /burial/ into /sepulture/ or /

3. In the initial stage, Johnson intended to collect excerpts from literary “authorities” as evi-
dence for his pre-established categories of meaning. However, in the course of the work, he
found out that the actual usage did not fit neatly into his system of categories (Reddick 2009).
This discovery led him to the conclusion that language cannot be prevented from change.
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interment/, /drier/ into /desiccative/, /dryness/ into /siccity/ or /aridity/, /fit/ into
/paroxysm/; for the easiest word, whatever it be, can never be translated into one
more easy. (Preface, Johnson 1755)

A much quoted definition of network illustrates that even common words may
need to be defined in terms of rare and abstruse words:

network Any thing reticulated or decussated, at equal distances, with interstices
between the intersections (Johnson 1755)

Johnson assumed that his dictionary would also be useful for non-native speak-
ers of English. When defining by synonym, he deliberately used a pair of words
of different origins: Germanic and Romance. He used both words in the hope
that one of them would be easily interpreted by the foreign learner by virtue of
being similar in form to the learner’s native cognate word. Such double definitions
were introduced with the learner’s needs in mind even though the Romance words
might have been obscure to the native user:

But easiness and difficulty are merely relative, and if the present prevalence of
our language should invite foreigners to this dictionary, many will be assisted
by those words which now seem only to increase or produce obscurity. For this
reason I have endeavoured frequently to join a /Teutonick/ and /Roman/ inter-
pretation, as to cheer to /gladden/, or /exhilarate/, that every learner of /English/
may be assisted by his own tongue. (Preface, Johnson 1755)

The ideal of the English dictionary as popularly perceived in the 19th century
was a multi-volume encyclopedic work (Simpson 1990). In the United States,
this ideal was embodied by Webster’s American Dictionary and its revisions
(1828 and 1864). Webster aimed at comprehensiveness of coverage and thor-
oughness of treatment. He heavily drew on Johnson, but aimed to surpass the
predecessor by covering a number of terms of developing art, science, and tech-
nology, and using a fine-grained division of senses. According to Friend (1967,
36), his definitions were “more accurate, more comprehensive, and not less
carefully divided and ordered than any previously done in English lexicogra-
phy”. Many of his definitions were produced by copying Johnson’s definitions
verbatim and incorporating the information from Johnson’s citations into the
definitions.* Webster’s dictionary abounded with biological and geographical

4. For example, in Webster’s definition of nice “Requiring scrupulous exactness; as a nice
point” (1828), the lexicographer has copied Johnson’s definition “Requiring scrupulous exact-
ness” (1785) and added “a nice point” (Kaminski 2019). This addition comes from Johnson’s
citation under the same entry: “Supposing an injury done, it is a nice point to proportion the
reparation ... UEstrange”
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information and other encyclopedic features, many of which were added dur-
ing the war with the competing Worcester’s Dictionary of the English Language
(1860) in the belief that they would enhance the commercial value of the prod-
uct (Morton 1994, 60). Scientific words were defined with encyclopedic preci-
sion, which resulted in lengthy definitions that were interspersed with scientific,
technical, and rare terms.

The prevailing scientism and historicism of the 19th century underlay the
creation of other large-scale dictionaries. On the American side, Webster’s Amer-
ican Dictionary (1864) was followed by other dictionaries with rich encyclopedic
content, including Webster’s International (1890), Whitney’s six-volume Century
Dictionary (1889-1891), and Funk and Wagnalls Standard Dictionary (1893
1895). In Britain, the encyclopedic tradition was followed by Ogilvie’s Imperial
Dictionary (1850) and Annandale’s revised edition of this dictionary (1882). The
concern for deficiencies of English dictionaries inspired British lexicographers
to launch a project for a scholarly dictionary based on historical principles. The
Oxford English Dictionary (1882-1928), published originally in ten volumes, is
regarded as the greatest lexicographic enterprise of the period. All the above
large-scale dictionaries, completed or still in the making, provided a source mate-
rial for smaller portable dictionaries that would serve the needs of the growing
masses of people.

The nineteenth-century social and economic changes created the need for
a popular dictionary. The growth of the middle classes in power and prosperity
coincided with their increased state of literacy. The expansion of the education
system in Victorian Britain, the establishment of public libraries,” and the intense
circulation of papers® had far-reaching consequences for the members of the ris-
ing middle class, who had much easier access to printed matter than ever before.
The dictionary had an important role to play in the educational development of
the people: it served as an aid in reading a wide range of texts available to them.

5. 'The law regulating establishment of libraries in England was enacted in 1850.

6. Circulation of newspapers in Britain increased rapidly in the course of the 19th century.
The reasons can be traced back to the 18th century, when a series of legislative decisions re-
sulted in lifting the barriers to publishers. In 1774 the copyright law was enacted, which made
it easier for publishers to issue printed texts without fear of being sent to prison (Blake 1996,
273-4). As a result, publishers had more freedom in expressing their opinions (Blake, 273-4).
A few decades later, in 1835, the stamp tax on newspapers was reduced significantly only to be
abolished in 1855. The changes had far-reaching consequences, as more and more newspapers
were circulated at a much reduced price. These new circumstances contributed to the wide-
spread access of the public to reading matter (Blake, 274; Reisner 1925, 245).
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While the dictionary was becoming “a very marketable commodity amongst
the self-taught” (Simpson 1990, 1960), publishers set out to reach the emerging
mass market by producing dictionaries for the new audience. The idea was to
design dictionaries that would be both affordable and accessible to the target
user. There was a good deal of experimentation with new formats of presenta-
tion of lexicographic material in the hope of finding the one that would appeal
to people at large (cf. Simpson 1990; McArthur 1986, 134). The 1872 edition of
Chambers used a simplified notation of pronunciation, unlike the one used in
the parent dictionaries, Webster-Mahn (1864) and Worcester (1860) (Kaminski
2013). Chambers (1872, v) aimed to provide “within reasonable limits, and at a
moderate price” the vocabulary that was sufficiently wide to satisfy the needs
of the general user. While this early edition presented the vocabulary in strict
alphabetical order, the 1898 edition aimed at greater comprehensiveness of cov-
erage by extensive nesting of derivatives, compounds, and phrases, which were
printed in large bold typeface. This format of data presentation, which had argu-
ably been taken over from Annandale’s Concise Dictionary of the English Lan-
guage (1886), would prove extremely popular in the first half of the 20th century
(see below). Collins published dictionaries in “Clear-type” to achieve visual sim-
plicity (Simpson 1990, 1964). In one of them, Graphic English Dictionary (1903,
Preface), the headwords were distinguished by being printed in large bold type
so as to “lessen the trouble of consulting” the dictionary. Visual simplicity, or
the clarity of information presentation, was a recurring theme in dictionaries
for the mass market. However, it was hardly perceptible in actual definitions.
Clarity of definitions was difficult to achieve in dictionaries in which space was
at a premium.

Innovations were also fostered in large-scale dictionaries. For example, the
unabridged Standard Dictionary (1893-5) broke a few lexicographic conventions
in order to achieve greater accessibility of information. The editor placed “the
most common” meaning first, because — as he believed - it was the one that the
“average user” commonly sought. In addition, etymology appeared at the end of
the entry on the grounds that “many persons are confused and discouraged when
the signs and abbreviations, and the foreign or other strange words, that make
up the etymology, stand between the vocabulary word and its definitions” (Funk
1893-1895, xi, xii; cf. McArthur 1986, 134). The editor inserted synonyms, wher-
ever possible, after the analytical phrase, because, as he remarked, “[f]ew words,
if any, are exact synonyms of others; hence to define by synonyms is confusing”
(Funk 1893-95, xi). These decisions were informed by the editor’s assumptions
about how the popular audience used reference works.

However, it was the principle of conciseness that radically changed the shape
of popular dictionaries. This principle was adopted to the extreme in CODI
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(1911), compiled by the Fowler brothers. As the editors explained, space was
saved by using “the severest economy of expression — amounting to the adop-
tion of telegraphese - that readers can be expected to put up with” (CODI, vi).
A characteristic feature of telegraphese was the frequent use of ellipsis, abbrevia-
tions, and commas, to compensate for the severe conciseness of the metalanguage
(Ilson 1986).

COD was an immensely successful and influential dictionary. It was drawn
on by Hornby in the compilation of his two learners’ dictionaries: the English
Reader’s Dictionary (1952) and the Idiomatic and Syntactic English Dictionary
(1942). Hornby explicitly gave credit to COD in the prefaces to these dictionar-
ies. In ISED, the editor acknowledged dependence on COD as far as hyphenation
in compounds is concerned, but a brief comparison of definitions from the two
dictionaries confirms COD as “the source of much in ISED that lies outside the
core vocabulary of IRET research” (Cowie 1999a, 47). ISED definitions inherited
from the source dictionary a number of difficult rare words and ellipsis, though
Hornby questioned the suitability of the Fowlers’ telegraphese for foreign learners
(Cowie 1999a).

Rare terms used in COD definitions are easily traceable to the parent diction-
ary, OED. A comparison of the definitions between these dictionaries reveals that
the two works share the same or similar words:

burn in impress indelibly (COD1)
burn in to render indelible (the painting upon pottery, etc.) (OED)
bummer Idler, loafer (COoD1)
bummer An idler, lounger, loafer (OED)
betray Give up treacherously (person or thing to enemy) (Cob1)
betray To give up to, or place in the power of an enemy, by treachery or disloyalty

(OED)

An inspection of other dictionary pairs reveals similar findings. For example, the
editor of Chamberss Etymological Dictionary (CED), a dictionary intended for
school students and a general audience, declares that “[t]he greatest care has been
taken to express the meanings in the simplest language” (1867, v). However, for
the lexicographer, the concept of simplicity was clearly synonymous to brevity and
conciseness, and he made little attempt to make definitions lexically simple. A
closer comparison of random definitions between CED and the source diction-
ary, Webster-Mahn (1864), shows that the former avoided the syntactic complexity
of the source definitions but retained the same obscure words. For example, the
definition of parson below is a truncation of the corresponding definition from
Webster-Mahn. 1t is clear that the Chambers editor has borrowed the words that
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carry the most important semantic load (mainly category words) and reused them
in his definition:

parson the priest or incumbent of a parish; a clergyman (Chambers 1867)

parson 1. The priest of a parish or ecclesiastical society; the rector or incumbent
of a parish, who has the parochial charge or cure of souls. 2. A clergyman;

one who is in orders, or who has been licensed to preach.
(Webster-Mahn 1864)

Popular dictionaries employed traditional defining strategies using brief analytical
phrases and strings of near-synonyms. In order to save space, they used a range
of defining formulae to “account for contextual variability within a single, concise
defining statement” (Atkins and Rundell 2008, 438). Here are some examples from
the early popular dictionaries:

dyspeptic Afflicted with, pertaining to, or arising from indigestion

(Chambers 1872)
clausular pertaining to, or consisting of, a clause or clauses  (Chambers 1901)
recoil act or fact or sensation of recoiling (COD1 1911)
triphthongal Of, pertaining to, or being, a triphthong (Collegiate 1910).

Atkins and Rundell (2008, 438) quote similar examples from more recent dic-
tionaries, pointing out that such formulae are surprisingly long-lasting in English

lexicography:
wolf any of various large dog-like mammals ... (Third New International 1961)
abstinence the action or practice of abstaining (OED2 1989)
absurdity the state or quality of being absurd (OED2 1989)
pedantic of, relating to, or being a pedant (Collegiatel1 2005)

As the researchers explain, the definition of pedantic above is brief yet informa-
tive. For the user who already knows the meaning of pedant, which is not a com-
mon word, it provides many linguistic facts. The participle being accounts for the
use of pedantic in the context of a person, as in the phrase “don’t be pedantic”, and
the prepositions of and relating to in the context of abstract nouns, as in “pedantic
neatness”. Other formulae typical of native-speaker dictionaries include “any of
various’, “a state of being”, “quality of being’, “the act of —ing”, “of or pertaining to
a =" As Atkins and Rundell observe (2008, 438), such formulae are undoubtedly
useful for lexicographers as they cover a range of contexts within limited space,
but their usefulness to the user is arguable. Nuances of word usage and semantic
preferences are left implicit. Incidentally, the word quality which pervades diction-
ary definitions is not even used in its basic or core meaning (Atkins and Rundell
2008, 448-9). It occurs in the string “quality of being”, which is strictly speak-
ing a lexicography-specific construction recorded only twelve times in the British
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National Corpus (Atkins and Rundell 2008, 448-9). In this corpus, quality of is
usually used in the basic meaning, that is, when talking about how good or bad
something is, as in: improving the quality of medical care (Atkins and Rundell 2008,
448). The above formulae contribute to the brevity of definitions, even though it is
achieved at the expense of comprehensibility.

An unrestricted defining vocabulary is another long-lasting feature of popular
dictionaries. Below are a few examples of definitions from the early and mid-1980s.
In all of them, technical accuracy and precision outweigh the need for simplicity
of the vocabulary.

chalk white soft rock, composed of calcium carbonate, chiefly shells of Fo-
raminifera (Chambers 1983)

feather any of the light outgrowths that form the external covering of the body of
a bird and consist of a shaft bearing a set of barbs on each side that interlock
to form a continuous vane (LDEL 1984)

feather one of the light horny epidermal outgrowths that form the external cov-
ering of the body of birds and that consist of a shaft bearing on each side a
series of barbs which bear barbules which in turn bear barbicels commonly
ending in hooked hamuli and interlocking with the barbules of an adjacent

barb to link the barbs into a continuous vane (Collegiate9 1983)
fencing The art of using a foil, épée, or saber ... (AHD 1982)
horn Non-deciduous outgrowth (COD71982)

kinkajou a slender nocturnal arboreal carnivorous mammal (Potos flavus, fam-
ily Procyonidae) of Mexico and Central and So. America that is about three

feet long and has a long prehensile tail, large lustrous eyes ...
(Collegiate9 1983)
pheasant any of numerous large often long-tailed and brightly colored Old World
gallinaceous birds (Phasianus and related genera of the family Phasianidae)
many of which are raised as ornamental or game birds  (Collegiate9 1983)
thyroid ... a ductless gland in the neck whose overactivity may lead to exoph-
thalmic goitre, and defect to cretinism (Chambers 1983)

These definitions indicate that the basic lexicographic principle of defining in
plain and unambiguous language was difficult to follow consistently in popular
dictionaries throughout much of the 20th century. Arguably, simplicity of defini-
tions was taken for granted.

Plainness in language is a quality desired not only by lexicographers and lin-
guists (see also Section 2.5) but also ordinary people. Perhaps the best example of
people’s interest in linguistic simplicity is a movement to promote plain English in
official texts (Aitchison 1986; Bennett 1993; Eunson 1996; McArthur 1998b; Wil-
liams 2004). The texts in question include documents, reports, notifications, laws,
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regulations, and other texts used in public communication. The pragmatic needs
for textual clarity and comprehensibility prompted a group of people under the
leadership of Chrissie Maher to establish the Plain English Campaign. Set up in
1979, the organization fights against “gobbledygook, jargon and misleading pub-
lic information” (Plain English Campaign 2019). The Campaign hands out annual
awards to official bodies in several categories, including Plain English and Golden
Bull, the latter for the most confusing verbal gobbledygook. For example, in 1997
the Golden Bull award went to the Department of Trade and Industry for a defini-
tion of pram, which had appeared in The Wheeled Child Conveyances (Safety)
Regulations 1997:

‘perambulator’ means (subject to paragraph (2) below) a wheeled vehicle de-
signed for the transport in a seated or recumbent position of one or two babies
or infants who are placed inside a body of boat- or box-like shape, but does not
include any carry-cot or transporter for any carry cot.

(cited after Page 2001, 124)

A more extreme case revealed by Maher was a 229-word definition of bed, which
was published by the National Health Service of Great Britain (Redmond 2010).
When commenting on the instances of bureaucratic jargon, Maher pointed out
that “[b]y poking gentle fun at these examples, we hope to encourage writers to
think more carefully about the language they use” (Plain speaking is no joke1997).
As McArthur (1998b, 116) remarks, the Plain English Campaign is a grassroots
initiative of “extraordinary ‘ordinary” people” who, by attracting the attention of
the media, put pressure on the government and institutions to avoid unintelligible
jargon, technical terms, and unnecessarily complex sentences when addressing
general audiences.

The Plain English Campaign reminds one that public institutions are respon-
sible for maintaining linguistic standards when providing services to people (Crys-
tal 2006). This trend must have had some influence on the publishers of popular
dictionaries; after all contemporary dictionary compilers are now more sensitive
to the needs of the target readership than they used to be at the turn of the 20th
century.

However, as shown in this section, plainness in definitions has not always
been easy to achieve in dictionaries for a wide readership. Some of the dictionaries
published in the early 1980s, especially those belonging to the American tradition,
show a marked tendency to define words with scientific precision. This is not only
seen in definitions of purely scientific and technical terms, but also the names of
species (e.g., pheasant), as well as the common names for abstract and concrete
concepts (e.g., chalk, feather, horn, network). Perhaps publishing houses assume
that scientific accuracy is what their target users need. It seems, however, that
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recently the demand for encyclopedic information in dictionary definitions has
decreased in line with the accessibility of encyclopedic material on the Internet, so
one may expect that the latest dictionaries limit the amount of this information.

While the inclusion of encyclopedic information in definitions presupposes
that a native user is familiar with specialist terms, lexicographers compiling learn-
ers dictionaries cannot make such presumptions. It would be unreasonable to
expect that a learner will know rare and technical, albeit precise, terms used in
definitions. Simplicity of a defining language is the fundamental principle of EFL
lexicography, and lay at the heart of the first learners’ dictionaries: NMED and
ISED.

3.3 Defining in learners’ dictionaries between 1935 and 1986

The need to define in plain English is a natural consequence of the trend in foreign
language pedagogy to teach through the medium of a foreign language. Known
as the direct method, the trend originated in the late 1880s mainly in France and
Germany (Cummins 2008, 66). It arose in opposition to the grammar-translation
method, which had been the standard school of teaching of classical and mod-
ern languages for centuries (Howatt 2006, 642; Howatt 1984; Cummins 2008, 66).
The direct method aimed to avoid the shortcomings of the grammar-translation
method, such as the necessity of memorizing grammatical rules, use of unnatu-
ral sentences for translation, and focus on written rather than spoken language
(Howatt 2006). The grammar-translation method legitimized the widespread use
of bilingual dictionaries in foreign language education (James 2003, 135). Michael
West and James Endicott looked critically at this type of dictionary:

Every time a child refers to an English Vernacular dictionary his mind is switched
out of English and he is encouraged to translate instead of thinking aloud*
(NMED 1941, 1, cited in James 2003, 135)

According to James (2003, 136), the major driving force behind West’s involve-
ment in lexicography was his dissatisfaction with bilingualized English-Bengali
dictionaries, which his students were using in Bengal in the 1920s. What West
perceived as a serious flaw of this type of dictionaries was that they promoted stu-
dents’ use of their mother tongue. As a lexicographer, he wanted to eliminate this
shortcoming by removing native language equivalents, and to encourage the use of
English by simplifying the language of definitions (James 2003). The design of his
new dictionary was consistent with the direct method of language teaching, which
used a foreign language as the medium of instruction. Just as the direct method
advocated that grammatical rules and any other intricacies of a foreign language
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be explained in this language (Bhatia 2006, 21), so the EFL dictionary explained
meanings in English. However, it was obvious that for a learner to benefit from
such a dictionary, the definitions had to be comprehensible. A restricted defining
vocabulary was the means to achieve that end. As Cowie (1999b, 3) points out,
it would “be no exaggeration to say that vocabulary limitation gave birth to the
learner’s dictionary” (see also Rundell 2008a, 223).

As shown in Section 3.1., the idea of vocabulary control was completely novel
to lexicography in the early decades of the past century. Until then dictionaries
had been compiled with native speakers in mind, and little consideration had been
given to the possibility that a dictionary would be used by second or foreign lan-
guage learners (cf. McArthur 1998a, 136). Although some dictionary compilers
were aware of the fact that their dictionaries would be used by less competent
users of the language, they practically ignored receptive needs of this group of
users. The NMED (1935) was the first dictionary in which the needs received due
attention (McArthur 1998a, 136).

3.3.1 Early learners’ dictionaries: NMED and ISED

In the words of Rundell (2008a, 223), NMED and ISED embodied the “fundamen-
tals of a monolingual learner’s dictionary” Both dictionaries in a broad sense con-
trolled the vocabularies of their definitions, in order to make them easily accessible
to the learner. However, they used entirely different methods to achieve that effect.

