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Outline

� Why a collocations dictionary?
� for receptive use
� for productive use

� Questions for a collocations dictionary
� which definition of collocation?
� what should it include?

� A look at MCD
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What is collocation?

� It is not so much the words of English nor the 

grammar of English that makes English 

difficult3The vague and undefined obstacle to 

progress 3 consists for the most part in the 

existence of so many odd comings-together-of 

words

� Harold Palmer 1933
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But why a collocations dictionary?

� What’s wrong with
� regular learners’ dictionaries?

� online sources, such as
� Leo  http://dict.leo.org

� Frequency lists www.wordfrequency.info/

� Just the Word 
http://193.133.140.102/JustTheWord/

� Most of the information is there, most of it is 
free, but 3
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What makes collocation so important?

� Link between frequency (in a corpus), 
typicality, and naturalness

� In productive mode: a key to fluency and 
naturalness

� In receptive mode, essential to meaning: 
you really do ‘know a word by the company 
it keeps’
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Collocation and meaning

� Sick has several meanings: which one 
does the speaker intend?

� I had never eaten oysters before, and I 

became violently sick.

� Volunteers are trained to provide care for 

chronically sick people in their homes.

� We are all heartily sick of their negative 

attitude.

� The collocate (adverb) is the clue
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Economic/economical: what’s the 
difference?

� Look at the nouns which these adjectives most 
frequently modify

� These are its collocates

� What do they tell us about the meaning of the 
two adjectives?

� See also data in MED
� ‘Get it Right’ box at entry for economical

� ‘Collocation box’ at entry for economic
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Two views of collocation

� The statistical view
� a measure of the frequency with which two or 

more words co-occur (cf. Cermak 2006: 
‘purely surface, computational’ approach)
� of the: the most frequent ‘bigram’ in English

� the most frequent adverb+adjective 
combinations include:
� very good, more likely, quite happy, most 

important

� Is this interesting/useful information?
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Two views of collocation

� An onomasiological/functional view

� how do I say ‘do/make’ with this noun

� e.g. *she made a serious crime ?

� how do I say ‘very/extremely’ with this 
adjective 

� e.g. it was bitterly cold?

� how do I say ‘strongly’ with this verb

� e.g. I distinctly (not *strongly) remember
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What should a ‘collocations 
dictionary’ include?

� Language data isn’t a problem

� very large corpora available (2 billion words)

� intelligent software (e.g. Word Sketches), with 
saliency measures: finds all frequent 
collocates
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But which words do you include?

� Not obvious – wide range of answers in 
existing collocations dictionaries

� No established model (unlike general 
‘advanced learner’s dictionaries’)
� BBI: non-corpus based, follows Mel’cuk’s

categories (broadly)

� LTP: non-corpus-based, no clear methodology

� OCD: see nextr slide

� Depends on how you define collocation
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A descriptive or productive approach?

� Oxford Collocations Dictionary: descriptive

� provides a complete record of how words 
combine

� wide coverage: headwords include
� goalkeeper, seagull, admiral, masochism, flea, 

double bass, nervous breakdown, diarrhoea

� Very detailed descriptions: e.g. food
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‘Collocationality’ (Kilgarriff 2006): a more 
scientific approach

� Some words are more ‘collocational’ than 
others

� A spectrum, going from
� unmitigated, thorny, ulterior, amends, wreak: 

a small number of very salient collocates
� to

� food, house, big, feel: a large number of 
combinations, none very strong

� Interesting area is in the middle!
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Macmillan Collocations Dictionary 
(MCD): a productive resource

� Selective:
� words with medium collocationality: not too high 

(wreak), not too low (house) 
� special focus on academic and professional 

contexts

� 4500 headwords (less is more)

� Includes most items in the Academic Word 
List, e.g.
� analogy, argue, assume, assertion, benefit, 

coherent, compelling, conclude, contrast 3
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Structure: what’s in an entry

� Main division: grammatical relations

� e.g. analysis (N)

� v+N (conduct, carry out, present 3)

� adj+N (thorough, in-depth, preliminary 3)

� N+v (confirm, demonstrate, suggest3)

� n+N (cost-benefit, risk, content 3)
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Structure: what’s in an entry

� Secondary division: semantic  sets

� e.g. advice, v+N relation: separate sets for
� ask for advice
� give advice
� follow advice
� disregard advice [etc]

� Each set has definition, collocates, 
example(s)
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Special features: notes on 3

� Colligation
� problem: ‘In these combinations, problem is 

always plural’ (e.g. marital)
� accept: ‘In these combinations, accept is usually 

passive’ (e.g. generally, widely)

� Alternatives: chunks not collocations
� advice, section on ‘disregarding advice’: ‘If you 

disregard someone’s advice, you can say you do 
something against someone’s advice
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Special features: sets with prepositions, 
infinitives

� V+with: regard with (respect, affection, 
contempt 3)

� N+for: recipe for (disaster, confusion, 
success 3)

� n+of+N: regret (a feeling, tinge..)

� ADJ+infinitive: reasonable to (assume, 
conclude, believe3)
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Special feature: focus on the ‘collocator’
not the ‘base’ (cf. Hausmann 1997)

� Verbs like
� exercise (caution, restraint, discretion 3)

� voice (concern, anger, displeasure 3) 

� allocate (resources, funding, budget 3)

� Adjectives like
� adverse (effects, reaction, consequences 3)

� arbitrary (arrest, detention, imprisonment)

� exhaustive (analysis, review, survey 3)
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MCD entry for
implication

Collocates are
divided into
semantic groups, 
with short definition
for each group
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