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1. Introduction 
 
This paper reports on the outcomes of a large-scale collaborative corpus-based project 
between the Centre for English Corpus Linguistics and Macmillan Education. The main aim 
of this project was to produce learner corpus informed materials for inclusion in the second 
edition of the Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (Rundell 2007; hereafter 
MED2). 
 
Monolingual learners' dictionaries (MLDs) 'are dictionaries that are specially designed to 
cater for the needs of foreign langue learners and provide all the information in the learner's 
target language' (De Cock and Granger 2004). As highlighted by Rundell (1999), MLDs have 
reaped enormous benefits from the increased use of computer corpora in dictionary making. 
Corpus-related improvements (e.g. enhanced descriptions of word meanings and 
phraseological patterns) have so far mainly involved the use of corpora of native speaker 
speech and writing. The use of learner corpora (i.e. see De Cock, this volume) when 
compiling MLDs is comparatively relatively recent: the first learner corpus informed 
dictionary, the Longman Language Activator, was published in 1993. The Longman 
Dictionary of Contemporary English (1995), the Longman Essential Activator (1997) and the 
Cambridge Advanced Learners' Dictionary (2003) followed suit.   
 
Findings from learner corpus-based research, which shed light on learners' difficulties and 
deficiencies, can be used by lexicographers to anticipate learners' errors (Rundell 1999). De 
Cock and Granger (2004) identify two types of learner corpus-based information that can help 
enhance MLDs: information relating to learners' misuse of target language words or phrases 
and information relating to learners' overuse and underuse of target language words or 
phrases. While the extraction of downright errors from learner corpora has greatly been 
facilitated by error annotation (De Cock and Granger 2004), cases of overuse and underuse 
can be uncovered by contrasting the frequency counts of words and phrases in a learner 
corpus and in a comparable native speaker corpus. 
 
Information from learner corpora has overwhelmingly been included in the form of explicit 
'warning' or 'common learner error' notes in MLDs. An investigation of these error notes in 
two learner corpus informed advanced MLDs (De Cock and Granger 2004) revealed that there 
was still room for improvement. It showed that, although some of the notes in the MLDs 
addressed corpus-attested frequently recurring advanced learner errors, a number of them 
were misguided as they focused on errors that were clearly inappropriate to the learners' 
advanced level of proficiency or on errors that were either rare or non-existent in a corpus of 
advanced learner writing like the International Corpus le Learner English. The study also 
highlighted a distinct lack of overlap between the errors targeted in the two dictionaries, 
which points to the problematic selection of the learner errors that should be focused on.  
 



2. The Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners (second edition, MED2) 
 
2.1 Objective of the project 
 
The main objective of the collaborative corpus-based project between the Centre for English 
Corpus Linguistics and Macmillan Education reported on in this paper was to produce learner 
corpus informed materials that would help advanced learners cope with attested areas of 
difficulty in their writing. Three learner corpus-based components were developed with this 
objective in mind: 100 'Get it right' (GIR) boxes, six Grammar Sections and twelve EAP 
Writing Sections.  
 
The three components were compiled on the basis of detailed analysis of (1) learner corpus 
data from the 3.5-million-word International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE), which 
contains essay writing by EFL learners from 16 different mother tongue backgrounds 
(Bulgarian, Chinese, Czech, Dutch, Finnish, French, German, Italian, Japanese, Norwegian, 
Polish, Russian, Spanish, Swedish, Tswana, Turkish) and (2) native speaker data from a 15-
million-word corpus of academic writing. 
 
 
2.2 'Get it right' boxes 
 
GIR boxes are located at individual dictionary entries. They are designed to alert learners to 
typical erroneous usage associated with a particular word or phrase. MED2 is aimed at all 
advanced learners regardless of their mother tongue backgrounds. It was therefore decided 
that, to make the shortlist of flagged words or phrases, the errors associated with these items 
had to be shown to be both frequent and widespread (i.e. attested in data from learners from at 
least five different mother tongue backgrounds) in the learner corpus. Possible candidates for 
the shortlist were identified on the basis of, on the one hand, careful scrutiny of the 680,000-
word error-tagged component of ICLE available at the time and, on the other, systematic 
comparisons of word frequency lists from the advanced learner corpus and the native speaker 
corpus used. Once identified, the possible candidates were subjected to rigorous analysis in 
the whole 3.5-word ICLE corpus. The errors in the GIR boxes cover a number of categories 
including 'countability', 'register', 'verb patterns' or 'spelling'.  
 
As Figures 1, 2, 3 and 4 illustrate, GIR boxes typically contain authentic erroneous learner 
examples clearly marked as incorrect (the examples are preceded by a cross and the erroneous 
items have been crossed out), clear explanations of the source of the problem and clear and 
practical advice on how the error can be corrected and avoided.  
 