3.3.1.1 NMED (1935)

Compiled by West and Endicott, NMED (1935) was the first dictionary specifi-
cally designed for foreign language learners, and the first to adopt a restricted
DV. This vocabulary was not appended to the dictionary, but was described in
detail in West’s Definition Vocabulary, which appeared in the same year (see Sec-
tion 1.3.2.1). The dictionary was intended for the learner at the intermediate level
as an aid in reading rather than writing. NMED provided no syntactic patterns,
while inflectional information was given in a rather unsystematic way (Cowie
1999a). It was designed as a companion to West’s simplified readers (see further
below). In order to economize space, restrictions were also imposed on the selec-
tion of the vocabulary covered “by omitting the rare and highly technical words
which the foreigner is unlikely to meet” (NMED, iii).

Assuming that the meaning of some words is inferable from their parts, West
included in the DV the commonest affixes (e.g., dis-, in-, -able, -en). Thus, the
learner could guess the meaning of verbs denoting actions such as harden, soften,
roughen, as they were regularly derived from the verb by means of the suffix -en
(West 1935, 16). To some extent, the success of this strategy depended on the
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learner’s ability to infer the meaning, and the task was easy as long as the word
was semantically transparent. West did not ignore this fact, but he was not always
successful in achieving full transparency (Cowie 1999a, 25). As Cowie (1999a, 25)
observes, happening is more than “something that happens”, and harbour-master
cannot be interpreted simply as “the master of a harbour”

Occasionally, West permitted words outside the defining vocabulary. They
appeared in italic type often followed by a parenthetical gloss. This resulted in
what he called double definition, for example:

trump ... the sound of a trumpet(=brass instrument of music)
gherkin ... a small, long and round green vegetable used for making pickles

(=vegetables boiled in vinegar = a very sour liquid

Some definitions consist exclusively of partial synonyms, a trace of native-speaker
dictionaries:

hard ... difficult; not soft; unkind, cruel or unjust

Reading definitions, one cannot help noticing some untypical uses of words with
peripheral, metaphorical or idiomatic meanings. For instance, the preposition
under (him) (in the definition of hardmaster below) denotes a relation of subordi-
nation in the workplace, rather than, what is typical, a spatial relation:

A hard master = one who forces those under him to work too much
Another difficulty is posed by a nominal sense of wrong:
accuse ... to say that a person has done wrong, to blame

Other sources of difficulty for the learner may be a nominal sense of gain and the
idiomatic phrase fo be in high spirits:

A hard bargain = an agreement which will bring little gain;
To be in high feather = to be in high spirits

The problem of the words used in peripheral meanings or opaque combina-
tions will persist for decades in learner’s lexicography. They present the areas for
improvement in subsequent dictionaries.

3.3.1.2  ISED (1942) and ALDI (1948)

Compiled by A.S. Hornby, E.V. Gatenby, and H. Wakefield, The Idiomatic and Syn-
tactic English Dictionary (ISED) was intended specifically for Japanese students of
English at the advanced level.” The book was brought out in Japan by the publisher

7. On the basis of ALD1, Hornby compiled two other dictionaries for learners, both in col-
laboration with Parnwell. They were published in the same year, 1952, and both were intended
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Kaitakusha in 1942. It was a seminal work, which earned Hornby a prominent
position in EFL lexicography (Landau 2001, 74). The dictionary was reprinted in
1948 without any alterations by Oxford Publishing Press, under a different title:
A Learners Dictionary of Current English (ALDI). In 1952, the title was changed
again into The Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English.

Like NMED, ISED provided definitions in English, in accordance with the
pedagogical principle of teaching a foreign language through the medium of this
language. Hornby’s research on syntactic patterns and his career as a teacher show
that he was committed to this principle. As far as teaching word meanings is con-
cerned, he recognized a few procedures advocated by IRET, such as ostensive
and contextual methods and definitions in simple language (Cowie 1998b, 258).
According to Hornby, translation should generally be avoided, unless the other
procedures are “difficult, impossible or wasteful of time” (Hornby 1938, 22). As
Cowie (1998b, 258) remarks, Hornby treated translation as a “procedure of last
resort”. Given Hornby’s commitment to the direct method, it may come as a sur-
prise that he published, jointly with his Japanese colleague Ishikawa, A Beginners’
English-Japanese Dictionary in 1949. It is not a widely-known dictionary (Cowie
1989b, 258). Hornby was against using learners’ mother tongue as the initial means
of teaching new words (Cowie, 258), and his dictionary was intended merely as “a
reminder of what has already been learnt, but for the moment forgotten” (Hornby
1938, 22).

ISED is praised as a dictionary that broke new ground in production-oriented
lexicography (Cowie 1999a, 65). It represents the fruition of the work on syntactic
patterns and illustrative examples, undertaken in the preceding years by Hornby,
West, and Palmer (Rundell 2008a). It catered to the encoding needs of learners by
providing a great number of word combinations, including idioms and colloca-
tions. It offered a verb pattern system, which was more elaborate and fine-grained
than Palmer’s, on which it was modeled (Rundell 2008a, 223).

In the area of vocabulary restriction, Hornby adopted quite a different
approach from Wests. Hornby intended to make ISED definitions “as simple
as possible”, but he used “no special definition vocabulary” (ALDI, v). As he
explained, “the compilers could have no confidence that the definition vocabu-
lary would be known to the prospective users of the dictionary” (ALDI, v).

for the learner at a lower level of proficiency. According to the editors, The Progressive English
Dictionary was designed to help “a student who has completed an elementary course in English
language to read books written in everyday English and to widen his vocabulary”, whereas An
English Reader’s Dictionary was intended to “render the same service to intermediate students
engaged in wider reading and thus needing a larger vocabulary” (Hornby and Parnwell 1952b,
v). While the former was designed primarily to meet the decoding needs of the user, the latter
catered for both decoding and encoding needs, as it offered illustrative examples.
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Nevertheless, the compiler aimed to adhere as much as possible to the principle
of defining by common words:

[Defining with a special vocabulary] would have been possible, perhaps, by long
experiment, to arrive at a vocabulary of two or three thousand words adequate
to define the whole number of words dealt with. [...] It seemed better to make
definitions on the general principle (1) that common words should be explained
by means of other common words (with the useful addition of synonyms which
are less common) or by means of pictures or diagrams, and (2) that less com-
mon words (likely to be met with only when the learner has already acquired a
vocabulary of several thousand words) should be defined by the use of a wider
vocabulary. (ALDI,v)

As is clear from the above quotation, the editor admitted “less common” synonyms,
and used them to complement analytical definitions; for example:

stingy 1 unwilling to spend money; mean in money matters; miserly (ISED)

The less common synonym miserly in the above definition should not pose a com-
prehension problem for the learner, provided that the user is familiar with the
lexicographic convention that implies that the word has the same meaning as that
indicated in the preceding definition. This strategy had a potential of expanding
the learner’s vocabulary, and could be useful in production.

ISED extensively drew on COD3 (1934), a general-purpose dictionary
extremely popular with the British audience throughout the first half of the century.
Hornby adjusted the macrostructure of COD with the foreign language learner’s
needs in mind. He took the majority of the entries from the source dictionary, and
deleted those considered “unsuitable for foreign learners at pre-university level”
(Cowie 1999a: 47). He also adjusted the COD definitions to meet the needs of FL
learners. One strategy was to replace a potentially difficult word with the one that
would be familiar to learners, while retaining the overall structure of the definition
(Cowie 1999a, 47-48):

malevolent ... Desirous of evil to others (COD3)
malevolent ... wishing to do evil to others (ISED)

Another strategy was to unpack a noun phrase through a participial construction.
Thanks to this strategy, a specialist term could be rendered into simple words, as
dealt with in Cowie (1999a, 48):

malnutrition 7. Insufficient nutrition (COD3)
malnutrition #. not getting enough food or the right sort of food. (ISED)

While many ISED definitions were simpler than those of COD3, a number of other
definitions retained the original wording that was hardly easy for learners. In the
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following definitions, the editor has adopted from COD3 rare words such as latent,
pricking, perplexity, dilemma, stale, and down used as a noun in the meaning of
“feathery or fluffy material” (the last one under powder-puff). All of the words
could present a comprehension problem for intermediate learners.

potential Capable of coming into being or action, latent (COD3)
potential latent; undeveloped, but capable of coming or being brought

into effective action (ISED)
powder-puff soft pad usu. of down for applying p. to skin (COD3)

powder-puff a small pad of down, etc., for applying powder to the face (ISED)

pungent affecting organs of smell or taste, or skin &c., with pricking sensation ...
(COD3)
pungent (of smell or taste) causing a pricking sensation ... (ISED)

quandary A state of perplexity, difficult situation, practical dilemma  (COD3)
quandary a state of doubt, perplexity, or uncertainty; a dilemma (ISED)

rancid Smelling or tasting like rank stale fat (COD3)
rancid with the smell or taste of stale, decaying fat or butter; not fresh ~ (ISED)

Other sources of difficulties could be idiomatic expressions, such as man-of-war
in the definition of powder-monkey; and collocations with a word used in a non-
literal meaning, for example, be on friendly terms in the definition of hobnob:

powder-monkey (formerly) a boy employed on a man-of-war to carry powder to
the guns (ISED1942)
hobnob be on friendly terms (ISED1942)

3.3.1.3 Conclusion

NMED and ISED provided models of vocabulary control to be developed and per-
fected in subsequent decades. Both dictionaries occasionally admitted infrequent
words and combinations of words that could be puzzling for the learner. Both dic-
tionaries used extensively the defining practices inherited from native-speaker’s
dictionaries (cf. Rundell 1988, 130-132). Hornby’s policy of using less-common
synonyms (to accompany analytic phrases) improved the productive value of
ISED, but the success of this strategy relied on the learner’s familiarity with the
lexicographic convention.

3.3.2  Revisions of ALD and emergence of new competitors: 1963-1986

Following the transformation of ISED into ALDI in 1948, the dictionary entered a
period of unchallenged domination in the EFL market. The period lasted 30 years
until 1978, when the first competitor emerged: LDOCEI (see also Rundell 2008a;
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Stein 2002a, 102-3). Within this time, the Oxford dictionary was revised twice: in
1963 (ALD2) and 1974 (OALD3).

3.3.2.1  ALD2 (1963)-OALD3 (1974)
In ALD2 (1963), there was no radical change in the defining policy. Although the
editor did not use a special defining vocabulary, he attempted to make the defini-
tions “as simple as possible” (ALD2 vi). Cowie (1999a, 93) provides evidence for
removal of certain difficult and formal words, such as wretched and forsaken in the
definitions of desolate (adj.), but this type of revision was occasional rather than
regular.

The addition of some rare items in ALD2, such as ironmongery in the defini-
tion of hard-ware, may be surprising but it fits the policy of supplementing ana-
lytical phrases with “less common” synonyms:

hard-ware articles made from metal, as pots and pans for cooking, locks, nails

and screws, knives, axes, etc. (ISED)
hard-ware ironmongery; metal goods for domestic use, such as pans, nails, locks
(ALD2)

Simplicity of definitions was not the overriding goal for the editor. Revisions
towards greater simplicity had to be balanced by changes towards greater concise-
ness and accuracy of definitions (Cowie 1999a). An example is given below, where
the new definition makes use of an abbreviation (sb.) and ellipsis in the second and
the third clause:

accuse say that a person has done wrong, that he has broken the law, or that he is
to be blamed (ISED)
accuse say that (sb.) has done wrong, broken the law, is to be blamed  (ALD2)

As a result, the changes above made the definition shorter, though not necessarily
more intelligible to the learner because of using wrong in the nominal sense.

In the definition of hard water (below), although a word lime has been replaced
with a self-explaining mineral salts, another rare word lathering has been used to
make the definition more precise:

hard water containing too much lime and therefore unsuitable for washing
(ISED)
hard water containing mineral salts that interfere with the lathering of soap
(ALD2)

Another change towards greater precision can be found in the definition of pow-
der, which specifies different ways of obtaining the substance by using a series of
verbs that are semantically narrower (“crushed, rubbed, or worn”) than the verb
from the earlier definition (“reduced”). What may create an extra barrier to the
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learner is a word worn, which, though adds to the precision of the definition, is
used in a non-central meaning (of decomposing or damaging the substance):

powder solid material which has been reduced to very fine particles (ISED)
powder (kind of) substance that has been crushed, rubbed, or worn to dust
(ALD2)

The following edition, OALD3, came out in 1974, eleven years after the publica-
tion of ALD2. According to Cowie, who joined on the editorial staff of OALD3,
the revision of this edition was determined by some lexicographic problems that
had been left unresolved in the previous edition, including the treatment of pro-
nunciation, the verb-pattern system, the provision of illustrative examples, and the
coverage of scientific and technical terms (Cowie 1999a, 97). To that end, Hornby
organized a team of linguists from the University of Leeds, with Cowie being in
charge of the treatment of phraseology (Cowie, 97).

As far as the vocabulary of definitions is concerned, it was not subjected to
radical revision. Occasionally, the editor replaced rare words with more common
ones. A good example is given below, where solitary has been changed for lonely:

solitude solitary place (ALD2)
solitude lonely place (OALD3)

On the other hand, many other rare and semantically more or less opaque lexemes
have been either retained (e.g., ebony, fir, goad, incite, pickle, rubble, teak, ironmon-
gery, wearily, lather) or added (daffodil).

Summing up, in the early editions of OALD intelligibility of definitions was
not the only goal pursued by the editors. Revisions were also motivated by the
desire to make them precise and concise.

3.3.2.2 LDOCEI (1978)

LDOCE]I was the first serious competitor to ALD. As Cowie (2002, 106) remarks,
the dictionary deserves a special place in the history of EFL lexicography as a true
follower — and for many years the only one - of the tradition of defining with an
explicitly restricted DV, which was initiated over thirty years earlier by NMED
(1935). According to Paul Procter, who was the dictionary editor, the benefit of
using a restricted vocabulary is “the fulfilment of one of the most basic lexico-
graphic principles — that is that the definitions are always written using simpler
terms than the words they describe” (LDOCE]I, ix). The dictionary restricted the
vocabulary of definitions and illustrative examples. The restrictions were imposed
on the selection of simple and complex words, word categories, and the meanings
of the words used.

printed on 2/10/2023 11:29 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.con terms-of -use



112

Defining with Simple Vocabulary in English Dictionaries

EBSCChost -

LDOCEI was the first large-scale dictionary compiled with a heavy use of
computers (Cowie 1999a, 120; Fontenelle 2009). Unlike in earlier lexicographic
projects, the LDOCE database system allowed the lexicographers to easily search
and analyse various categories of the dictionary entries, including definitions. This
was possible thanks to the marking of all components of the entries with numerical
symbols, some of which encoded entry parts not intended for publication (Cowie
1999a, 120). Thanks to the complex mark-up, all the definitions could be gathered
together and machine-checked. This ensured that the words used in definitions
belonged to the restricted vocabulary.

It is worth noting that by that time, computers had already been employed in
dictionary production. One of the first such dictionaries was the Random House
Dictionary (RHD), compiled in 1966 under the editorship of Laurence Urdang
(Cowie 1999a: 120; Landau 2009: 228). What was innovative at the time was
Urdang’s database system which recognized various entry elements. However,
unlike in LDOCE, the system did not allow one to encode entry elements that were
not intended for printing (Urdang 1966; Nesi 2009: 458). Moreover, the computer
was used only in some stages of editing and production (Landau 2009: 228). The
database was cumbersome to use, because the lexicographers had to communicate
with the computer by means of a command line interface. Another dictionary
worth mentioning is OALD3 (1974). Compiled a few years before LDOCE, the
database system used in OALD3 was unable to recognize different entry elements,
so it was impossible for the lexicographers to gather together a particular informa-
tion type and perform a focused examination of its content (Cowie 1999a: 120).

LDOCEI came with a list of 2215 (Xu 2012) defining vocabulary items
appended to the back matter. A large part of the list was drawn from the GSL
(1953). As Procter explains, the items

were selected by a thorough study of a number of frequency and pedagogic lists
of English, particular reference having been made to A General Service List of
English Words (Longman, 1953, reprinted 1977) by Michael West.

(LDOCE], viii-ix)

The compilers of LDOCEI drew heavily upon the GSL, but did not copy it uncriti-
cally. The content of the latter had to be scrutinized in the light of changes in the
language and the intended audience. It was clear that the GSL had become out-
dated and required adjustments to suit the needs of dictionary users and lexi-
cographers (see 1.5.3). My comparison of the LDOCEI DV and the GSL, shows
that they share approximately 1900 items, whereas the former has over 300 items
(13%) that are not in the latter.3 According to Ayto (1984, 53), the vocabulary was

8. 'The size of the GSL was computed by including all the headwords and members of the
families as provided in West’s General Service List of English Words (1953). The count was based
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modified by incorporating words that are up-to-date and particularly useful for
definers. Nakane (1998, 47) observes that among the items added were scientific
and technical terms (e.g., acid, alcohol, atomic, breed, cell, chemical, chemistry,
microscope, nylon, plastic, television, tyre), body-part terms (e.g., ankle, bowel, breast,
chest, elbow, forehead, muscle), linguistic terms (e.g., adjective, adverbs, consonant,
participle, phrase, singular), names of weekdays and months, common names of
plants and animals (ant, banana, chicken, fox, lamb, mosquito, onion, potato, tiger),
and religious terms (e.g., Bible, Christian, Hindu(ism), Jew(ish), Muslim).

Procter followed the West convention of using a restricted DV. In addition,
he allowed for the occasional use of words which were low on frequency lists but
necessary in some definitions. They were normally printed in small capitals, and
sometimes provided with an explanatory gloss:

gherkin a small green vegetable which is usually eaten after being PICKLED in
VINEGAR (=kept in a sour liquid); type of CUCUMBER (LDOCE1)

In the case of derivatives from outside the list, only the bases were capitalized, for
example, EMBARRASSing, EMBARRASSed, EMBARRASSes, in the definitions
for embarrassment. In this way, the unknown base was distinguished from the
known suffix. In turn, removable and other derivatives whose bases were on the
DV were printed without special marking.

The DV included frequent and regular affixes, allowing the lexicographers to
use them in definitions to form a wide range of derivatives not entered in the list.
However, this strategy did not always result in transparent derivatives, for which
the editor was taken to task (see further below). The list also contained a small
set of multiword items, with one phrasal verb (wrap up), and several common
expressions (especially relational ones) which might have been useful in defining
(so-called, upside-down, according to, no one, owing to). Most entries were listed as
single vocabulary items, except for several cases of inflected forms and derivatives
which appeared in parentheses after the canonical form, as in affair(s), alcohol(ic),
or appeared as separate items, as in actor, actress, humour, humourous (Nakane
1998).

The restricted DV of LDOCEI came under considerable criticism. In an
experiment conducted on the machine-readable version of this dictionary, Jansen
et al. (1987) reveal a number of weak points of the DV. One of them is that the
editors relied excessively on affixation in the belief that a learner would be able
to understand compounds and derivatives. Among the problematic words were
freedom, business, forth, and unless, which the lexicographers excluded from the

on word types, excluding part-of-speech homographs. Thus, risk n. and risk v. were counted
as one item.
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list but used in definitions on the assumption that the user would deduce their
meaning from the structure. As Jansen et al. remark, the word freedom is essen-
tially transparent in meaning as far as one of its senses is concerned, but the other
words do not have compositional meanings, and thus can be more difficult for
a learner to interpret. In other words, for a learner who knows the meaning of
-dom (which is defined in LDOCEI as “the state of being something”), it is easy
to conclude that freedom means “the state of being free”, which is the sum of the
meanings of free and -dom. However, the meaning of business does not arise from
the sum of the meanings of busy and -ness, nor do forth or unless invite straight-
forward interpretation.

A related issue has been raised by Herbst (1986), who maintains that the list
had redundant elements in the form of self-explaining derivatives, such as alco-
holic; addition, activity, which were provided along with their base words and
suffixes. If one assumes that a DV should list word formations whose meaning
cannot be deduced from their structure, the above derivatives are unnecessary
(Herbst 1986, 114; Herbst 1996). Other superfluous elements have been found by
Nakane (1998); for example, although and though, which figure as separate entries,
are almost interchangeable in use, whereas popular is entered twice with no POS
label (Nakane 1998).

Jansen et al. (1987) report that some items in the DV, in particular amusing,
anyone, rid, and someone, were not given a prominent place in the dictionary, as
they did not figure as entry headwords. The last word, someone, was very frequent
in the dictionary definitions, in which it occurred 1016 times (see Fontenelle 2009,
420). However, the word was hidden in the entry for somebody as a variant (Fon-
tenelle, 420), which practically made it impossible for the user to find the word.
Note that the entry for someone would be introduced in LDOCE2.

Jansen et al. (1987) also report a discrepancy between the list and the actual
words used in the definitions. For example, business, forth, hole, unless, and whose
were used in definitions but were missing in the list. Some of them are function
words, which are very frequent in the language as well as in the dictionary, for
example, whose under inscrutable ” ... whose meaning is hidden or hard to find
out”. As the researchers note, the inclusion of business and whose in the DV would
have been justified by the fact they are recorded with a high frequency in West’s
General Service List of English Words (1953). Note that according to the GSL, busi-
ness has 946 occurrences in a count of 2.5 million running words, and whose — 722.
All the above words but forth would appear on the list in LDOCES.

Another point of criticism is the fact that the DV recorded only one phrasal
verb (wrap up), implying that all the other occurrences of phrasal verbs in defini-
tions should be treated as combinations of verbs plus adverbs/prepositions (Jan-
sen et al. 1987). This is, however, not the case, for example, be hard on “to wear
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(something) out easily or quickly” (LDOCE]). Other similar cases are mentioned
by Herbst (1986), for example, wear away and give up, all being used in definitions
on the grounds that the elements belong to the DV.

Finally, it was impossible to establish a part of speech for many DV items,
because POS labels were not provided systematically in the list (Jansen et al. 1987).
For example, church may have been a noun, an adjective, or a verb; and left, an
adjective, noun, adverb, or past participle (Jansen et al. 1987). This may have
raised problems not only for the lexicographers but also to the dictionary user,
who could not be certain of what word category to expect in definitions (Fon-
tenelle 2009, 420).

According to the editor, “a rigorous set of principles was established to ensure
that only the most ‘central’ meanings of these 2,000 words, and only easily under-
stood derivatives, were used.” (LDOCE]I, ix). To what extent the above constrains
were fulfilled by the LDOCE] lexicographers was examined by Jansen et al. (1987)°.
The scholars identified several problems, which are discussed below.

The researchers found a number of ambiguities resulting from the use of pol-
ysemous words, phrasal verbs, and idiomatic expressions in definitions (Jansen
etal. 1987, 1). Having examined a subfile of all the entries describing the DV items,
they found that only 20.19% of the items were monosemous (Jansen et al. 1987,
84). This means that the great majority of the DV was to some degree ambiguous.
Although this finding should come as no surprise as polysemy is a property of
most high-frequency words it nevertheless ran counter to the policy of centrality
of meaning declared by the editor. Furthermore, as the researchers argue, if they
took into consideration only the first sense of each headword, which is what many
learners do when interpreting the meaning of a word, the senses would account
for only 40% of the definitions. In addition, they also found that the first sense
not always provided the central meaning, which could result in learners’ failure to
identify appropriate meanings of defining words.

In an attempt to verify the editors’ claim that the DV items were used only
in their “most central meanings’, Jansen et al. estimated the degree of ambigu-
ity of each defining word. This value represented “the number of possible senses
and idioms” that was attributed to the entry for a defining word in LDOCE (Jan-
sen et al. 1987, 84-85). In the case of verb entries, the researchers also took into
account phrasal verbs. It was clear that polysemous words had a high degree of
ambiguity. After calculating the values for each defining word, the researchers
counted the frequency of occurrence of the headwords in the LDOCE definitions.
They came to the conclusion that many defining words were used in non-central

9. For the criticism of this claim, see also Neubauer (1989).
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meanings and that the degree of ambiguity of the words correlated highly with
their frequency of occurrence in the definitions. For example, the noun hand was
reported to have a degree of ambiguity 52, which accounted for 12 senses of the
word and 40 idiomatic expressions recorded in the entry for hand. This value went
hand in hand with the high occurrence of the noun (134 times) in definitions.
Most of these occurrences (110) corresponded to sense 1, whereas 5 instances to
sense 2, 4 to sense 4, and 6 to sense 6. In the study of the verb run, the researchers
showed that while 74 occurrences referred to the “act of moving fast”, all other uses
(19), were “to a certain extent idiomatic” (Jansen et al. 1987, 88). The latter group
involved 16 cases of phrasal verbs.

Another source of ambiguity was the verb break, which was found to form,
what Cowie calls, restricted collocations, that is, word combinations in which one
element was used in a non-literal meaning.!® The verb was typically used in this
meaning in break the law, break the habit, break the rules, and break a record (see
also Cowie 1999a, 111). Phrasal verbs accounted for approximately 25% of the
occurrences of break (Jansen et al. 1987, 89). It is not surprising that collocations
and phrasal verbs were difficult to control because core words are particularly pro-
ductive in forming such combinations of words (Beekman and Callow 1974).

In order to solve the problem of ambiguity of polysemous words, Jansen et al.
(1987) suggested the use of superscript numbers to cross-refer the user from the
word to its appropriate sense (Jansen et al. 1987, 84; cf Neubauer 1984, 120; Herbst
1986, 114). The lack of a superscript would mean that a word should be under-
stood in the basic sense. In practice, however, this convention would not seem
to make the interpretation of the definition immediately clear-cut to the learner.
Furthermore, it would cause a significant increase in the number of the DV items
(cf. Xu 2012, 372), which is clearly not the aim of vocabulary control.

Finally, some definitions in LDOCEI were criticized for being imprecise, a
fault which is attributed to the necessity to meet the requirements of the DV policy
(Wekker and Hyams 1979, 411). Imprecision was especially noticeable in defini-
tions of technical and scientific terms (Stein 1979; Herbst 1986). For example, as

10. Cowie uses the term restricted collocation to refer to such word combinations that are dis-
tinct from free combinations and idioms (Nesselhauf 2005, 14-16). The distinction is made on
the basis of two criteria: transparency and commutability. As for the former, restricted colloca-
tions have at least one element that is used in a non-literal meaning, for example perform in
perform a task, but unlike idioms, the entire combination tends to be transparent. Unlike free
combinations, such as drink tea, restricted collocations display only limited commutability,
or substitutability, which means that their elements are substitutable to a limited extent. For
example, we cannot say that the milk is rotten or that the egg is rancid (Fontenelle 1994, 2; see
also Aisenstadt 1979).
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Cowie observes, the definition of lobster did not mention claws, which are a dis-
tinctive feature of this animal, and it classified the word using the “awkward and
misleading” sea animal rather than the biologically sound term shellfish (Cowie
2012, 112).

As can be seen, the LDOCE] policy of vocabulary control was praiseworthy
but its systematic execution was difficult to attain. The limitations imposed on
meanings and word-formation processes were particularly difficult to implement
in a consistent way.

3.3.3 Conclusions

Following Neubauer’s classification (1989, 900), we can conclude that English dic-
tionaries up to the 1980s adhered to three approaches to controlling a definition
vocabulary:

a. No or little control over the lexical content of definitions;
Use of a simple vocabulary but without explicit restrictions;

c.  Use of a defining vocabulary selected from a specified list and, in addition, an
occasional use of words outside the list.

Approach (a) is typical of native-speaker dictionaries, especially those which pri-
oritize precision in defining. The early history of learners’ dictionaries shows that
the more restrictive approach (c) precedes the more permissive one (b). The for-
mer, which relied on an explicitly restricted DV, was initiated by West in NMED
but found no followers for over 40 years. It enjoyed a rebirth with the emergence
of Procter’s LDOCE (1978). Until that year, EFL lexicography had been dominated
by a more relaxed approach to vocabulary control (b), with no explicit restrictions.
This approach was implemented by Hornby in ISED and continued in the early
editions of OALD. However, both approaches (b) and (c), suffered from weak-
nesses, and they would be subjected to further revisions in the years 1987-2015.

3.4 Review of previous studies of defining vocabularies

Over thirty years ago Anthony Cowie made a remark that there had been “[v]ery
little research” into “the reactions of foreign students to the simplified definitions
of LDOCE as compared with corresponding definitions in a non-controlled vocab-
ulary” (Cowie 1989, 47; see also Cowie 1990, 372). This observation is still valid
today not only in the context of LDOCE but also other learners’ dictionaries. In
spite of a short history of research into dictionary use (Nesi 2014), various aspects
of dictionary use have been extensively studied in recent decades (Tomaszczyk
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1979; Tono 1989; Bogaards and van der Kloot 2001, 2002; Lew 2002, 2004; Nesi
and Haill 2002; Chi 2003; Dziemianko 2004, 2012b; Lew and Dziemianko 2006).!!
Nevertheless, there is little empirical research on the perception and comprehen-
sion of definitions written in a controlled vocabulary vs. non-controlled vocabu-
lary. The previous studies differ in methodology and scope; most of them address
research questions other than vocabulary control, such as the effectiveness of sen-
tence definitions or entire entries (for a survey of dictionary user studies see Nesi
2014), and those that explore this topic narrow the focus on the early EFL diction-
aries published up to 1995. This is surprising, given the fact that the period follow-
ing the year 1995 was prolific in the production of learners’ dictionaries. It saw not
only a series of revisions of LDOCE (2003, 2009, 2014), OALD (2000, 2005, 2010),
COBUILD (2001, 2003, 2006, 2010), CALD (2001, 2008, 2013), and the emergence
of MEDAL (2002, 2007), and MWALED (2008). Little research has been done on
the lexical content of various defining vocabularies. To my knowledge, there are
virtually no studies estimating the feasibility of defining vocabularies along the
research lines proposed by Laufer (1989), Nation (2006), Webb and Nation (2008),
and Nation and Webb (2011). One notable exception is Xu (2012), who applied
this methodology to the LDOCE DV lists (up to LDOCES5). Another field that is
virtually unexplored is that of vocabulary control in English dictionaries for native
speakers, both in terms of the recent history and potential usefulness for less com-
petent users of the language. What follows is a review of user-oriented studies of
vocabulary control, and the studies of the content of defining vocabularies.
MacFarquhar and Richards’ paper (1983) is seminal in addressing the per-
ception of dictionary entries by foreign learners. The researchers asked students
to compare 60 corresponding entries from LDOCEI, OALD3, and the native-
speaker WNWD (1972), and then “indicate which definition they found easiest
to understand” (1983, 119). Each dictionary made use of a different approach
to vocabulary control: LDOCEI drew upon an explicitly limited set of defining
vocabulary, OALD3 simplified definitions with no recourse to such a vocabu-
lary, while the native-speaker WNWD made “the least effort to limit its defini-
tions to simple words” (MacFarquhar and Richards 1983, 115). Each student
was provided with a card with the corresponding complete entries side by side.
Worth noting is the fact that the order of entries was randomized and no indica-
tion of the source was provided so as to reduce the risk that the subjects’ choice
of the entry could be influenced by their awareness of the source dictionary.
The researchers report that learners preferred the LDOCEI definitions. Interest-
ingly, while comprehensibility of definitions from the two learners’ dictionaries

1. For a survey of empirical research into dictionary use, see Nesi (2014)
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was judged higher than that of the dictionary for native speakers, the difference
between LDOCEI and OALD3 was much greater than that between OALD3 and
WNWD. This finding suggests that definitions written in an explicitly limited
defining vocabulary are perceived as more intelligible than definitions written
without such restrictions (see also MacFarquhar 1985). I will use this finding as
a basis for hypothesis H7 (see 3.4.2).

Yet the methodology of MacFarquhar and Richards’ study has been criticized
for insufficient control of extraneous variables. Although the researchers deserve
credit for taking care of reducing the effect of word order on the subjects’ decisions,
they failed to control the effect of other information types located in various parts
of the entries, for example, complex verb patterns in OALD3, abbreviated etymol-
ogies in WNWD, and the tilde, which was more likely to be found in WNWD and
OALD3 than in LDOCEI (Nesi 2000, 47). Although all these factors are irrelevant
to the defining practice, they may have affected the subjects’ perception of the
definitions. Hence, there is a risk that subjects made decisions about intelligibility
of definitions by comparing entire entries. As Nesi (47) remarks, “[w]hat Mac-
Farquhar and Richards were really monitoring was the users overall impression
of the look of the entry”. Although this study does not prove what the researchers
had set out to demonstrate, namely “practical consequences of different methods
of definition” (MacFarquhar and Richards 1983, 119), it unequivocally shows that
foreign learners prefer entries in LDOCEI to entries in OALD3 or WNWD (Nesi
2000, 47).

Three years later in 1986, Herbst conducted a research very similar to that
of MacFarquhar and Richards. However, unlike the previous researchers, Herbst
took just definitions, with no examples or grammatical information, as the object
of his study. He collected definitions of 14 words from three learners” dictionar-
ies: LDOCEI, OALD3, and CULD, and presented them to foreign language stu-
dents. Marked with letters A, B, and C, the definitions were sometimes given in
a different order. Of all these dictionaries, only LDOCEI made use of an explic-
itly restricted vocabulary; the others followed a less rigorous approach without
specifying the content of the defining vocabulary. The subjects had to rate the
definitions according to their comprehensibility and adequacy. The latter criterion
apparently referred to the accuracy of the definitions as judged by the learners.
The students were asked to indicate definitions which they found easiest to under-
stand, most difficult to understand, most adequate, and least adequate. Herbst’s
subjects demonstrated a marked preference for the LDOCEI definitions, rating
them highest with respect to both criteria. The LDOCE]I definitions accounted for
50.3% of all the definitions that were judged easiest to understand, and for 66.9%
of all the definitions deemed most adequate. The researcher attributed these find-
ings to the LDOCEI defining policy, though the sample was small (14 words and
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22 subjects) and no far-reaching generalizations were possible. When discussing
this policy, Herbst observes that in spite of lexical restrictions,

there is no limitation to the words actually used in definitions since it is an essen-
tial part of the LDOCE defining policy that words outside the defining vocabu-
lary can be included in definitions where it seems appropriate

(Herbst 1986, 112)

He notes that it is up to experienced lexicographers to decide where a non-DV
word should be used, and where it is necessary and appropriate. Herbst (112)
poses the question of whether equally comprehensible definitions can be achieved
by “merely instructing them [i.e. lexicographers] to use the most simple words
possible” This question calls for a closer inspection of different approaches to
defining vocabulary, with and without an explicit vocabulary list.

The above studies focused on how definitions written with a controlled vocab-
ulary are perceived by learners, not on how useful or effective they actually are in
real language situations. A few researchers have compared the effectiveness of dif-
ferent definitions, though without special focus on a controlled DV. This research
will be presented below.

Cumming, Cropp and Sussex (1994) examined ESL students’ preference
for and effectiveness of two definition formats in comprehension and produc-
tion tasks. They directed their attention to sentence definitions of COBUILDI in
contrast to traditional phrasal definitions of LDOCE?2, and tested them in differ-
ent conditions, either with or without additional usage examples. They found no
significant differences in the effectiveness between the definition formats, and
between formats with and without additional context (Cumming et al. 1994, 375).
Worth noting is that the study was designed to test not only students’ understand-
ing of definitions (and illustrative examples) but also their ability to distinguish
between correct and incorrect use of the unfamiliar words. Therefore, the entries
to which the subjects were exposed contained not just definitions but also the
prepositional information and the part-of-speech of the words tested; for exam-
ple: “quibble (about, over, with) verb: to argue about small unimportant points or
details” (Cumming et al. 1994, 372). What is interesting in Cumming et al’s study,
although the subjects preferred the COBUILD’s sentence definitions, there was no
or little correlation between their preference and various performance measures,
in both production and reception. This finding revealed limitations of MacFar-
quhar and Richards’ study, showing that students” preference may not necessarily
correlate with the task performance (Nesi 2000, 49). The high level of users’ satis-
faction from COBUILD was also reported by Harvey and Yuill (1997). Although
Cumming et al. were interested in the effectiveness of two definition formats, one
cannot rule out the possibility that the subjects ratings were influenced by different
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levels of difficulty of the defining vocabulary, if any difference existed, and perhaps
by the approach to the selection of this vocabulary.

Drawing on the previous research techniques, Nesi (1998) investigated
how meaning was conveyed in a set of dictionaries designed for foreign learn-
ers (OALD5, LDOCE3, COBUILD2, CIDE) and a dictionary for native speakers
(COD8). Nesi selected five nouns designating household objects (colander, insole,
plunger, shoehorn, spout) and extracted their definitions and illustrative examples
(the latter when given). She administered a three-stage task to 158 subjects, all
being foreign learners. Having checked the learners’ familiarity with the words,
she asked them to read the entries and judge them in terms of their perceived help-
fulness. Following earlier studies, the subjects gave an overall assessment of help-
fulness of entries, without specifying details of their use. Then the subjects were
asked to write their own sentences containing each of the words, and identify the
pictures that best illustrated the words. In the perception task, the subjects found
LDOCE3 and CIDE most helpful, and the COD, least helpful. However, neither
the production task nor the identification task showed a statistically significant
difference between the observed and expected frequencies of “right” (or “wrong”)
answers.!? The results prevented the researcher from drawing firm conclusions
about the superiority of one dictionary over another with respect to the helpful-
ness in production or picture identification tasks. As in Cumming et al’s study, the
learners’ perception of entries did not correlate with their helpfulness.

Two other studies are worth mentioning as they address the issue of potential
usefulness of definitions in native-speaker dictionaries for foreign learners and
definitions in EFL dictionaries for native speakers. McCreary and Dolezal’s (1999)
research was designed to determine the usefulness of a native-speaker dictionary
(the American Heritage Dictionary, 1982, henceforth AHD) for ESL students in
a comprehension test. They devised a multiple choice test to examine student’s
understanding of selected words (e.g., juxtaposition, shrine, sheen) under differing
conditions: with the aid of the dictionary only, or the context only, or the com-
bination of the dictionary and the context. They find that the subjects who were
exposed to the AHD entries plus the context scored higher than the other groups
of students. What is important is that the students who used the dictionary only
did not perform better than the students who used the context only. The study
demonstrates the importance of context for comprehension of difficult words. It
also shows that the AHD definitions are difficult for the ESL students. Although
the researchers do not discuss the reasons for this difficulty (e.g., the unrestricted

12. The difference was calculated with a chi-square test.
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vocabulary of definitions), they conclude that the “ESL learner may indeed be bet-
ter off with a learners’ dictionary” (McCreary and Dolezal 1999, 134).

In a later study, McCreary and Amacker (2006) set out to examine an opposite
situation to that described above. They wanted to determine whether the entries
in an EFL dictionary meet the receptive needs of native speakers of English. The
dictionary under study was MEDAL. The researchers prepared a comprehension
task in the form of a multiple-choice test for the same selection of hard words
as in the earlier research (i.e. McCreary and Dolezal 1999). The test shows that
American college students using MEDAL performed slightly better than the stu-
dents who had the Collegiate Dictionary (11th edition) at hand, even though the
former dictionary was not the type of work intended for the subjects. According to
the researchers, the higher number of errors made by the Collegiate users should
be attributed to the low-frequency words employed in this dictionary (McCreary
and Amacker 2006). However, given the fact that students were exposed to entire
entries, one cannot rule out the effect of other factors, such as the user’s inabil-
ity to locate the appropriate sense, etc. Also the researchers were careful to make
sure that the subjects really used dictionaries by asking them to underline the line
or phrase that was most helpful in doing the test. This research lends support to
McKeown’s belief that “it might be appropriate to develop a ‘learner’s dictionary’
for native speakers” (1993, 29).

Finally, let us look at Nesi and Meara’s research (1994) into the productive use
of LDOCE, OALD, and COBUILD. The researchers do not specify which editions
they used, but judging by the publication year of the paper, they must have been
the 1980s editions: LDOCE2 (1987), OALD4 (1989), and COBUILDI (1987). 52
learners were assigned to one of three groups, each with access to entries drawn
from one of these dictionaries. The subjects were asked to read the definitions of
unfamiliar words and write sentences using these words. The researchers analyzed
the sentences and identified three categories of errors:

a. Failure to use the unfamiliar word (no target word in the sentence),
b. Semantic error,
c. and usage error (e.g., problems with transitivity, countability, or morphology).

The researchers found that the error categories (a) and (c) were relatively rare, and
that there were no significant differences in the frequency of errors between the
groups of dictionary users. They noted that the majority of errors were of semantic
type (b), and were presumably caused by misunderstanding of the definitions and
neglect of collocation or connotation, inter alia. This type of error occurred sig-
nificantly more frequently in the sentences produced by the OALD4 users than by
the COBUILDI users, which may have been due to “the special characteristics of
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the OALD defining style” (Nesi and Meara 1994, 8). It should be added that both
of the dictionaries used non-controlled definitions, and that the former diction-
ary adhered to the traditional defining style while the latter used full-sentence
definitions. Interestingly, the subjects who had access to the restricted definitions
of LDOCE2 made nearly the same number of semantic errors as the COBUILDI
users. It is likely that the use of the restricted DV in LDOCE2 contributed to their
users’ success.