It is worth noting that emphasis was also laid on prominent eye-catching presentation (with 
the use of colour, bold type and underlining) to ensure that the information in GIR boxes is 
not overlooked by learners.  
 



 
Figure 1: GIR box at 'damage' in MED2 

 

 
Figure 2: GIR box at 'more' in MED2 

 
 

 



 

 
Figure 3: GIR box at 'research' in MED2 

 



 

 
Figure 4: GIR box at 'pay' in MED2 

 
 
2.3 Grammar Sections 
 
Six so-called 'Grammar Sections' are included as part of the 'Improve your Writing Skills' 
component (De Cock et al. 2007) located in the 'Study Section' in the middle of the dictionary. 
The sections address key areas of difficulty relating to either word grammar (namely Articles, 
Complementation: Patterns used with nouns, verbs and adjectives, Countable and 
Uncountable Nouns, and Quantifiers) or specific aspects of written discourse (i.e. Punctuation 
and Spelling). The focus on word grammar and punctuation and spelling was deemed 
particularly appropriate in a dictionary (words, words, words!) that seeks to help learners with 
their writing.   
 



Research based on the error-tagged component of ICLE (cf. above) served as the starting 
point for the selection and content of the sections. The larger unannotated ICLE corpus and 
the native speaker corpus (cf. above) were also used in the compilation of the sections.  
 
The Grammar Sections are typically structured around the following key elements: 
 
(1) an introductory presentation and description of the phenomenon in the spotlight  
(2) learners’ problems and errors relating to it (with authentic learner examples) 
(3) clear explanations of why the authentic leaner examples included are problematic 
(4) suggested corrections of the authentic leaner examples 
(5) general advice on how to avoid making such errors  
 
Frequency data is also provided where relevant to raise learners' awareness of inappropriately 
overused items in academic writing, as illustrated by Figures 5 and 6 from the sections 
Punctuation and Quantifiers respectively.  
 

 
Figure 5: Frequency of ellipsis dots in learner  

and native speaker writing (section about Punctuation, MED2) 
 
 



 
Figure 6: Frequency of the quantifiers a lot of and lots of  

in learner and native speaker writing (section about Quantifiers, MED2) 
 

 
The final paragraph of each section is entitled 'Advice on avoiding errors'. In addition to 
providing learners with general advice on how to avoid making the errors discussed in the 
sections, the paragraph also systematically highlights how the dictionary can help them deal 
with these problem areas. For example, the section Complementation is rounded off with clear 
explanations and illustrations of where and how information relating to complementation can 
be found at dictionary entries (cf. Figure 7). The sections also include systematic cross-
references to related ‘Get it right’ boxes and to related Grammar Sections and/or Writing 
Sections. These 'Advice on avoiding errors' paragraphs can thus also be seen to provide 
learners with some form of dictionary training, which has been shown to be extremely 
valuable if learners are to make the most of the riches contained in MLDs. 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 



 
Figure 7: Advice on avoiding errors using the Macmillan English Dictionary  

(section about Complementation, MED2) 
 
2.4 EAP writing sections  
 
Beside the Grammar Sections described above, the 'Improve your Writing Skills' component 
in the middle of the dictionary also includes twelve 'Writing Sections'. These Writing Sections 
focus on rhetorical or organisation functions that are particularly prominent in academic 
writing: (1) Adding information, (2) Comparing and Contrasting: Describing similarities and 
differences, (3) Exemplification: Introducing examples, (4) Expressing Cause and Effect, (5) 
Expressing Personal Opinions, (6) Expressing Possibility and Certainty, (7) Introducing a 
Concession, (8) Introducing Topics and Related Ideas, (9) Listing Items, (10) Reformulation: 
Paraphrasing or clarifying, (11) Quoting and reporting, and (12) Summarizing and Drawing 
conclusions. The Writing Sections were compiled on the basis of findings from a detailed 
analysis of 350 EAP markers (see Paquot 2007) in the ICLE corpus and in the native speaker 
corpus used in the project. As well as explaining the main strategies that writers can use to 
perform the twelve functions in formal writing, the sections also specifically address the wide 
range of problems advanced learners can be shown to experience when performing these 
functions. Special 'Be careful' notes, 'Get it right' boxes and Collocation boxes are included in 
the Writing Sections to help learners deal with problems of frequency, register, positioning, 
semantics and phraseology. For a detailed description of the Writing Sections and the method 
used to compile them, see Gilquin et al. (2007), Gilquin and Paquot (2008), and Granger and 
Paquot (forthcoming). 
 
 
4. Conclusion  
 
The outcomes of the collaborative project reported on in this paper are a good example of the 
invaluable contribution learner corpus-based research can make to MLDs. In this project 
trained lexicographers have worked in very close collaboration with learner corpus-based 
researchers (who are also experienced ELT teachers) to produce materials that can be seen to 
help boost the confidence of the MLD as a truly productive tool.  
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