Nesi and Meara identified a number of errors which were attributed to the so
called kidrule strategy described earlier by Miller and Gildea (1987) in a study of
dictionary use by children. The strategy involved several stages, including reading
a definition, selecting a familiar part of the definition, constructing a sentence
with this part, and finally replacing the part with the word being defined (Nesi
and Meara 1994). For example, a subject who was familiar with the last word of a
definition of tenet “opinion, belief, principle, or doctrine held as true” composed
a sentence The news was very tenet, using tenet in place of true. Thus, Nesi and
Meara observed that even adult non-native users of EFL dictionaries have a ten-
dency to misinterpret definitions by over-relying on definition words that do not
carry the essence of meaning. Although in the present study I did not test produc-
tion skills of subjects, I used the kidrule strategy to formulate some responses for
the multiple choice test (see Chapter 6).

Aside from user-oriented studies, a few researchers have conducted empiri-
cal studies of the content of a restricted defining vocabulary, notably in LDOCE.
Jansen et al’s study (1987) is a computer-aided verification of the editor’s claims
regarding restrictions imposed on the defining vocabulary of LDOCE]I. Using the
dictionary database, the researchers found a number of weak points in the selec-
tion and presentation of the controlled vocabulary. For example, they note that
the list does not include certain words that are actually used in the definitions and
examples, some words do not even appear in the dictionary as headwords, and
defining words are not used in their central meanings (for the results of Jansen
et al’s study see Section 3.2.2.2.).

The defining policy of LDOCEI has also been investigated by Herbst (1986).
A comparison of 200 corresponding entries from LDOCEI and OALD3 demon-
strates that in the latter dictionary “four to five times as many words outside the
LDOCE defining vocabulary are used than in LDOCE” (Herbst 1986, 108). This
means that OALD3, which adheres to a less restrictive policy than LDOCE], uses a
far larger defining vocabulary. Herbst argues that many of these words are likely to
present problems to the foreign learner, which is partly supported by the aforemen-
tioned test that the researcher has conducted on students’ perception of definitions
of 14 words. A point that Herbst emphasizes is that the use of a restricted defin-
ing vocabulary combined with “the flexible policy” of admitting other words to
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definitions imposes a lexicographical discipline which is of paramount importance
to making definitions easily comprehensible for the foreign learner (Herbst 1986,
101). The researcher formulates principles for constructing a defining vocabulary.

Another researcher who paid close attention to LDOCE was Xu (2012). In his
paper, he compared the defining vocabularies of the first five editions of the dic-
tionary in terms of size, frequency, range (i.e. the occurrence of a word across sec-
tions of a text corpus), parts of speech, senses, affixes, and multiword expressions
(Xu 2012). To evaluate the vocabulary of the LDOCE lists, he used the RANGE
program created by Heatley et al. and the BNC word-family lists (2002). The
researcher determined the coverage of definitions by the three BNC lists: the most
frequent 1,000 word families, the second 1,000 word families, and the third 1,000
word families. He noted that more than 85% of the defining items in the first five
editions of LDOCE are extremely frequent, as they belong to the first 3,000 word
families, and thus should be familiar to the dictionary user (Xu 2012). Xu also
identified definition-specific items that figure on the LDOCES5 list but are not pres-
ent in the first three BNC lists. In this way, he determined groups of words used
in the definitions purely for defining purposes. When analyzing the LDOCE lists
with respect to the inclusion of affixes, Xu made references to the “Oxford 3000,
that is the DVs of OALD7 and OALDS, and the DV of MEDAL. Xu’s findings can
be treated as a starting point for a further inter-dictionary comparison, which is
undertaken in the present study. The current study takes into account the most
recent edition, LDOCEG6 (2014), which was not covered by Xu’s paper.

Fox (1989) offers an illuminating analysis of words used in definitions of Col-
lins Cobuild Essential English Dictionary (CCEED) (1988), a dictionary which
comes with a list of the defining vocabulary in the back matter. The author com-
pares the list with two other vocabularies: the frequency list obtained from the
COBUILD corpus and the list of the controlled vocabulary of LDOCE]I. She iden-
tifies a core vocabulary of 3,000 words used most frequently in the definitions of
CCEED. The criterion for inclusion in the core vocabulary is that a word should
occur 10 times or more in the definitions. Fox finds out that, while the majority
of the defining words (over 2000) belong to the most frequent words in everyday
English, there are differences in frequency ranks. She identifies several groups of
vocabulary items that are more important (because they are used more frequently)
in dictionary explanations than in everyday language; for example, superordinate
nouns (tool, vegetable, vehicle), grammatical words (grammar, paragraph, noun,
phrase), words indicating the function or register of particular words (rude, polite,
disapproval), intensifiers used for “teasing out the subtle meanings of words”
(calmly, loudly, quietly) (Fox 1989, 162-3).

As for the comparison of the CCEED defining vocabulary with the controlled
vocabulary of LDOCEI, Fox deplores the indeterminateness of the Longman
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defining vocabulary and admits that such a comparison is difficult to make on
the basis of the list appended to LDOCE]I. As she remarks, “it is not possible for
a user to know whether a word that is in the list is used frequently, infrequently,
or even not at all” (Fox 1989, 170). She observes that numerous superordinate
terms that are not recorded in the controlled vocabulary of LDOCEI are used in
CCEED, for example, design, diagram, device, characteristic. Among them are the
words that convey pragmatic information in CCEED but appear to be redundant
in LDOCE]I, for example, definitely, deliberately, disapproval, discuss, discussion,
emphasize, describe.

Being an editorial director of COBUILD?2, Fox (1989) expresses her doubts
about the validity of the method of restricting a defining vocabulary to an arbi-
trary fixed number of items and imposing them on lexicographers before they
start writing definitions. In this approach, which has been adopted by CCEED and
LDOCE but not COBUILD, there is no certainty that the items listed at the back
of the dictionary will be known to the user (Fox 1989). Another problem is that
while a restricted vocabulary makes a definition simple, simplicity is sometimes
achieved at the expense of accuracy. Fox goes on to point out that, although a
careful selection of a defining vocabulary is “of vital importance’, it is very prob-
lematic to predict the defining words in advance (Fox 1989, 154). The problem is
that the vocabulary prepared “either out of a vacuum or out of a general frequency
list” may contain the words that are never needed in definitions, and may lack the
words that are very frequently needed (Fox 1989, 157). Therefore, the approach
adopted in COBUILDI and subsequent editions (personal communication with
Collins Dictionaries) is radically different from that of LDOCE:

We must use in [dictionaries] language that learners will understand. We there-
fore ask our editors to monitor carefully the language they choose to use. We ask
them, wherever possible, to explain words in other words that are more frequent
than the ones they are defining. This they can usually do, because we have com-
puter statistics that tell us the relative frequency of words. It is possible to group
them, and so to define one word in terms of a group of words more frequent than
it is. (Fox 1989, 156)

Critical voices of a restricted defining vocabulary have been raised by other
researchers. Stein (1979, 6) observes that “by using only a very restricted basic
vocabulary for the explanation of lexical items, the explanations can become over-
simplified, the definitions imprecise and vague, with constituent features missed.”
A similar concern is given by Lew (2010, 293), who points out that by restricting
the choice of words, one may lose “some of the discriminating power to tease out
the finer shades of meaning” Hanks (2009, 307) maintains that one of the dangers
of this approach is “distortion of meaning” caused by the necessity to “fit the terms
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available” Carter (2012) claims that a vocabulary control may lead to a “clumsy or
unnaturally circumlocutory” communication. This is the type of communication
that never occurs in natural language, even though it makes use of well-formed
grammatical patterns (see Sinclair 1984; Fox 1989). What is more, Carter (2012)
argues that the unnaturalness of a definition may arise when a word outside the
DV needs to be used, but is not, and is replaced by a word from the list. This situa-
tion may lead to a collocation issue. The same problem is mentioned by Lew (2013,
298), who stresses that lexical restrictions imposed on lexicographers limit their
choice of collocations. Lew goes on to explain that “[t]he artificiality extends to
unnatural collocational patterns, as the natural collocates may not be in the defin-
ing vocabulary set” In the same vein, Kirkpatrick (1985, 10) explains that, “The
worst feature of the defining vocabulary system is the constraints that it places on
the definer” She argues that there is a risk that this system will result in unnatural
language “encouraging the reader to emulate this” (Kirkpatrick, 10). Furthermore,
controlled definitions are criticized for the fact that they may hamper the learner’s
productive skills and the need to enlarge their vocabulary (Allen 1996). Learn-
ers have limited opportunities to learn new words from the definitions they read,
“since the progression is always downwards” (Allen 1996, 47). For example, as
Béjoint (2000, 69) explains,

[i]f cat is defined as ‘mammal that ..., then the users can take the word mammal,
look it up, etc., thus enlarging their vocabulary and their knowledge of the world;
but if cat is defined as ‘animal that ..., the chain is, so to speak, ‘short-circuited’

The above criticism calls into question the sense of restricted DVs. Given numer-
ous problems associated with them, Hanks (2009, 307) suggests that “[i]t makes
better sense to insist that the wording and structure of definitions should be as
simple as possible but as complex as necessary”. The researcher seems to call for a
compromise between lexical restrictions and precision of expression.

On the other hand, there is an opposing school of thought. A strong argu-
ment in favor of using a restricted defining vocabulary is that it makes defini-
tions accessible to less proficient learners by eschewing rare and other difficult
words. According to Summers (1988), a limited DV gives learners a better chance
of understanding definitions and assimilating new words for future use. Further-
more, as Rundell (2008a, 319) observes, the rigor of such a DV often encourages
lexicographers to “look beyond obvious synonyms in order to get at the deeper
semantic core of a word or meaning”. According to Quirk, “the strict use of the
defining vocabulary has in many cases in fresh and revealing semantic analysis”
(cited in Rundell 2008a, 319). Such analysis brings out the aspects of word mean-
ing that often cannot be captured by synonyms or L1 equivalents. However, it may
sometimes be challenging for lexicographers. As Rundell (2008a, 319) argues, the
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problems associated with a restricted DV are often caused by “its inexpert applica-
tion”, for example, when using a frequent word in a rare meaning (e.g., disrepu-
table “having a bad name” in LDOCE]). Finally, as mentioned earlier, the study
by MacFarquhar and Richards (1983) shows that learners prefer definitions that
explain difficult words in terms of the words they already know. This finding is an
important contribution to the issue of vocabulary control because it emphasizes
the learner’s role as the final arbiter of such dictionaries (Summers 1988, 12).

There are researchers who advocate bilingual learners’ dictionaries whenever
monolingual dictionaries fail to meet the learner’s needs. They stress the comple-
mentary role of these two dictionary types (Piotrowski 2001; Lew 2004; Adamska-
Salaciak 2010b). Bilingualized dictionaries are seen as a solution to the deficiencies
of monolingual (and bilingual) dictionaries. Such dictionaries combine the ele-
ments of the two dictionaries, using the learner’s mother tongue (L1) and foreign
language (L2) in the description of meaning. This type of dictionary was postu-
lated a few decades ago by Atkins (1985, 22). Among possible improvements of a
monolingual dictionary, she suggests that the dictionary be customized by insert-
ing L1 equivalents in place of L2 signposts that normally introduce senses. She also
proposes that L2 definitions of fixed phrases be supplemented by L1 equivalents
of the phrases. There is also a possibility to write entire explanations in learners’
L1, as proposed by S¢erba (1995; see also Adamska-Sataciak 2014). It is believed
that all these strategies improve the explanatory power of monolingual dictionar-
ies by introducing selected elements of bilingual dictionaries. A great advantage
of using the learner’s mother tongue is that the user is instantly provided with a
familiar anchor point, and does not lose time wading through definitions. This is
especially important in receptive tasks (Hartmann 1993, 160; Dziemianko 2012a,
45; Adamska-Sataciak 2014). In the Introduction to ISED (1942, v.), Hornby rec-
ognized that a foreign learner who refers to lobster “usually needs only to identify
the new word”. Cowie (1998b, 258) argues that for numerous technical and sci-
entific terms, an L1 equivalent can provide the learner with a quick and sufficient
explanation.

The incorporation of bilingual dictionaries features is seen as a step away
from the global dictionary towards the local one (Kernerman 2000, 828-829).
This would be a hybrid dictionary which is designed to meet the needs of learners
from the same linguistic background. It is believed that, if they do not solve all the
problems resulting from restricted DV, such as meaning distortion and unnatural
and convoluted wording, they will help a foreign learner comprehend the meaning
of a word being looked up and will reduce the consultation time.

It is worth noting that hybrid, or bilingualized, dictionaries have already been
produced for learners. The first bilingualized dictionary, which appeared in print
in 1966, was intended for the Chinese audience and was based on OALD2 (Cowie
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1999a, 192). Since then a number of other bilingualized dictionaries have become
available to learners from various countries; for example, in the 1990s such dic-
tionaries were distributed in over 30 countries (Kernerman 2000, 828; Dziemi-
anko 2012a, 45).

Cowie’s English Dictionaries for Foreign Learners: A History remains one of
the most comprehensive accounts of the development of EFL lexicography from
the inception to the late 1980s. Cowie surveys the vocabulary control movement
and examines various aspects of the design of the major learners’ dictionaries.
The dictionaries are evaluated in chronological order. In a three-page section
devoted to the DV in LDOCEI (1978), Cowie reviews the results of experiments
by aforementioned Jansen et al. (1987), MacFarquhar and Richards (1983), and
Herbst (1986). This analysis is continued in a section on LDOCE2 (1987), where
the author investigates additions and deletions to the part of the DV under letter
C. Regrettably, Cowie’s account of the history terminates at 1989, leaving major
dictionaries published in the 1990s unexplored (for a critical review see Nichols
2001 and Kirkness 2001).

The gap in the research - as far as the defining vocabulary is concerned - was
partially filled by Nakane (1998). Nakane compares the DV lists of three dictionar-
ies published in 1995: LDOCE3, OALDS5, and CALDI. The researcher identifies a
core defining vocabulary of 1541 items common to the DV lists. She recommends
it as a basis for English textbooks for students of junior and senior high schools
in Japan.

Stein (2002b) uses a similar methodology and the same dictionaries to arrive
at a core defining vocabulary. She emphasizes the role of paraphrasing in learner’s
vocabulary development. The researcher believes that learning and teaching can
be improved by developing the ability to paraphrase (51). Because the DVs of the
dictionaries have proved useful in paraphrasing a large number of lexical units
which the dictionaries cover, she proposes a common core of these vocabularies as
“the most useful lexical minimum” for learners at the intermediate level (52). Her
Common Core Vocabulary (CCV) is intended to be used by learners as a basis for
expressing a wide range of ideas. It consists of 2,139 lexical items (see also 2.1.7),
and is larger than Nakane’s because it distinguishes between part-of-speech homo-
graphs. For example, act appears twice on Stein’s list, as a noun and a verb, but only
once on Nakane’s. The researchers are among the few who have determined a core
vocabulary on the basis of DVs in dictionaries.

Michiels and Noél (1984) investigated the alleged syntactic complexity of
LDOCE]I, presumably caused by the introduction of the limited defining vocabu-
lary. Using the electronic database of LDOCEI and of the New Collins Concise
English Dictionary (CCED), which does not control the defining vocabulary, they
analyze syntactic patterns expressing the “instrument-process” link (e.g., a tool
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used in, a device made for, an instrument made for). The researchers do not find
major differences in the use of the patterns, though they find in LDOCE] occa-
sional instances of awkward definitions resulting from the frequent use of appa-
ratus as a genus term. They note that patterns used for, used to, used in, used as
are highly productive in both dictionaries, and that LDOCEI chiefly work with
apparatus, instrument, machine, and tool, while CCED makes use of all the same
words plus device. Thus, as far as the above patterns are concerned, the syntax of
the LDOCE]I definitions has not been impoverished by the introduction of the
restricted defining vocabulary.

The purported syntactic complexity of restricted definitions was taken
up by Kaminski (2020). He compared definitions in OALD4 and OALD5 with
respect to definition length and the frequency of occurrence of 7 syntactic con-
structions that could make definitions difficult to read for less proficient learners.
They included passive constructions (e.g., is taken), nominal phrases with parti-
ciples (e.g., unit composed, people fighting), and reduced relative clauses following
a complex noun phrase (e.g., used in “heavy axe with a long handle, used as a
weapon’”. The study showed that the introduction of the restricted DV in OALD5
had no impact on the majority of the constructions. The only pattern which
increased significantly in number was a nominal phrase with a postmodifying past
participle (e.g., unit composed). The researcher also reported significantly longer
definitions in OALDS5, but concluded that there was no sufficient evidence to claim
that restricted definitions are more difficult for advanced learners to read than
definitions written with no such restrictions.

There are other papers that devote a great deal of space to defining vocabu-
laries. Although some of them are not, strictly speaking, empirical studies, they
provide valuable comments on the lexicographic practices regarding a DV. As
a member of the LDOCEI team of lexicographers, Whitcut (1988) explains the
principles underlying the construction of the explicitly restricted vocabulary in
this dictionary and draws attention to alternative approaches. She discusses the
strengths and weaknesses of the LDOCE approach from the perspective of the lex-
icographer and the user. One of the problems mentioned is a mismatch between
accuracy and comprehensibility, which is illustrated by a definition of lava and
the lexicographer’s dilemma: “should we define lava as the stuft that flows out of a
‘burning mountain’ or out of a volcano, which is the right word but falls outside our
defining vocabulary?” (Whitcut 1988, 53). Such examples are many; for instance,
a definition of malaria would not make much sense without mentioning mosquito
(Michael Rundell: personal communication). In spite of the above disadvantages,
Whitcut (1986, 118) believes that “comprehensibility is best achieved by [...] using
an explicitly listed defining vocabulary for foreign learners.” This opinion stands in
sharp contrast to that of Fox (1989: 156) mentioned earlier.
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For an overview of the methods of controlling a defining vocabulary, the
interested reader may turn to Neubauer’s paper (1989). The researcher discusses
a selection of definitions written within and without a controlled vocabulary and
cites lexicographers’ diverging opinions about approaches to vocabulary control.
In Neubauer (1987), the researcher offers many useful tips for compiling a DV for
a German dictionary. Enlightening analyses and practical applications of DV are
presented in Bogaards (1996, 2003, 2008), Stein (1979, 2002b), Sobkowiak and
Kuczynski (2002), Bullon and Leech (2007), Fontenelle (2009), De Schryver and
Prinsloo (2011), and Hiles (2014). The design of controlled vocabulary lists for
ESL/EFL teaching and learning is presented in Chapters 1 and 2.

3.4.1 Summary of previous studies and implications for the current research

From the above survey of user-research, the following methodological points
emerge:

1. Previous research on perception and understanding of definitions/entries by
EFL learners has been conducted on the dictionaries published up to 1995
(LDOCEI-LDOCE3, OALD3-OALDS5, COBUILDI-COBUILD2, CULD,
CIDE, WNWD, CODS8, AHD). This line of research is worthy of continuation
on dictionaries published after 1995.

2. In the majority of previous studies, subjects have been exposed to either
entire entries (MacFarquhar and Richards 1983; McCreary and Dolezal 1999;
McCreary and Amacker 2006) or entry parts containing definitions plus other
information types, such as illustrative examples and/or grammatical informa-
tion (e.g., Cumming et al. 1994, Nesi and Meara 1994; Nesi 1998). The reason
is that the researchers have been interested in examining the microstructural
units larger than definitions, and the way they were helpful in both recep-
tion and production tasks (Cumming et al. 1994, 375; Nesi and Meara 1994;
Nesi 1998). Herbst (1986) stands out from the other researchers in that he has
collected information on learners’ preferences exclusively through definitions
(LDOCEI vs. OALD3 vs. CULD) rather than entire entries (MacFarquhar and
Richards 1983), and his primary interest was in a restricted defining vocabu-
lary. This line of research deserves more attention.

3. 'The studies by McCreary and Dolezal (1999) and McCreary and Amacker
(2006) are among the few which investigate how EFL learners and native Eng-
lish-speakers can benefit from dictionaries intended for different audiences:
native speakers and learners.

4. All the studies presented above are concerned with a comparison of actual
dictionary definitions rather than invented definitions. The advantage of the

printed on 2/10/2023 11:29 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.con terms-of -use



Chapter 3. Defining with a controlled vocabulary: Preliminary insights 131

latter study would be the elimination of the effect of external variables (Dzi-
emianko 2012c¢). This is what the current study intends to do.

Summarizing the findings from previous research on the dictionaries published
up to 1995, one needs to emphasize the following:

1. With respect to the research into the lexical content of defining vocabular-
ies, it must be concluded that, of all the EFL dictionaries, LDOCE (up to
LDOCED5) has received the greatest attention from scholars. Researchers have
identified weaknesses of the LDOCEI policy of vocabulary control and sug-
gested a number of improvements (e.g., Herbst 1986; Jansen et al. 1987; Xu
2012). When analyzing the vocabulary lists of LDOCEI-LDOCES5, Xu draws
attention to an essential aspect of composition of such lists, namely how much
vocabulary in the DV lists is covered by the words that should be familiar to
non-native learners of English. The researcher uses BNC word family lists as a
reference point against which to measure the vocabulary coverage of the lists.
His analysis is confined to the DV lists in the first five editions of LDOCE.

2. 'There are few studies that determine a core defining vocabulary on the basis
of dictionary definitions rather than a corpus of general language. Nakane
(1998) and Stein (2002b) derive their core defining vocabularies from the
intersection of the DVs of a few dictionaries published in 1995. This line of
research deserves continued study.

3. As for user-oriented research, several researchers report learners’ preference
for definitions in LDOCE (MacFarquhar and Richards 1983; Herbst 1986, Nesi
1998) and CIDE (Nesi 1998) over definitions in other dictionaries including
those for learners and for native speakers. Some researchers (MacFarquhar
and Richards 1983; Herbst 1986) attribute this preference to the restricted
defining vocabulary.

4. On the other hand, Cumming et al. (1994) demonstrate that students prefer
definitions from COBUILDI to those from LDOCE?2. The researchers explain
that the reason is the different format of definitions: sentence vs. phrase. This
finding is worth further studies.

5. Examination of learners’ perception of dictionaries in isolation from their
actual performance in comprehension tasks has less value than it seems
(Cumming et al. 1994; Nesi 1998). This is also a reason why in the current
study students are requested to do both perception and comprehension tasks.

6. Cumming et al’s study (1994) demonstrates no significant differences in the
effectiveness of definitions (plus illustrative examples) between COBUILDI
and LDOCE2 on learners’ performance in reception tasks (Cumming et al.
1994). The results seem to answer the question regarding the effectiveness
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of two different approaches to controlling a definition vocabulary, but more
research is needed in this area.

7. Inturn, the study by Nesi (1998) demonstrates that entries from the dictionar-
ies published in the early and mid-1990s (i.e. OALD5, LDOCE3, COBUILD2,
CIDE, and COD8) do not differ with respect to their helpfulness for learn-
ers in production or reception (identification) tasks. On the other hand, Nesi
and Meara’s study (1994), which was performed on earlier dictionaries pub-
lished in the 1980s, suggests that learners using OALD4 were significantly
more likely to misinterpret their definitions than those who had access to
definitions from LDOCE2 or COBUILDI. It would be interesting to explore
whether the approach to defining vocabulary is relevant to the comprehension
of definitions.

8. The study by McCreary and Dolezal (2006) suggests that in reception tasks
native-speaker dictionaries are not more helpful for foreign learners than con-
textual clues found in a text.

Below are six research questions (RQ) to be considered in the current research.
They are provided here together with brief explanations of the motivations for
their studies.

RQIl. The current investigation expands on the studies by Nation (2006),
Webb and Nation 2008, and Xu (2012) by examining the vocabulary coverage of
definitions in a range of different dictionaries, both for learners and for native
speakers. The analysis will give us an answer to the question whether dictionaries
using a restricted DV offer a lower lexical burden for their readers as compared
to those using non-restricted definitions. Differences between the dictionaries in
the receptive vocabulary load (RVL) of their definitions (i.e. the knowledge neces-
sary for users to understand the vocabulary of definitions) may suggest that the
approach to definition writing (with or without an explicit DV) has an important
bearing on the comprehension of definitions. Differences in RVL among native-
speaker dictionaries may suggest that the dictionaries pose different levels of dif-
ficulty for learners.

RQ2. The core defining vocabularies proposed by Nakane (1998) and Stein
(2002b) may no longer pertain to contemporary needs of lexicographic descrip-
tion because they are limited to three dictionaries published over 20 years ago.
Since that time, the dictionaries have been revised and new dictionaries have
entered the EFL market. It is reasonable, therefore, to determine a core DV on
the basis of a larger and updated material (seven lists published between 1987 and
2015). It would be interesting to determine an essential core of a vocabulary that is
resistant to change over the time. The question to be answered is how much of the
early DVs (1987-1995) survived into the latest dictionaries.

printed on 2/10/2023 11:29 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.con terms-of -use



Chapter 3. Defining with a controlled vocabulary: Preliminary insights 133

RQ3. In the face of criticism of a restricted DV, in particular by Jansen et al.
(1987) and Fox (1989), it is reasonable to expect that contemporary dictionaries
implement their defining policies more consistently than in the past. Because
over 30 years have passed since LDOCE]I adopted a DV, one can expect improve-
ments in the practice of controlling definition vocabularies. The current research
will investigate to what extent the dictionaries have made improvements in this
regard. This also applies to learners’ dictionaries that dispense with a restricted
DV. It is also worth examining this issue in the context of dictionaries for native
speakers. The overview of defining practices in dictionaries published up to the
1980s (in 3.2) shows that a controlled vocabulary is difficult to apply in diction-
aries for a wide readership. Finally, it will be interesting to investigate whether
digital media take vocabulary control a step further by bringing new solutions
to this issue.

RQ4. With respect to user-research, a major focus of the present study is to
answer the question to what extent definitions written with a controlled vocabu-
lary are successful in conveying the meaning of a word to the EFL learner. This
question will be addressed by a comparison of comprehensibility of invented defi-
nitions, written with and without a controlled vocabulary. This step was motivated
by the need to eliminate the effect of external factors, such as definition format,
definition type, definition length, etc., which might interact with the main variable
(the use of a DV). Given previous studies, one may expect that the use of a DV
highly significantly contributes to the comprehension score.

RQ5. Another question that needs to be answered is how authentic defini-
tions written with and without a DV are perceived and interpreted by learners.
Given the fact that previous research in this area is largely confined to learner’s
dictionaries published up to 1995 (MacFarquhar and Richards 1983; Herbst 1986;
Nesi 1998; Cumming et al. 1994; McCreary and Dolezal 1999), research is needed
on dictionaries issued in subsequent years. The focus of the current research is
on definitions in recent dictionaries intended for learners and for native speak-
ers. Native-speaker dictionaries will be considered in order to examine to what
extent their definitions are useful for foreign learners in understanding meaning,
and whether such dictionaries are equally challenging for learners. An inspiration
for this study was the aforementioned McCreary and Dolezal’s conclusion that
native-speaker dictionaries offer little help for learners in comprehension tasks
(McCreary and Dolezal 1999, 134).

RQ6. A related question is to what extent the variables that are more or
less closely related to vocabulary control affect the interpretation of definitions.
The variables in question are the approach to defining (with or without explic-
itly specified DV items), RVL, the percentage of frequent and widely-used words
in definitions, definition length, and definition type (i.e. analytical vs. synonym
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definitions). It is reasonable to expect that definitions written with a DV are lon-
ger than definitions without such restrictions (West 1935, 13; MacFarquhar and
Richards 1983; Nesi 2000). As Kirkpatrick explains, “it takes more space to define
something in simple terms than it does to define something in more difficult and
succinct terms” (1985, 10). As mentioned in 3.1, synonym definitions occupy little
space but can be more difficult to understand for learners than analytical defini-
tions (Wiegand 1994; Louw 2000).

The experiments that address questions RQ5 to RQ6 will be conducted on
definitions from LDOCE6 and COBUILDS, because they differ in the approach to
the selection of vocabulary items for definitions. In addition, definitions from two
native-speaker dictionaries will be used: ODE2 and Chambers12. The choice of
these dictionaries was prompted by the results of the analysis of the RVL of their
definitions, namely the finding that the dictionaries differ with regard to the pro-
portion of high-frequency and wide-range words (see 4.2.1.2).

3.4.2 Research hypotheses

The research questions lead to several hypotheses that are open to experimental
study. The hypotheses are shown below together with the symbols for the corre-
sponding research questions (RQ). Hypotheses H1-H4 will be dealt with in Chap-
ter 4, hypothesis H5 in Chapter 4 and 5, and hypotheses H6-H11 in Chapter 6.

A. Hypotheses to be tested in the study of receptive vocabulary load

H1. The RVLs of definitions in the latest editions of dictionaries vary considerably.
If this hypothesis proves true for learners” dictionaries, does the variation depend
on the approach to definition writing (with a restricted vs. unrestricted DV)? The
hypothesis will be tested separately for:

a. learners dictionaries
b. native-speaker dictionaries. (RQ1)

H2. Over the recent decades, the receptive vocabulary load of definitions has
decreased in:

a. learners dictionaries
b. native-speaker dictionaries. (RQ1)

H3. Over the recent decades, the percentage of defining words that are potentially
most useful and familiar to learners has increased. (RQ1)
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B. Hypotheses to be tested in the quantitative and qualitative studies

H4. The DV lists in the early and the recent editions of the learners” dictionaries
are to a large extent similar in content. The vast majority of the vocabulary items
shared by the early lists has survived into the recent lists. The verification of this
hypothesis will help us identify a common vocabulary, which will be referred to as
the Core Defining Vocabulary. (RQ2)

HS5. The practice of controlling a definition vocabulary has improved over the
years. (RQ3)

C. Hypotheses to be tested in the user-oriented study

Heé. The contribution of a defining vocabulary to the learner’s comprehension of
definitions is statistically highly significant. (RQ4)

H7. The LDOCES definitions, which are written with a restricted DV, are per-
ceived as being more helpful in explaining the meaning of words than the non-
restricted definitions of COBUILDS. (RQ5)

H8. The ODE2 definitions are perceived as being more helpful in explaining
the meaning of words than the Chambers12 definitions. (RQ5)

HO9. Definitions in LDOCE6 and COBUILDS are equally comprehensible to
foreign learners (RQ5). If this hypothesis is true, does it mean that the approach to
a DV has no effect on the comprehension of definitions? (RQ6)

H10. The ODE2 definitions are more comprehensible for foreign learners than
the Chambers12 definitions. (RQ5)

H11. Comprehension of definitions correlates with the following characteris-
tics of definitions:

a. RVL

b. the percentage of frequent and widely-used words in definitions,
c. definition length,

d. the percentage of synonym definitions. (RQ6)

The results of the study have implications on the writing of comprehensible defi-
nitions. The results will be useful for dictionary editors in making decisions con-
cerning the selection of vocabulary items for definitions and the choice of the
approach to definition writing (with restricted or unrestricted DV). By testing the
hypotheses we will gain insights into lexicographic practices in this regard and
will see how DV policies can be implemented and why they cannot always be
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implemented as intended. The verification of the hypotheses will highlight advan-
tages of vocabulary control in definitions and give evidence of its indispensability.
The results of the study will be of relevance to lexicographers compiling dictionar-
ies for learners.
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CHAPTER 4

Quantitative analyses

In the previous chapters we saw how the pioneering lexicographers set up the
models of vocabulary control for learners’ dictionaries, and how these models
were followed in the early dictionaries. We also saw that in native-speaker dic-
tionaries published up to the early 1980s lexical simplicity of definitions was not as
important as their precision and accuracy. This chapter uses quantitative methods
to investigate how the policy of vocabulary control developed in the more recent
dictionaries. The aim is to verify several hypotheses (H1-H5 presented in Sec-
tion 3.4.2). One of the fundamental aims is to estimate the lexical burden placed
by dictionary definitions on their users, that is, the knowledge that is needed to
understand them. A more detailed account of the development of defining vocab-
ularies will be presented in Chapter 5.

4.1 Research design

The approach throughout the experimental part of this book is analytical. The
study presented in this section uses several quantitative analyses to examine a
selection of dictionaries for EFL learners and for native speakers.

4.11 Materials

The learners” dictionaries under study consisted of the British “Big Five”, that is,
OALD (editions 4, 5, and 9), LDOCE (2 and 6), COBUILD (1 and 8), CALD (1
and 4!), and MEDAL (1 and 2); and an American dictionary MWALED. All the
dictionaries came out between 1987 and 2015. Most of them went through several
editions, but the focus of the quantitative study was on the earliest and latest edi-
tions published in that period, which was sufficient to test hypotheses H1-H5 and
spot general trends in the data. Among the dictionaries under consideration was

1. As is the case with ODEI, I am using the abbreviation CALDI to refer to the original
edition, though in the literature it is normally referred to as CIDE (from Cambridge Interna-
tional Dictionary of English).
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OALD?5, though it was not the earliest in the period. I decided to include it because
it was the first edition using a restricted DV. In addition, for a broader view of the
results, the historical scope was extended by examining several dictionaries pub-
lished prior to that period, that is, NMED, ISED, and LDOCE]I.

As regards native-speaker dictionaries, they were all general-purpose refer-
ence works published in the comparable period (between 1984 and 2011): the
Chambers Dictionary (editions 7 and 12); the COD (editions 8 and 12); the Col-
legiate Dictionary (editions 10 and 11); Oxford Dictionary of English (ODE, edi-
tions 1 and 2);* Longman Dictionary of the English Language (LDEL), and Oxford
English Reference Dictionary (OERD). Most of the dictionaries are well known in
the dictionary market; some of them, such as the British Chambers and the COD,
as well as the American Collegiate have more than a century-long tradition. All the
dictionaries under study were in paper form. For the purposes of this study, defini-
tions from the dictionaries were captured in an electronic format as described in
Section 4.1.2.

4.1.2 Data selection

The quantitative study focuses on the examination of definition samples and the
DV lists. Definition samples came from a random selection of pages from each
dictionary. Each edition (or dictionary) was a source for an independent sample,
and no attempt was made to select corresponding definitions from different dic-
tionaries. The latter approach, however, was adopted for the qualitative study (5.2).
The number of pages selected from each dictionary ranged approximately from
50 to 80 depending on text density and page size. The hard copies of the pages
were converted into text files using an optical scanner. Prior to conversion, defini-
tion boundaries were annotated manually, which was necessary for the automatic
retrieval of definitions.

Before proceeding further, it may be instructive to explain how the boundar-
ies of definitions were identified. Definitions play a key role in explaining mean-
ing to the user and thus have a central status in dictionary entries. Their central
status is rendered visually by using a typeface that is easy to read. Usually defini-
tions appear in normal print to ensure readability, while other entry components
are highlighted in a particular way by using italics, boldface, capital letters, or
brackets. In this research, the typographical convention served as a guide to iden-
tifying the boundaries of definitions. For visual clarity, dictionaries introduce

2. In metalexicography, the title of this dictionary, the New Oxford Dictionary of English, is
normally abbreviated to NODE, but for expository reasons I use ODEI in order to disclose the
connection with the succeeding ODE2.
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each definition with a number, letter, or another graphic symbol indicating that
the definition corresponds to a lexicographic sense or sub-sense. Such symbols
were helpful in this study in identifying definition boundaries but none of them
was treated as part of a definition.

The definition has a prominent place at the beginning of the entry, but it is
normally preceded and followed by other information types identifying the word
being defined. A typical entry (see valour and rub below) begins with a head-
word, followed by a variant spelling, a pronunciation form, one or more inflected
forms, and labels specifying word class, usage, and grammatical category of the
headword. Some of these components are presented in abbreviated form. Another
distinct component is an illustrative example, which usually appears in italics.

valour (US valor) /'veelo(r)/ n [U] (fml or rhet) courage, esp in war: display great
valour (OALD5)

rub /rab/, rubs, rubbing, rubbed. 1 If you rub a part of your body, you move
your hand back and forward continuously over it while pressing firmly. eg He
groaned and rubbed his eyes ... (COBUILDI)

Dictionaries usually accord separate status to synonyms, antonyms and other
related words by introducing them with labels (e.g., “syn”, “opp’, “compare”) and
marking them with a different typeface (e.g., small capitals). In collecting the
definition sample, I excluded all the synonyms (and other related items) that
were explicitly marked as separate components. This decision was justified by
the fact that synonym information does not fulfil the same function as definition
(see 3.1). They have distinct but complementary functions, which motivates the
exclusion of synonyms from definitions. Yet in preparing the sample, it was not
always possible to draw a dividing line between the two types of information,
because in practice dictionaries do not always highlight synonyms. For exam-
ple, in the definition of valid “(of arguments, reasons, etc) well based or logical;
sound” (OALD5), the word sound serves as a synonym information, though it
is printed in normal type. Another problem for the researcher is with the word
logical: should one exclude it because it is a synonym, albeit conjoined with the
analytical phrase (“well based”)? The same problem recurs in definitions of most
adjectives, which tend to be defined in terms of other adjectives (Atkins and Run-
dell 2008). Consistency would require that the definition of term v. “to name, call,
or describe” (LDOCEZ2) be removed entirely, because it is composed exclusively of
synonyms. In all these cases, I followed typographic conventions in the diction-
aries and included synonyms in the sample, unless they were labelled and set oft
typographically from definitions.

Definitions sometimes use parenthetical glosses, which either explain a defin-
ing word or specify the context of use of the headword (see below). I treated both
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types of gloss as integral parts of definitions and included them in the definition
sample.

gherkin ... a small type of cuCUMBER (= long, thin, green vegetable) that is often
PICKLED (= preserved in VINEGAR) (CALD4)

valid ... (of arguments, reasons, etc) well based or logical; sound (OALD?5)

Other intrinsic elements of definitions qualified for inclusion in the definition
sample were parenthetical objects of verbs:

cross ... verb [with obj.] 1 go or extend across or to the other side of (a path,
track, stretch of water, or area) ... (NODE)

On the other hand, excluded from the sample were labels, cross-referenced syn-
onyms and opposites, etymology, usage notes, and other information types that
were marked explicitly as separate entry components.

In the initial stage of collecting the definition sample, I did not attempt to ana-
lyze definition formats in order to filter out definition parts, such as if-clauses, that
had no explanatory value. In other words, full-sentence definitions qualified for
inclusion. This approach implied the adoption of the broader concept of definition
(3.1), which encompasses not just the definiens, that is the explanation of lexical-
semantic properties of a lexical unit, but also the definiendum, that is the lexical
unit which is being defined (Burkhanov 1998). This concept fits the COBUILD
model of definition, with the definiendum embedded in the contextual part, for
example rub in the definition “If you rub a part of your body ...”

However, for the analysis of vocabulary load of definitions, it would be mis-
leading to take definienda into account, for they are in principle unknown for the
user. Therefore, for a valid comparison it was necessary to remove them from the
definition sample; otherwise, they would have skewed the results by overstating the
receptive vocabulary load. I implemented this precaution not only in COBUILD,
which systematically applied full-sentence definitions, but also in the other learn-
ers’ dictionaries, which resorted to this strategy less freely than COBUILD.

Having annotated the definition boundaries, I could retrieve definitions and
store them in plain files. For the retrieval and subsequent processing of the defini-
tions, I developed a series of R scripts.> Definitions were checked for errors both
manually and automatically. The latter was possible thanks to AntWordProfiler

3. Ris an open source programming language (R Development Core Team 2013). It is an
object-oriented language allowing a researcher to load, process, and save data in a variety of
objects. The simplest form of object is a vector, which may consist of just a character, while
the most complex one is a list, which may contain numerous texts, tables, and other data
structures (Gries 2009).
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and reference lists (see 4.1.3), which highlighted unusual or rare words, allowing
for editing the files while loaded into the program. Using the R code, I automati-
cally expanded certain abbreviations which were conventionally used in the dic-
tionaries, such as esp., usu., sb, sth, sb/sth, in/out, specif., orig., and perh. The slash
symbol /, which indicated an alternative in OALD, was replaced with a conjunc-
tion “or”. Abbreviations that are normally used in general English, such as e.g.,, etc.,
i.e., US, and UK, were retained in their original forms. To ensure a fair compari-
son, the samples were cleared of all punctuation marks, and then reduced in size
to the same number of word tokens: 20,000. This sample size is large enough for a
researcher to draw firm conclusions, as it constitutes approximately between 1.4%
(ODE2) and 11.0% (NMED) of dictionary size. For other selected dictionaries,
the proportions are as follows: 1.6% in OERD, 1.9% in Chambers7, 2.1% in COD8
and LDOCES, 2.3% in CALDI, and 6.1% ISED. The sample size as measured by
the number of definitions ranged from 1115 in COBUILDI to 3239 in Chambers7.

The comparison of the DV lists was conducted on those learners’ dictionaries
that made use of such lists in the period under study (1987-2015). The lists stud-
ied came from the following dictionaries: LDOCE (editions 2—6), OALD (editions
5-9), CALD (editions 1 and 4), and MEDAL (editions 1 and 2). However, most
analyses presented in this chapter were conducted on the earliest and latest edi-
tions of these dictionaries. Almost all the dictionaries provide the lists in the back
matter. In the case of CALD, of which only the first edition came with a DV list,
I consulted the publishers, who kindly provided me with the latest list (CALD4)
as an internal document.* The comparison of the lists in terms of vocabulary load
required that all affixes be removed from the lists. Otherwise, they would have
been treated as extremely rare items.

When counting the sizes of the lists, I took into consideration all items
appearing on the lists. This seems obvious, but we should bear in mind that a
researcher comparing word lists is usually confronted with the problem of struc-
tural differences among the lists. Some DV lists do not indicate part-of-speech,
distinguish between meanings of words, or include complex and multiword items
that are used in definitions. Some of the lists under study (e.g., that of LDOCE2)
have flat structures, while other lists have tired structures, with subheads listed
under heads. For example, in CALDI there are derivatives accessible and acces-
sibility nested under the head access. In such a case, the count of the size of the list
included all heads and nested items.

4. Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary Defining Vocabulary © 2017. Used by permis-
sion of Cambridge University Press.
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4.1.3 Research tools and reference lists

The analysis of vocabulary load was conducted with the aid of AntWordProfiler®
developed by Laurence Anthony (Anthony 2012). AntWordProfiler is a computer
program that generates vocabulary information on a corpus of texts by compar-
ing the corpus against a set of word lists (Anthony 2012). The word lists used in
this research were twenty-nine 1,000 word families (henceforth Base Lists) com-
piled by Nation (2006) on the basis of his research with later modifications (Nation
and Webb 2011; Nation 2012).¢ Each of the Base Lists served as a reference point
against which to evaluate the vocabulary load of definitions. This analysis was
undertaken to assess how many Base Lists, which consisted of the most useful and
familiar words (see further below), were necessary to cover 98% of definition text
(see 4.1.4). Word families were made up of derived and inflected forms grouped
under a base word irrespective of their lexical classes. Below is a word family for
accept:

ACCEPT
ACCEPTABILITY
ACCEPTABLE
ACCEPTABLY
ACCEPTANCE
ACCEPTANCES
ACCEPTED
ACCEPTING
ACCEPTOR
ACCEPTORS
ACCEPTS
UNACCEPTABILITY
UNACCEPTABLE
UNACCEPTABLY

In preparing the Base Lists, Nation assigned words to families following several
criteria: frequency, regularity, productivity, and predictability of affixes. The crite-
ria were drawn from Bauer and Nation (1993), who used them in arranging affixes
into a graded set of seven levels. The levels were designed to serve as the basis for

5. Version 1.4.0.1 for Windows, 2013. Alternatively, this study could have been carried out by
the RANGE program developed by Heatley et al. (2002). Both programs take Nation’s word-
family lists as input for analysis.

6. The lists were downloaded from Paul Nation’s website: https://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/
about/staff/paul-nation#vocab-lists (last accessed on July 12, 2018). On this website, they ap-
peared as “BNC/COCA word family lists” and came with the RANGE program.
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“the staged systematic teaching and learning of these affixes for learners reading
English” (Bauer and Nation 1993, 254-255). In arranging affixes into the levels,
Bauer and Nation gave priority to regularity of the word formation process for the
written form. According to the compilers, the levels represent varying degrees of
word transparency. Moving along the levels, transparency of form and meaning
decreases. Atlevel 1, which is rather an unlikely scenario, a learner does not recog-
nize that different word forms (e.g., develop, develops, developed, etc.) belong to the
same word family, and treats them as separate words. At level 2 it is assumed that
a learner recognizes regular inflectional categories of affixes such as plural, 3rd
person singular, past tense, and past participle. Level 3 includes the most frequent
and regular derivational affixes (e.g., -able, -er, -ish, -less, -ly, -ness, -th, and un-).
When assigning affixes to level 4, the frequency of an affix was more important
than its productivity, and the regularity of its orthography was more important
than its phonology. This level includes restricted uses of -al, -ation, -ess, -full, -ism,
and -ist. Level 5 consists of regular but infrequent affixes (e.g., -age, -al, -an, -ance,
-ant, -ary, -atory, and -dom), whereas level 6 is composed of frequent but irregular
affixes (e.g., -ee, -ic, -ify, -ion, -ive). Classical roots (as in embolism and photogra-
phy) and affixes (e.g., ab-, dis-, ex-, sub-) belong to level 7.

Word families for Nation’s Base Lists were created with affixes from level 2
to level 6. The goal was to “reflect the likelihood of words being known”, which
means that when a learner knows one or two members of a family, “little learning
is required for receptive use (comprehension) of other family members” (Nation
and Webb 2011, 136-7). Thus, although the compilers included in the first two
thousand word lists a number of low-frequency words (e.g., professional, religios-
ity, untranslatable) as members of word families, the words posed little difficulty in
comprehension for the learner (Nation and Webb 2011).

Word families were assigned to the lists on the basis of the range and fre-
quency of occurrence of base words in a corpus (see further below). Range reflects
how widely a lexical item is distributed across various sections of a corpus. The
parameter is more important than frequency, because a lexical item can be fre-
quent merely in a specific type of text, but rare in other text types. All the word
families in Base List 1 to Base List 9 (and partly in Base List 10) had a range of 10,
which means that they occurred in each of the ten sections of the corpus (Nation
and Webb 2011). The most frequent words were assigned to the early lists. Word
families from Base List 10 to Base List 25 were ordered exclusively by frequency,
but the words with a range below 3 were excluded.

Schmitt and Schmitt (2014) suggest that the vocabulary between the 4th
1,000 Base List and the 9th 1,000 Base List should be called the mid-frequency
vocabulary, and that which goes beyond the latter level should be referred to as
low-frequency. They argue that this classification is based on the finding that the
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knowledge of the first 9,000 word families is sufficient to read a wide range of
authentic texts, ensuring 98% text coverage.

The lists were compiled to be suitable for a variety of purposes: designing
courses and vocabulary tests, analyzing the vocabulary of texts, and guiding the
creation of simplified texts (Nation and Webb 2011; Nation 2012). A shortcoming
of using such lists is that they treat fixed combinations of words (e.g., take part) as
free combinations, and that they ignore the fact that words have multiple mean-
ings. These problems, however, remain a serious challenge for contemporary com-
puter linguists and scientists working in Natural Language Processing. Because
AntWordProfiler is not sensitive to polysemy, the assumption is that defining
words are used in their basic meanings.

The Base Lists used in this research consisted of 25 main lists and 4 additional
ones (29 in total). The latter were respectively: a list of proper names, a list of mar-
ginal words (including letters of the alphabet), a list of transparent compounds,
and a list of abbreviations (Nation 2012). These extra lists bore different numbers
(from 26 to 29) than Nation’s lists (30-33), but they were exactly the same lists as
the latter.” For the verification of hypothesis H3, which claims that the percent-
age of defining words that are potentially most useful and familiar for learners
increased over time, it was sufficient to use the first two word lists, with 1,000
headwords each.® This is because the vocabulary they include (the most frequent
1,500-2,000) ensures the greatest return for learning,’ that is, “the coverage of text,
spoken or written, that knowledge of the words provides” (Nation 1993, 193). It
has been shown that after the most frequent 1,500 words, the return for learning
vocabulary quickly decreases (Engels 1968; Hwang 1989). As for hypothesis H1I,
which claims that RVLs of definitions in the latest editions of dictionaries vary
considerably, all the 29 lists were used. The first two lists contain the largest word
families. The large size of the families in the top lists is due to the fact that higher-
frequency stems tend to take a wider range of affixes than lower-frequency stems
(Nation 2006, 66). Members of the families are in a transparent relationship with

7. Nation’s lists 26-29 were empty and served merely as space for new words. For the correct
interpretation of results, I replaced them with Nation’s lists 30-33. Thus, the lists 26-29 in the
current research correspond to Nation’s original lists 30-33.

8. 'The first and the second list have a total of 2,000 word families, and together with the
members of the families the length of the lists reaches 13,227 tokens (6,857 and 6,370 respec-
tively).

9. Gilner (2011) argues that around 2,000 words constitute 70% to 95% of all running words
regardless of the source from which the text originates, while Carroll et al. (1971) maintain
that the first 1,000 words provide coverage of 74% of written text.
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the other members, and the headwords are the most recurring and widely distrib-
uted in the language (Nation and Webb 2011).

The composition of the corpus from which the Base Lists were compiled is
described in Nation (2012) and Nation and Webb (2011). The first two lists were
made from a 10 million token corpus of (mainly) British and American English.
The corpus consisted of 10 sections of approximately equal length, drawn from
the British National Corpus (BNC), the American National Corpus (AmNC),
the Wellington Corpus of Spoken English (New Zealand) (WSC), transcripts of
American movies and television programs, and British/New Zealand school jour-
nals. The first six sections (6 million tokens) came from spoken English, and the
remaining four sections (4 million tokens), from written English. The structure of
the corpus used for Base Lists 1 and 2 is as follows (Nation 2012, 1):

AmNC spoken face to face, telephone 1
AmNC spoken face to face, telephone 2
Movies and TV

BNC1

BNC2

BNC Plus half of WSC

AmNC written fiction, letters 1

AmNC written fiction, letters 2

. School journals

10. BNC fiction

P NG R W

The remaining word lists, from the 3rd to 29th, were compiled on the basis of
COCA/BNC rankings in data supplied by Mark Davies (Nation 2012, 2).

The analysis of definition vocabulary with Nation’s Base Lists used as a refer-
ence point constituted the main part of my quantitative research. Another focus of
this research was to compare DV lists with respect to various criteria such as size
and similarity of content. To that end, I developed a series of R scripts.

4.1.4 Data analysis

The main goal of the quantitative analysis was to compare the dictionaries with
regard to receptive vocabulary load, that is, the amount of lexical knowledge
needed by learners to understand definitions (hypotheses H1 and H2). This analy-
sis was inspired by research estimating the effects of text coverage on comprehen-
sion. According to Hu and Nation (2000), non-native speakers of English need
to know at least 98% of word tokens in a (fiction) text in order to gain “adequate
comprehension” of the text, whereas in the study of the academic discourse, Laufer
(1989) estimates that 95% can ensure “reasonable reading comprehension” (see
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also Carver 1994; Staehr 2009). Assuming that 98% is the ideal coverage that
ensures efficient reading of other types of text, including definitions, one can
expect that a dictionary user needs to know 98 out of 100 defining words in order
to understand definitions. To reach that critical level is a demanding task, though
in actual dictionary use, this task is often easier because a learner has access to
contextual and grammatical clues that may help the user understand the look-
up word (e.g. the original text in which the word occurs, example sentences and
grammatical information given in a dictionary). Nevertheless, I adopted the most
pessimistic scenario, where these clues are insufficient for the learner to under-
stand the word. Thus, the question of interest was how many word families were
needed to reach 98% coverage of definitions. In order to answer this question, each
definition sample was loaded into AntWordProfiler and evaluated against the 29
Base Lists. The program generated a range of vocabulary statistics, but our main
focus was cumulative percentages of tokens covered by Base Lists. The percentages
are shown in Table 2 for learners’ dictionaries, and in Table 3 for native-speaker
dictionaries.

A similar analysis was carried out to address hypothesis H3, which states that
the percentage of familiar and useful words in definitions has increased over the
years. This percentage was obtained for each dictionary by running AntWordPro-
filer with the first two top lists as reference points: Base Lists 1 and 2. These lists
lend themselves to this task, as they contain high-frequency and wide-range words
as well as numerous derivatives transparently related to base words.

The above analyses, designed to verify hypotheses H1-H3, were performed
on two types of data: the definition samples and the DV lists. The results of the
former are presented in 4.2.1, whereas those of the latter are in 4.2.2. The decision
to analyze different sources of data stems from the fact that an analysis of a DV list
can hardly be used as a sole source for drawing conclusions about the vocabulary
of definitions. Firstly, not all the dictionaries use such lists; secondly, it is not cer-
tain that listed items are really used in definitions (cf. Whitcut 1978); and thirdly,
the policy of some dictionaries permits the use of words not listed in their DVs.
Therefore, in order to gain more direct insights into the actual practices of control-
ling vocabularies, the above analyses were conducted on definitions and the lists
(the latter when given).

In order to verify hypothesis H4, which claims that the DV lists are simi-
lar in content, I conducted a series of quantitative analyses. Using R scripts, I
examined the lists from the earliest (1987-1995) and latest editions (2007-2015)
in terms of size and the occurrence of various vocabulary items. I computed
overlapping and unique items for the early editions and then compared them
with those for the recent editions. The lexical overlap is given more attention
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Table 1. Input for hierarchical cluster analysis (part of the data).

Presence or absence of an item in DV lists

Vocabulary OALD5 OALD9 MEDALI MEDAL2 LDOCE3 LDOCE6 CALD1 CALD4

item

a 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 1
a couple 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
a few 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
alot 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
a.m. 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0
abandon 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0

in Section 4.3.3. In order to visualize similarities among the lists, their content
was subjected to hierarchical cluster analysis (HCA), a method for dividing a
large amount of data into clusters according to similarity. This method has been
applied extensively in computational stylometry and forensic linguistics to deter-
mine a likely author of a text (Eder et al. 2016; Eder 2017). HCA was performed
on a binary set of data arranged in a table, with “0” indicating the absence, and
“1”, the presence of a vocabulary item in a list (see Table 1). For example, a couple
appears only in OALDY, and a few only in CALDA4. The first column contains all
the items found in all the lists together. Similarity between two given lists was
computed on the basis of the absence or presence of a vocabulary item in both
lists. The output of the analysis is a tree diagram (dendrogram), showing which
lists are similar to each other and at the same time dissimilar to the others (see
Section 4.3.2).

The lists were also compared with respect to multiword items and word-
building elements (Sections 4.3.5 and 4.3.6). A multiword item is a term that
refers to two or more successive words that figure as an entry in a DV list.
Thus, elements subsumed under this category include fixed expressions, that is,
“lexicalised or coded units” (Moon 1998, 37), collocations, and free combina-
tions of words, as well as strings of words that do not form lexical or syntactic
units by themselves (e.g., about to). Multiword items were identified automati-
cally on the basis of the presence of spaces or hyphens between words.!? The

10. The program was unable to identify compounds written as an unbroken stretch of letters
(e.g., cupboard, railroad).
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results were grouped under two categories: verbs plus particles/prepositions,
and other word combinations (e.g., card-game, about to, would like, in addition
to sth). As for word-building elements, the lists were compared in terms of the
percentage of compound elements and affixes. The count included the elements
that LDOCE provided in the subordinate list (under the heading “Prefixes and
Suffixes”).

4.2 Analysis of receptive vocabulary load and other quantitative
comparisons

This section aims to verify hypotheses H1-H4. It is divided into two parts reflect-
ing different types of data under analysis. The first part examines the vocabulary
load of definitions, whereas the second one, of the DV lists in learners’ dictionaries.

4.2.1  Receptive vocabulary load of definitions

The analysis presented in this section focuses on differences among dictionaries
with respect the lexical burden placed on their users. The advantage of this analysis
is that it focuses on the actual vocabulary to which the user is exposed while read-
ing definitions. This is important especially for the analysis of those dictionaries
that use restricted DVs and occasionally use words outside their lists.

4.2.1.1  Coverage of definitions by Base Lists: learners’ dictionaries

Table 2 shows the results of the analysis of vocabulary load in learners’ dictionaries.
For comparative purposes, the table also includes data for dictionaries published
prior to 1984, such as NMED, ISED, and LDOCEI. Each row in the table displays
a cumulative percentage of defining words (word tokens) covered by respective
Base Lists. Recall that each Base List contains 1,000 word families, and a word
family consists of a headword in the form of a base word and all its inflected and
derived forms that are easy to understand for a learner who knows the base word
(see 4.1.3). Thus, for instance, the first Base List covers 86.74% word tokens in
the NMED definitions, the first and the second Base Lists cover in total 94.82%
tokens, and the first three Base Lists bring the total coverage to 96.74%. The first
five Base Lists, which are highlighted in grey, contribute to 98% text coverage in
this dictionary.

Investigating the latest editions of the learners’ dictionaries, one notices that
the vocabulary needed to cover 98% of the examined definition texts ranges from
3,000 word families in LDOCE6 and CALD4, to 4,000 in OALDY9, COBUILDS,
MEDAL2, and MWALED. In other words, the dictionaries have a light receptive
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vocabulary load, as only 3 to 4 Base Lists are needed to reach 98% coverage of
defining words. Importantly, this coverage is reached within 3 lists only by those
dictionaries (LDOCE6 and CALD4) that use a restricted DV. This is an interesting
observation, which suggests the superiority of this approach to definition writ-
ing. However, note that, as far as the latest editions are concerned, this approach
does not directly lead to a lower vocabulary load, as the other dictionaries which
use such restrictions (i.e. OALD9 and MEDAL2) need one list more to reach that
coverage (Base Lists 1 to 4). Nevertheless, all the dictionaries display comparable
levels of receptive vocabulary load. This argues against hypothesis H1, which
claimed that the RVLs of definitions in the latest editions of dictionaries vary
considerably.

Analyzing changes in vocabulary load between 1987 and 2015, one notices
that this parameter decreased in most dictionaries studied, that is OALD,
LDOCE, and COBUILD. The sharpest drop was noted in OALD, from 10,000
word families in OALD4 to 5,000 in OALD5. It must be noted that this decline
was arguably due to the fact that the latter edition adopted a limited DV for
the first time in the history of this dictionary. This was a radical change in the
editorial policy, which was likely to contribute to definitions being easier for the
learner to understand.

The tendency to reduce the vocabulary load in OALD is not by any means a
recent phenomenon. If one takes ISED (1942) as a reference point, the decrease
is even more noticeable, as this dictionary has an exceptionally high vocabulary
load. As Table 2 demonstrates, ISED needs 14 Base Lists to cover 98% of the defini-
tion vocabulary. The ISED’s heavy lexical burden contrasts markedly with the rela-
tively light load of NMED, which needs only 5 Base Lists to reach 98% coverage.
Although the dictionaries were designed for different target audiences (advanced
in ISED and intermediate in NMED), one cannot exclude the possibility that the
approach to definition writing (unrestricted vs. restricted DV) may have an effect
on vocabulary load. This is clear when one compares the vocabulary loads of two
advanced learners’ dictionaries published in the 1980s: OALD4 and LDOCE?2 (10
Base Lists vs. 6 Base Lists, respectively).

With regard to words potentially familiar to learners, which are covered by
Base Lists 1 and 2, their proportions increased over the years in most dictionar-
ies. As Table 2 shows, the largest increase was observed in OALD, from 86.76% in
OALD4 to 93.89% in OALD?Y. This was a considerable change (by more than 7%),
which arguably resulted from the aforementioned new approach to vocabulary
control. In two other dictionaries, increases are less significant, from 92.74% in
LDOCE2 to 95.57% in LDOCES6; and from 93.62% in COBUILDI to 95.39% in
COBUILDS. There are practically no changes in CALD or MEDAL.
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Table 2. Cumulative percentage coverage of definitions in learners” dictionaries by Base
Lists

BaseList NMED ISED OALD4 OALD5 OALD9 LDOCEI LDOCE2 LDOCE6
(1,000  (1935) (1942) (1989)  (1995)  (2015) (1978)  (1987)  (2014)

families

each)

1 86.74 76.69 76.00 79.91 84.88 82.82 82.00 87.16
2 94.82 87.31 86.76 90.47 93.89 92.69 92.74 95.57
3 96.74 92.78 93.31 96.32 97.41 96.00 96.30 98.25
4 97.53 94.82 95.29 97.52 98.08 97.02 97.15 98.72
5 98.11 96.02 96.42 98.11 98.50 97.89 97.95 98.98
6 98.30 96.70 97.03 98.50 98.71 98.20 98.27 99.13
7 98.43 97.06 97.45 98.68 98.90 98.48 98.55 99.23
8 98.48 97.35 97.73 98.78 98.98 98.68 98.68 99.29
9 98.51 97.58 97.94 98.86 99.04 98.77 98.80 99.36
10 98.51 97.74 98.13 98.91 99.09 98.84 98.89 99.38
11 98.52 97.87 98.26 98.98 99.14 98.91 98.96 99.42
12 98.52 97.91 98.35 99.00 99.17 98.95 98.99 99.44
13 98.54 97.96 98.38 99.03 99.19 99.00 99.02 99.45
14 98.54 98.02 98.43 99.03 99.22 99.02 99.05 99.46
15 98.55 98.03 98.50 99.03 99.24 99.03 99.06 99.47
16 98.55 98.04 98.51 99.03 99.26 99.05 99.07 99.47
17 98.55 98.06 98.52 99.03 99.28 99.08 99.07 99.49
18 98.55 98.07 98.53 99.03 99.30 99.09 99.07 99.49
19 98.55 98.08 98.54 99.03 99.32 99.10 99.08 99.49
20 98.55 98.09 98.54 99.03 99.33 99.11 99.08 99.50
21 98.55 98.09 98.54 99.03 99.33 99.11 99.08 99.50
22 98.55 98.09 98.54 99.03 99.33 99.11 99.08 99.50
23 98.55 98.09 98.54 99.03 99.33 99.11 99.08 99.50
24 98.55 98.09 98.54 99.03 99.34 99.11 99.08 99.50
25 98.55 98.10 98.56 99.03 99.34 99.11 99.08 99.50
26 99.11 99.06 99.17 99.31 99.81 99.53 99.46 99.79
27 99.19 99.31 99.28 99.37 99.87 99.58 99.52 99.80
28 99.32 99.57 99.59 99.45 99.97 99.78 99.74 99.91
29 99.90 99.85 99.92 99.94 99.97 99.79 99.83 99.94
Not in the 0.08 0.12 0.07 0.01 0.03 0.15 0.13 0.01
lists [%]
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Table 2. (Continued)

Base List COBUILD1 COBUILD8 CALD1I CALD4 MEDAL1I MEDAL2 MWALED

(1,000)  (1987) (2014) (1995)  (2013)  (2002)  (2007)  (2008)

1 85.84 87.20 86.40 86.10 87.14 86.02 85.07
2 93.62 95.39 95.56 95.84 95.49 95.04 94.49
3 97.00 97.83 98.12 98.20 97.73 97.76 97.54
4 97.99 98.42 98.80 98.77 98.38 98.36 98.32
5 98.49 98.91 99.13 99.01 98.64 98.77 98.69
6 98.68 99.06 99.31 99.16 98.80 98.95 98.87
7 98.92 99.20 99.39 99.23 98.93 99.09 98.98
8 99.02 99.27 99.47 99.30 99.00 99.14 99.13
9 99.10 99.31 99.50 99.34 99.06 99.20 99.21
10 99.16 99.35 99.52 99.37 99.10 99.24 99.25
11 99.21 99.38 99.55 99.39 99.11 99.29 99.26
12 99.25 99.41 99.56 99.39 99.13 99.31 99.27
13 99.27 99.41 99.57 99.42 99.17 99.34 99.29
14 99.29 99.42 99.58 99.42 99.20 99.37 99.32
15 99.30 99.42 99.58 99.42 99.20 99.37 99.34
16 99.31 99.43 99.58 99.42 99.20 99.37 99.35
17 99.33 99.43 99.59 99.42 99.20 99.38 99.36
18 99.33 99.43 99.59 99.42 99.21 99.38 99.36
19 99.33 99.43 99.59 99.42 99.21 99.38 99.36
20 99.33 99.44 99.59 99.42 99.21 99.38 99.37
21 99.33 99.44 99.59 99.42 99.21 99.38 99.37
22 99.33 99.44 99.59 99.42 99.21 99.38 99.37
23 99.33 99.44 99.59 99.42 99.21 99.38 99.37
24 99.33 99.44 99.59 99.42 99.21 99.38 99.37
25 99.33 99.44 99.59 99.42 99.21 99.38 99.37
26 99.84 99.75 99.82 99.75 99.65 99.70 99.71
27 99.88 99.78 99.85 99.77 99.71 99.72 99.74
28 99.92 99.89 99.93 99.92 99.86 99.82 99.85
29 99.93 99.92 99.94 99.95 99.93 99.91 99.87
Not in the 0.01 0.03 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.04 0.07
lists [%]
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4.21.2  Coverage of definitions by Base Lists: native-speaker dictionaries

As could be expected, the definitions of the native-speaker dictionaries demon-
strate much heavier vocabulary loads than those of learners’ dictionaries (Table 3).
However, there is little variation among the native-speaker dictionaries with
respect to the number of word families needed to reach 98% coverage: from 26,000
to 28,000. Among the latest editions, only CODI12 and ODE2 reach this threshold
with 26,000 word families.

From a diachronic point of view, changes in vocabulary load are relatively
minor. The Chambers definitions have become lexically richer by 2,000 word
families, whereas there is no change in COD or ODE. The Collegiate is the only
dictionary whose definitions have become lexically lighter over the years, but the
change (by 1,000 word families) is rather negligible.

Understandably, all the dictionaries under study use a certain proportion of
low-frequency words. If one considers low-frequency words from the lists 10 to
25 (see 4.1.3), their proportions range from 1% in NODE to 2.3% in Chambers?.
In addition, there are rare words that do not appear on any Base List (from 0.77%
in COD8 to 1.61% in Collegiate10), which may present a stumbling block for less
competent users.

If we examine the proportion of high-frequency and wide-range words cov-
ered by the first two 1,000 word families, a greater variation emerges among the
dictionaries. The values range from 76.60% in Collegiatel0 to 82.55% in NODE.
Both editions of COD and of ODE appear to have a relatively greater proportion
of such words (above 79%), as compared to the other dictionaries (less than 79%).
This means that their users are exposed to a greater number of common words
while reading definitions, which may have a positive effect on their comprehen-
sion. However, there is no convincing evidence that recent editions use a greater
number of high-frequency and wide-range words than earlier editions do, as the
percentage of such words increased by 1.2% in COD and decreased by 3.5% in
ODE.

4.2.2 Receptive vocabulary load of DV lists

In general, lexicographers compile DVs by selecting those lexical units that are
most useful for learners in reading definitions and for definers in explaining
meanings. To what extent this policy produces the same results is an interesting
question that will be addressed in this section. This issue will be dealt with by a
comparison of the DV lists with regard to size and lexical content. A related issue
is the composition of the vocabulary that is shared by all the lists. What are defin-
ing words on which editors agree, and how many of them are there in the lists?
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These questions will be answered in Sections 4.3.3 and 4.3.4. First, however, we
need to estimate the receptive vocabulary load of the lists. This examination will
be conducted in the same way as we examined definition samples in Section 4.2.1.

4.2.2.1 Coverage of DV lists by Base Lists

Table 4 presents percentage coverages of each DV list by Nation’s Base Lists. Con-
sidering the latest editions, one finds that the majority of the dictionaries (i.e.
OALDY, LDOCES6, and CALD4) reach 98% coverage with the first 5 Base Lists,
whereas MEDAL?2 needs 7 Base Lists. In other words, the recent DV lists have
identical or comparable levels of difficulty for learners. Interestingly, the early
editions display the same or comparable vocabulary loads, with the exception of
CALDI5% list, which needs 12 Base Lists to reach 98%. This list appears to be more
difficult for learners to master than the other lists.

However, when we look at the proportion of the most frequent and useful
words, which are covered by Base Lists 1 and 2, we will see that it has increased in
the majority of the dictionaries. The greatest increase is found in OALD: 8.21%,
while the respective values for LDOCE and CALD are 4.18% and 6.51%. MEDAL
does not show a significant change in this regard. Among the recent editions, the
highest proportion is in LDOCE6 (85.66%), and the lowest in OALD9 (80.51%).
These figures are a sign of improvement, as users of recent editions have less chance
of encountering unknown words in definitions.

As Table 4 shows, the sharpest drop in vocabulary load is in the CALD lists,
from 12,000 to 5,000 word families. A close inspection of the lists indicates that
there are at least two reasons behind the decline. The first one is the increase (by
more than 6%) in the percentage of the most frequent words which are covered
by Base Lists 1 and 2, and the second is the removal of a number of less frequent
but semantically transparent derivatives covered by Base Lists 7-12, for example
habitual, inseparable, inventive, misfortune, repetitive, electrify, trustworthy, cylin-
drical, reflector, sociable, weaponry, disobey, acidified, indivisible, and springy. As
a result, the learning burden of the CALD4 list is lighter than that of CALD1. We
will have a closer look at the CALD policy towards derivatives in Sections 4.3 and
5.2.4.

It should be noted, however, that the above comparison is tentative because
some dictionaries allow for the use of words that are not on the lists, while others
follow a more restrictive policy. For example, LDOCE allows lexicographers to use
derivatives formed by means of affixes from the list, whereas MEDAL permits only
those derivatives that are on the list (see 5.2). Such discrepancies will be discussed
in more detail in Section 4.3.
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156 Defining with Simple Vocabulary in English Dictionaries

Table 4. Cumulative percentage coverage of DV lists by Base Lists (affixes excluded).

Base List OALD5 OALD9 LDOCE2 LDOCE6 CALD1 CALD4 MEDALI MEDAL2
(1,000) (1995) (2015) (1987) (2014) (1995) (2013)  (2002) (2007)

1 41.87 53.33 50.86 53.98 47.24 54.09 52.68 52.55
2 72.30 80.51 81.48 85.66 77.37 83.88 83.25 83.01
3 89.76 94.68 90.22 94.34 87.87 93.01 93.29 93.15
4 96.31 97.55 95.47 97.92 92.94 96.68 96.58 96.52
5 98.39 98.43 97.51 98.82 95.04 98.02 97.57 97.51
6 98.84 98.80 98.23 99.10 96.21 98.38 97.93 97.87
7 99.12 98.94 98.64 99.29 97.03 98.70 98.13 98.11
8 99.32 99.03 98.82 99.34 97.43 98.82 98.25 98.19
9 99.38 99.03 98.91 99.34 97.72 98.82 98.25 98.19
10 99.41 99.03 98.96 99.39 97.85 98.86 98.33 98.27
11 99.44 99.08 99.05 99.44 97.98 98.86 98.37 98.31
12 99.44 99.08 99.05 99.44 98.09 98.90 98.41 98.35
13 99.44 99.10 99.05 99.44 98.09 98.90 98.41 98.35
14 99.44 99.10 99.10 99.49 98.12 98.94 98.45 98.39
15 99.44 99.10 99.10 99.49 98.12 98.94 98.45 98.39
16 99.44 99.10 99.10 99.49 98.17 98.94 98.45 98.39
17 99.44 99.10 99.10 99.49 98.17 98.94 98.45 98.39
18 99.44 99.10 99.10 99.49 98.17 98.94 98.45 98.39
19 99.44 99.10 99.10 99.49 98.17 98.94 98.45 98.39
20 99.44 99.10 99.10 99.49 98.17 98.94 98.45 98.39
21 99.44 99.10 99.10 99.49 98.17 98.94 98.45 98.39
22 99.44 99.10 99.10 99.49 98.17 98.94 98.45 98.39
23 99.44 99.10 99.10 99.49 98.17 98.94 98.45 98.39
24 99.44 99.10 99.10 99.49 98.17 98.94 98.45 98.39
25 99.44 99.10 99.10 99.49 98.17 98.94 98.45 98.39
26 99.47 99.10 99.15 99.49 98.17 98.94 99.05 99.02
27 99.47 99.24 99.20 99.54 98.22 98.98 99.09 99.06
28 99.98 99.96 100 100 98.78 99.81 99.96 99.93
29 99.98 99.98 100 100 98.78 99.85 100 99.97
Not in 0.02 0.02 0 0 1.22" 0.15 0 0.03
the lists

*This count includes two misprints: severly and worsh (instead of worship) that appear on the list.
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4.3 Similarity of content

This section is designed to verify hypothesis H4, which claims that the DV lists in
the early and the recent editions are largely similar in content. To test the hypoth-
esis, we perform a series of analyses that compare the lists in terms of measurable
parameters, such as size, the number of overlapping and unique items, and the
proportion of multiword items and word-building elements. The results are pre-
sented in Tables 5-13 and Figures 2-3. The common vocabulary is analyzed in
more detail in Section 4.3.4.

4.31  Size of the lists

Figure 2 shows the sizes of the DV lists in the earliest and latest editions of each
dictionary. The majority of the latest lists are relatively short, ranging from 2,128
items in LDOCES®6 to 2,472 in CALD4. The OALD? list, which has 3,876 items, is
almost twice as long as that of LDOCES.

The changing sizes of the lists suggest that the vocabularies have undergone
significant revision. The CALD list in its early edition relied on a very long list
(3,750 items). Over the years, the list has been reduced radically by nearly 1,300
items, to the size of 2,472 items. As for OALD, the list has increased in size by 389
items compared with the original OALDS5 list. The latter was reduced (from 3,487)
t0 2,946 in OALDG, and then extended to 3,785 in OALD?7, where it was called “the
Oxford 3000”. The list was expanded further in OALD9, reaching 3,876 items. In
turn, the MEDAL list has changed the least (by 8 items), but this is hardly surpris-
ing, given the short interval between the publication dates of the MEDAL editions
(i.e. 2002-2007).

Comparing the successive lists of LDOCE, one notices that they fluctuated
in size from 2,249 in LDOCE2 to 2,092 in LDOCE3. The greatest revisions are
observed in the second and the third edition (cf. Xu 2012).!! While, LDOCE2
added 226 items and removed 199 from the original list (2227 items), LDOCE3
added 178 items and removed 331 from the previous list, and the respective fig-
ures for LDOCE4 are 44 and 26. In LDOCES, only 2 items were removed, while in
LDOCES, 27 were added and 9 were removed. Thus, the revision of the LDOCE list
was not as great as that of OALD’s or CALD:.

1. The respective figures may be different from Xu’s. One of the reasons is that the current
study takes into consideration affixes from the subordinate list (in LDOCE).
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The above numbers, however, do not always tally with what editors claim
about vocabulary sizes. For example, definitions in CALDI are claimed to have
been “written using a list of under 2,000 words” (CALDI, 1702), a figure which is
perhaps based on the calculation of headwords rather than nested derivatives and
multiword expressions. A more detailed analysis of the content of DVs (see further
below) will show that the dictionaries do not follow a uniform policy towards the
categories selected for inclusion. For example, the OALDSY list includes part-of-
speech homographs such as can v. and can n. as separate vocabulary items, as well
as free combinations of words such as think of as, make progress, and turn around,
which are excluded from the other dictionary lists. In turn, LDOCEG6 enters affixes,
such as -able, -al, -ance, -ation, -ed, -ence, -er, -ful, -ic, -ical, -ing, -ion, etc., which
are missing from the other dictionary lists. Thus, differences between the DVs
are considerably greater than they may seem from a comparison of their sizes. It
appears that the length of a DV is not a reliable measure of the actual content of
definitions and needs to be complemented with other criteria.
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Figure 2. The size of the DV lists in the earliest and the latest editions published in 1987-
2015.12

12. For comparative purposes, the count of the DV size pertains to all word-forms, not
lexemes. It covers word forms provided on the same line of the list. Thus, items given in pa-
rentheses or after a comma are counted as separate; for example, “worthy (of)”, “actor, actress”

(in LDOCE?) are treated as worthy, worthy of, actor, actress, respectively. The count also covers
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4.3.2  HCA: Similarities between the lists

Hierarchical Cluster Analysis was run on the data shown in part in Table 1. The
results of the analysis take the form of a dendrogram (Figure 3), which is a rough
illustration of similarities between the lists. In the dendrogram, the DV's with the
most similar lexical content merge into pairs. The level at which they merge is
meaningful: the lower the level, the stronger the similarity between the lists.

At the bottom of the diagram, one finds two editions of MEDAL, which means
that they are most alike. They are joined at a higher level by CALD4 to form a
larger cluster, showing that the CALD4 list is more similar to that of MEDAL than
to the other lists. Note that the early list, CALD], is entirely different, as it is more
similar to OALDss lists than to CALD45 list. Another pair is formed by two edi-
tions of LDOCE at a somewhat higher level, the level which apparently reflects
a long period that has passed since LDOCE2 (1987-2014). The division of the
dendrogram into two main branches reflects the major dissimilarities between
the dictionaries. The right-hand branch is essentially made up of two editions of
OALD, which indicates their similarity.

The results of the cluster analysis can be summarized as follows: the latest
lists of LDOCE, MEDAL, and OALD are a continuation of the early lists, whereas
CALD4 shows a radical departure from the early tradition. The vocabularies of
LDOCE, MEDAL, and OALD have been relatively stable, in contrast to CALD.
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Figure 3. Hierarchical cluster analysis: Visualization of similarity of DV lists.!?

affixes which are provided in the subordinate list of LDOCE2. Phrasal verbs and other word
combinations are treated as whole items (e.g., look for). Homographs (wind v. and wind n.) are
also counted as separate items.

13. The input data (see Table 1) was processed with dist.matrix function in R, with the
distance method set to “binary” to match the binary type of the data. The dendrogram was
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4.3.3 Overlapping and unique items

Table 5 displays the proportions of vocabulary items that are common to the DV
lists in the early editions, published between 1987 and 1995, and Table 6 shows
items common to the lists in the latest editions, published in 2007-2015. The
tables also provide proportions of unique items, which are found only in one out of
the early lists (Table 5), and one out of the recent lists (Table 6). The early editions
share 1739 vocabulary items, and the recent ones, exactly the same number. A fur-
ther comparison of these two groups of items shows that they are predominantly
the same, which means that they have survived over the years. This vocabulary will
be described in more detail in Section 4.3.4.

Taking into consideration the early dictionaries, one finds that the overlap-
ping items account for a relatively large proportion of each dictionary list, from
46% in CALDI to 77% in LDOCE2 (Table 5). The respective figures for the latest
editions are 45% in OALD9 and 82% in LDOCES6 (Table 6). It is worth noting
that, among the recent editions, the largest overlap is found in LDOCE6 (82%),
MEDAL?2 (71%), and CALD4 (70%), which makes these lists alike. This finding
coincides with the results of the cluster analysis (cf. Figure 3). Another finding is
that there was a good deal of editorial experimentation with the early lists, espe-
cially those of CALD1 and OALDS5, because they contain a large number of unique
items (36% and 25%, respectively). All the lists under study have been revised, but
the CALD list has become very similar to that of LDOCE and MEDAL, whereas
the OALD list, with 33% of unique items, have retained its distinctive character.

Further analysis of the development of the lists over the years (Tables 7-10)
shows that the MEDAL list has changed least of all, which follows from the fact
that it has retained the largest proportion of the original vocabulary (99%). In
OALD and LDOCE, this proportion is relatively high (79% and 80%, respectively),
whereas in CALD, it is significantly lower (60%). The latter finding results chiefly
from the removal of numerous derivatives from the original list (see 5.2.4).

Table 5. Overlapping and unique vocabulary items in the early DVs.

Dictionary Unique items Overlapping items

OALDS5 (1995) 25% (861) 50%

LDOCE2 (1987) 7% (156) 77% 1739
CALDI (1995) 36% (1368) 46%

produced with the function hclust using the linkage method “ward.D”. This method has been
shown to perform well in corpus linguistics (Eder 2017).

printed on 2/10/2023 11:29 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco.con terms-of -use



Chapter 4. Quantitative analyses 161

Table 6. Overlapping and unique vocabulary items in the recent DVs.'

Dictionary Unique items Overlapping items

OALDS9 (2015) 33% (1289) 45%

LDOCES6 (2014) 3% (67) 82% 1739
CALD4 (2013) 8% (194) 70%

MEDAL?2 (2007) 5% (123) 71%

Table 7. Overlapping and unique vocabulary items in the OALD DVs.

Dictionary Unique items Overlapping items

OALDS5 (1995) 20% (708) 79% e
OALD?9 (2015) 28% (1071) 71%

Table 8. Overlapping and unique vocabulary items in the LDOCE DVs.

Dictionary Unique items Overlapping items

LDOCE2 (1987) 20% (436) 80% 1778
LDOCEG6 (2014) 16% (348) 84%

Table 9. Overlapping and unique vocabulary items in the CALD DVs

Dictionary Unique items Overlapping items

CALDI (1995) 39% (1456) 60% 262
CALD4 (2013) 7.8% (193) 91%

Table 10. Overlapping and unique vocabulary items in the MEDAL DVs

Dictionary Unique items Overlapping items

MEDALI (2002) 1% (25) 999% "
MEDAL?2 (2007) 1% (33) 999%

14. 'The data for the MEDALI list (2002) is not given in the table, because the overlap (71%)
is identical to that of MEDAL2 (2007).
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In Section 4.3.4, we will see that the dictionaries agree on the selection of words
that are most frequent in the language, widely distributed across various lexical
fields, useful in defining other words, and easy for learners to understand. How-
ever, the selection is not always straightforward.

Some vocabulary items are more questionable than others. A comparison of
the DV lists from the latest editions shows that numerous words appear in one or
more lists but not in the others. Table 11 provides examples of vocabulary items
that occur only in one of the lists.

Table 11. Examples of vocabulary items unique to a particular DV list.

LDOCE6 -able, -al, -ance, as opposed to, carriage, cattle, comb, cruelty, duck, favourable,
fog, foreigner, in spite of, kneel, lamb, mist, nasty, rabbit, rat, slippery, teenage,
temper, tribe

OALD9 abandon, account for, because of, beef, bring down, burst into, clerk, come in,
conference, hearing, household, incident, item, jealous, jeans, joy, mild, photo,
shave, umbrella

CALD4 candle, cave, cone, hunger, idiom, mammal, organism, oval, pastry, sausage,
ski, reptile, slang, tissue, syllable, tissue, usefulness, whitish

MEDAL2 Anglican, Buddhism, Catholic, Christianity, communism, democracy,
download, elephant, gene, kidney, learner, missile, Muslim, orchestra,
Protestant

Some of the above items are easily replaceable by other words. A few examples will
illustrate this point. The MEDAL2 definition of hostel uses “at low prices” rather
than just “cheaply” apparently because the latter is not on the list. In turn, CALD4
defines hostel in terms of “cheaply”, a word from the list:

hostel a building where people living away from home can stay and get meals at
low prices (MEDAL2)
hostel a large house where people can stay free or cheaply (CALD4)

MEDAL?2 dispenses with brightly, because it is not on the list, but expresses the
meaning of the word using a paraphrase full of light or colour:

ablaze bright and full of light or colour (MEDAL?2)
ablaze brightly lit or brightly coloured (CALD4)

All the dictionaries but CALD4 have husband and girlfriend on their lists, and
while LDOCES defines fidelity in terms of these words, CALD4 does so in terms
of partner:

fidelity “when you are loyal to your husband, girlfriend etc., ..” (LDOCES)
fidelity “honest or lasting support, or loyalty, especially to a sexual partner”
(CALD4)
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However, it is not always the case that a non-DV item can easily be replaced by
or paraphrased with the words from the list. For example, names of religions
and their followers like Buddhism, Catholic, Christianity, Muslim, and Protestant
appear in definitions of culture-specific terms'” in all the dictionaries under study,
but only MEDAL2 explicitly places them in its list. To take another example, all the
dictionaries use jeans in definitions of denim and Levis, but only OALD9 enters
it in the list. Other examples are jealous and umbrella. The former is not in the
LDOCES list, though it is used in the definition of bitter; and the latter does not
appear on the CALD4 list, but is used in the definition of sunshade:

bitter “feeling angry, jealous, and upset ...” (LDOCES).

sunshade “an object similar to an umbrella that you carry to protect yourself from
light from the sun (CALD4).

Note that in these definitions the non-DV words figure in normal type, with no
indication of their outsider status (this topic will be discussed further in Sec-
tion 5.2). Arguably, certain low-frequency but precise words are difficult to avoid
in some definitions.

Finally, the dictionaries do not agree on the selection of basic-level grammati-
cal categories. Words like abbreviation, adjective, adverb, noun, and verb figure on
all the latest lists but OALD95. Yet, interestingly, OALD9 does use them in the defi-
nitions of comparative, intensifier, abstractnoun, and clause.'® Thus, the words
are necessary in definitions of more specific grammatical concepts.

4.3.4 'The Core Defining Vocabulary

As mentioned in 4.3.3, the early lists share 1739 items, and the recent lists share the
same number. The overlap between these two groups is significantly large: 1,520
items (87%) — these are the items that have survived into the recent editions. This
finding confirms hypothesis H4, which says that the early and the latest lists are to
a large extent similar in content. I will refer to the 1,520 items as the Core Defining
Vocabulary (CDV), because it consists of the most essential vocabulary that has
proved stable over time and over all DVs.

The CDV, which is presented in Appendix 1, deserves closer examination
because it derives from the intersection of the DV's of several well-established EFL

15. For example, LDOCES6 uses Buddhism, Catholic, Christianity, Muslim, and Protestant in the
definitions of Zen, friar, Jesus, harem, and pastor, respectively.

16. Other unlisted grammatical category words such as idiom, consonant, pronoun, infinitive,
and syllable occur in the OALD9 definitions of idiomatic, closed syllable, direct object, lemma,
and feminine rhyme.
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dictionaries. The words it contains are those that a learner is most likely to encoun-
ter in definitions. Let us compare it with West’s GSL (1953). Interestingly, the CDV
shares 92% (1403 items) with the latter list,!” in spite of the time span between
them. This fact points to the stability of this vocabulary over time. Furthermore,
the CDV is approximately the size of the vocabulary (i.e. 1,500) that was consid-
ered least controversial by the compilers of the GSL (1953), and most frequent
in English according to the Faucett-Maki list (1932). Arguably, high-frequency
and wide-range words constitute the time-stable core of both the general-service
vocabulary and the defining vocabulary.

Analysis of differences between the lists shows certain tendencies. Among
112 jtems that are on the CDV but missing from the GSL are a few words for
food and drink (onion, potato, vegetable, chocolate, beer, alcohol), words for vehi-
cles (aircraft, vehicle), places (airport, port), numbers (three, four, five, six, seven,
eight, nine), electronic equipment (television, computer), verbs (decorate, establish,
remove, obtain, chase, infect), adjectives (acceptable, central, frightening, transpar-
ent, physical, silly, historical, legal, plastic), and personal nouns and pronouns (any-
one, everyone, adult, him, himself). From the lexicographer’s perspective, many of
these words are useful in defining: most of the nouns mentioned are good candi-
dates for genus terms, whereas most of the personal nouns and pronouns serve as
valency indicators.

Compared with Stein’s Common Core Vocabulary (CCV), which comprises
2,139 items, the CDV is smaller in size by more than 600 words. Both lists were
established on the basis of defining vocabularies from learners’ dictionaries. How-
ever, while Stein’s CCV was compiled from DVs of three dictionaries published in
1995, namely LDOCE3, OALDS5, and CIDE (see 2.1), the source material for the
CDV constitutes seven lists, from LDOCE2, OALD5, CALDI1, MEDAL2, CALD4,
LDOCES6, and OALDSY, published within an extended period of time (between
1987 and 2015). The CDV is more limited in size because fewer lexical items meet
the criterion of overlap. An advantage of the methodology used in this study is that
the vocabulary thus established is independent of the time of the compilation of
the source lists, and is more likely to be resistant to change in the future.

The CDV can be considered as the most essential vocabulary that the learner
needs to know in order to understand definitions in contemporary learners’ dic-
tionaries. It shares a number of qualities with the CCV. It contains predominantly
high-frequency and wide-range words, which are independent of the concepts

17. In this comparison I considered the GSL headwords and the word family members as
provided in West (1953). I used word type as the unit of counting, which implied no distinc-
tion between part-of-speech homographs; thus, risk n. and risk v. were counted as a single unit.
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being described in definitions. The words are stylistically unmarked and most
likely to be encountered by a reader of definitions. This vocabulary can be useful
for less proficient learners who would like to reach the advanced level. By acquir-
ing it, the learners can enhance their chances of succeeding in reading compre-
hension using dictionary definition as aids. Importantly, the CDV contains words
most useful in paraphrasing other words, which makes the list useful for learners
not only in receptive but also productive tasks, especially when a learner wishes
to explain a concept for which they do not know the word (cf. Stein 2002b). For
that reason, the list is appropriate for course designers and teachers who work with
intermediate students. It can serve as a medium of communication in a vast array
of situations and can express complex concepts through paraphrase. The CDV
is based on the lexicographers’ 30-year practice of paraphrasing a vast range of
meanings. Beyond the level of 1,520 items, the dictionaries display differences in
the DVs. This is where consistency across the dictionaries is hard to achieve.

Like the CCV, the CDV is as reliable as are the DV lists from which it was
extracted. It does not contain phrasal verbs or other multi-word combinations
that are sometimes used in the dictionary definitions, because they were not found
in all the lists (see Section 4.3.5). Such items are certainly useful in definitions of
a limited number of words, but their value for defining numerous other words is
questionable. Because of the lack of unanimous agreement among the dictionar-
ies, they were excluded from the CDV.

The CDV has a relatively limited number of transparent derivatives, the
meaning of which a learner can easily deduce from those of a base and an affix.
For example, the list contains beautiful, careless, comfortable, and friendly, but has
no desirable, faithful, harmless or highly. One of the reasons is that the source lists
do not agree on the inclusion of derived words, and another is the policy of affixa-
tion in LDOCE and, to a lesser extent, OALD (see 5.2.1 and 5.2.2). LDOCE accords
to some of the most frequent and regular affixes the status of independent items in
the DV list and allows the definers to use them in definitions to form derivatives
that are not on the list. This strategy is restricted only to those derivatives that
are semantically predictable and easy for learners to understand. Although the
strategy, as it were, diminishes the reliability of the LDOCE list, leaving the deriva-
tives unrecorded, the advantage is that the list is short. This is also an advantage
of the CDV. The limited size of the CDV (1,520 items) is not without significance
for learners, especially at the intermediate level, because it may motivate them in
progressing towards proficiency and reduce the learner’s psychological barrier to
confronting definitions.

Unlike the CCV, the CDV provides no indication of lexical categories but in
most cases they can be determined by experienced teachers themselves using their
common sense and intuition. Obviously, in the interest of comprehensibility, the
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words should be used in prototypical, rather than peripheral, extensional or meta-
phorical, meanings. This is the criterion to which contemporary dictionaries gen-
erally adhere (see 5.2).

A comparison of the CDV against Nation’s Base Lists shows that it is com-
posed almost exclusively (99%) of wide-range and high-frequency words belong-
ing to the first four Base Lists. A further inspection of this vocabulary shows that
the dictionaries agree on the inclusion of apple, bread, butter, cake, coffee, egg,
flour, juice, meat, milk, onion, potato, rice (food); angry, ashamed, grateful, happy,
humorous, loyal, pleased (emotional states and effects); cat, bird, dog, fish, horse,
mouse, sheep (animals); arm, ear, eye, finger, foot, head, knee, lung, muscle, nail,
neck, stomach, toe (body parts); actor, doctor, farmer, lawyer, manager, nurse,
officer, soldier (professions and occupations); aircraft, bus, bicycle, boat, car, ship
(vehicles); brother, father, grandfather, grandmother, mother, sister, son (kinship
terms); airport, bank, church, cinema, college, hospital, restaurant, school, uni-
versity (places), gold, iron, metal, silver (metals). Many of the words shared by
the dictionaries are semantically broad enough to serve as genus words: animal,
feeling, food, material, mixture, organ, organization, place, plant, situation, thing,
and vehicle.

Finally, the CDV contains a group of international words, that is, the English
words that have cognates in several European languages, for example, computer,
control, criminal, decorate, decoration, detail, distance, education, and university.
The advantage of using them is that they make definitions easier to understand
for those speakers who have similar counterparts in their native languages (Odlin
1989, 77-8; Wingate 2002).

One cannot question the fact that controlled vocabularies developed for dif-
ferent purposes differ in content to some extent. Those designed for trade and
international communication are not exactly the same as those for teaching,
learning, or defining purposes. Even within the defining activity, the lists will vary
depending on the target audience, the level of their language proficiency, the scope
of the dictionary, and the direction of its use (receptive or productive). We have
also seen differences in the defining vocabularies of different learners’ dictionar-
ies. Yet, regardless of purpose, controlled vocabularies share a common lexical
core. This core certainly overlaps to a large extent with CDV. Suffice it to say that,
as mentioned at the beginning of this section, 92% of the CDV items are general-
purpose words that are also found in the dated GSL.

4.3.5 Multiword items

Table 12 presents the proportions of multiword items in the DV lists under study.
As we can see, OALD9 has by far the largest percentage of multiword items (10.0%).
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Most of them are semantically opaque phrasal verbs and transparent combinations
of verb plus preposition, which have been added after 1995. For example, the list
includes the following word combinations involving the verb come: come across,
come down, come from, come in, come off, come on, come out, come round, come
to, come up, and come up to. The other recent dictionaries contain a significantly
smaller proportion of multiword items, which ranges from 0.8% to 2.4%. LDOCE2
is exceptional, as it records no phrasal verbs.

However, special caution is needed in the interpretation of the above results.
As mentioned earlier, the dictionaries do not use the same criteria for assigning
entry status in the DVs. There is a mismatch between the inclusion of multiword
units in a DV list and their use in definitions. For example, as close inspection
of definitions will show (Section 5.2), only the OALD list records the semanti-
cally transparent combinations come from and send out, which are used in all the
dictionaries. On the other hand, while LDOCE2 does not list any phrasal verbs, it
does use them in its definitions (e.g., wear out in the definition of be hard on). Fur-
thermore, few appears on all the recent lists, but only CALD4 explicitly permits a
few. This means that the lists are not exactly true reflections of actual lexicographic
practice, but they do indicate changing trends in dictionary policies. We will dis-
cuss this issue further in Chapter 5.

Table 12. Multiword items in the DV of the early and recent editions of the dictionaries.

Dictionary Phrasal verbs/verbs plus Other word Total
prepositions combinations
OALDS5 (1995) 14 (0.4%) 43 (0.7%) 57 (1.6%)
OALD?9 (2015) 389 (10.0%) 24 (0.6%) 413 (10.6%)
LDOCE2 (1987) 0 7 (0.3%) 7 (0.3%)
LDOCEG6 (2014) 7 (0.4%) 10 (0.5%) 17 (0.8%)
CALDI1 (1995) 13 (0.3%) 5(0.1%) 18 (0.5%)
CALD4 (2013) 19 (0.7%) 30 (1.2%) 49 (2.0%)
MEDALI (2002) 24 (0.9%) 37 (1.5%) 61 (2.5%)
MEDAL-2 (2007) 28 (1.1%) 32 (1.3%) 60 (2.4%)

4.3.6 Word-building elements

Vocabulary items that dictionaries provide in their DV lists are usually lexemes.
They are used in definitions as independent words after inflectional adjustments
to fit a context. Some dictionaries list elements smaller than a lexeme, namely
derivational affixes (e.g., -able, -er, -ish, -less, -ly, non-, miss-) and hyphenated
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compound elements (e.g., -based, -boned, -edged, -length, -speaking), and use
them as building blocks for lexemes in definitions. The inclusion of such ele-
ments in a DV list expands the defining vocabulary by allowing lexicographers
to use unlisted words. Non-DV words are derived from the words already on the
list by affixation and compounding. As Table 13 shows, LDOCE?2 relies on affixes
more than any other dictionary (2.1%). The other dictionaries either avoid them
altogether (CALD and MEDAL) or permit a handful of them, as is the case in
OALD9, which lists 6 affixes (0.2%). Hyphenated compound elements appear in
CALDI (0.7%), but not in the recent CALD4. It follows that the DVs in CALD4
and MEDAL are self-contained and self-sufficient, while those in LDOCE and, to
some extent, OALDY allow the lexicographers more latitude in the choice of the
defining vocabulary.

Table 13. Word-building elements in the DVs.

Dictionary Affixes Hyphenated compound elements

OALDS5 (1995) - -
OALD9 (2015) 6 (0.2%) -
LDOCE2 (1987) 49 (2.1%) -
LDOCEG6 (2014) 30 (1.4%) -
CALDI (1995) - 26 (0.7%)
CALD4 (2013) - -
MEDALTI (2002) - -
MEDAL2 (2007) - -

4.4 Conclusions

One of the aims of this chapter was to test the hypothesis that the RVLs of defini-
tions in the latest editions of learners’ dictionaries vary considerably (H1). This
hypothesis cannot be substantiated by the findings of the analysis, as the vocab-
ulary loads are comparable (3,000-4,000 word families). It should be stressed,
however, that only LDOCE6 and CALD4 reach the level of 3,000, which is not
without significance, as it lends support to the argument that the approach to defi-
nition writing (with restricted vs. unrestricted DV) affects the lexical burden of
definitions.

Interestingly, the choice of the approach to definition vocabulary has a
greater impact on RVL in early editions of learners’ dictionaries than in the most
recent editions. For example, the RVL of OALD4, which used non-restricted
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definitions, decreased by half in OALD5 with the adoption of a restricted DV.
Hornby’s approach as used in ISED and OALD4 resulted in definitions being
lexically richer and thus more challenging for learners than West’s approach in
NMED and LDOCE. Arguably, the former placed greater emphasis on accuracy,
while West’s opted for comprehensibility (cf. Whitcut 1978, 7; Herbst 1986).
However, the difference is no longer so great between the most recent editions of
the dictionaries irrespective of the approach to DV.

The hypothesized decrease in the RVL of definitions (H2) has been con-
firmed for most learners’ dictionaries (with multiple editions): OALD, LDOCE,
and COBUILD. The above dictionaries also support hypothesis H3, as they show
increases in the percentage of potentially useful and known words. In other words,
definitions in the recent editions of these dictionaries are lexically lighter and thus
easier for learners to read than those in the early editions. The greatest changes in
RVL took place in OALD up to the 5th edition (1995). No change was found in
CALD and MEDAL, but the values of RVL were already low in the early editions of
these dictionaries. Therefore, we conclude that the practice of using the DV has
improved in learners’ dictionaries.

The analysis of the DV lists show similar results as that of definitions, as far as
hypotheses H1 and H3 are concerned. Contrary to hypothesis H1, the lists show
comparably low values of RVL, and in support of hypothesis H3, most of the recent
lists rely on a higher percentage of high-frequency words than their early coun-
terparts. Hypothesis H2 has been confirmed for the lists of CALD and LDOCE, as
they show a trend towards lightening the lexical burden.

Another aim of the foregoing analyses was to verify the hypothesis about sim-
ilarity of content of the DV lists (H4). In support of this claim, we demonstrated
that the vast majority (87%) of the vocabulary items shared by the early lists has
survived into the recent lists. The dictionaries agree on the use of 1,520 high-fre-
quency and wide-range words, while other words are more or less debatable.

Analysis of native-speaker dictionaries leads us to reject hypothesis H1, which
says that the RVLs of definitions in the recent editions of these dictionaries vary
considerably. This is because the dictionaries display comparable values of RVL
(26,000-28,000 word families). Hypotheses H2 and H3 should also be rejected,
because there is no evidence that definitions have become lexically lighter over
the years. Nevertheless, definitions in COD and ODE might be easier to read as
compared with the other dictionaries, because they use a greater proportion of
words that are very frequent and likely to be known by less proficient users. This is
perhaps a sign of the recent trend towards greater accessibility and user-friendli-
ness of definitions, as reported by Atkins and Rundell (2008), as well as Kaminski
(2013).
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CHAPTER §

Qualitative analysis

The quantitative analyses presented in Chapter 4 provides insights into the general
trends in the policies of controlling definition vocabularies. One of the findings
was that the RVL of definitions has decreased in recent learners’ dictionaries. This
is strong evidence in support of hypothesis H5, that the practice of controlling
DVs has improved. The current chapter is intended to give more direct evidence
to verify this hypothesis, on the basis of a manual analysis of the development of
definitions. The main goal is to see how the dictionaries implemented their poli-
cies of DV in successive editions, whether they did it consistently, and if not, for
what reasons. These questions would be difficult to deal with using a quantitative
method alone. By answering them, we will identify potential problems for users
and definers, and determine optimal strategies for controlling the vocabulary of
definitions. Section 5.2.7 further explores the use of DV's by looking at digital dic-
tionaries for learners, and Section 5.3 deals with native-speaker dictionaries.

5.1 Research materials and methodology

5.1.1 Materials

The dictionaries under study were the same as those analyzed quantitatively in
Chapter 4, but they now also included intermediary editions. Thus, the study
focused on the following learners” dictionaries: OALD (editions 4-9), LDOCE
(2-6), COBUILD (1-8), CALD (1-4), MEDAL (1-2), MWALED; and the follow-
ing native-speaker dictionaries: Chambers (editions 7, 9, 9new, and 12), COD (edi-
tions 8, 9, 10, and 12), the Collegiate (editions 10-11), ODE (editions 1-2), LDEL,
and OERD.

In addition to the paper dictionaries above, I examined several digital diction-
aries. The dictionaries selected were available on CD-ROMs or DVDs between
2003 and 2014, and online in December 2019. The dictionaries on optical disks
were as follows: OALD7 and OALDY9, LDOCE4 and LDOCES5, CALD3 and CALDA4,
MEDAL2, and COBUILD4. The study is presented in Section 5.2.7.
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5.1.2 Data selection

The study is based on a manual examination of changes implemented in a sample
of definitions, and in the DV list