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8 DICTIONARY TYPES 
 
 
8.1. General criteria for classification 
 
• dictionary proper or dictionary-like works (according to Zgusta) 

 linguistic dictionaries vs. non-linguistic dictionaries 
 linguistic dictionaries are concerned with the words or lexical units of a language 

(they are also called word books) 
 a description is mainly given of the lexical items  
 the lexical items are described based on their linguistic features (e.g. the syn-

tactic category, pronunciation, inflectional morphology, and meaning).  
 the non-linguistic dictionaries are not concerned with words, but with realia or deno-

tata (they are also called thing books or encyclopedias) 
 the lemma functions as an index term or heading for a whole field of 

knowledge.  
 including proper names and provide user with extensive information about 

their denotata 
 
• medium: paper dictionaries vs. electronic dictionaries 
 
 

 
 

 a big plus of electronic dictionaries is that they hold a large amount of data in a small 
space 

 many traditional dictionaries have online editions.  
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 Cambridge has an online advanced learners’ dictionary at dictionary.cambridge.org, 
which is easy to use and provides examples of word use 

 there are some excellent and specialised ones, such as etymonline.com, an etymolog-
ical dictionary 

 Urbandictionary.com is a web-based slang dictionary (like wiktionary.com, users can 
add content, and some of the content is so obscure it is best described as idiosyncrat-
ic, not all the definitions are accurate, and many are vulgar) 

 
 
• number of languages involved: monolingual vs. multilingual dictionaries  

 monolingual dictionaries:  
 only use one language.  

 multilingual dictionaries:  
 bilingual dictionaries, e.g. Croatian-English Dictionary  
 multilingual dictionaries proper 

 
• synchronic vs. diachronic dictionaries  

 this should be distinguished from synchronic vs. diachronic presentation of word 
meanings: from basic to derived vs. from historically earlier to those that appeared 
later, e.g. table ‘a piece of furniture’ / ‘a slab of stone’. 

 synchronic dictionaries:  
 the description of the vocabulary of a language at any specific time in its his-

torical development 
 examples: COD (the Concise Oxford Dictionary of Current English); Webster 

dictionaries; Collins COBUILD English Language Dictionary (COBUILD – 
Collins Birmingham University International Language Database) 

 diachronic dictionaries: 
 the historical development of the recorded words is described 
 examples: NED (The New English Dictionary on Historical Principles); SOD 

(The Shorter Oxford Dictionary on Historical Principles) 
 
• the segment/aspect of the vocabulary and the presentation order: general vs. limited 

dictionaries 
 general dictionaries: give description of general language usage 
 limited dictionaries: describe the limited strata of the vocabulary of a language, focus 

only on certain properties of lexical items, and/or present lexical items in a particular 
mode 

 examples: 
 dictionaries of dialects and regional variants 
 dictionaries of collocations, idioms, and proverbs 
 dictionaries of jargon, clique language, and slang 
 dictionaries of foreign words and neologisms 
 spelling and pronunciation dictionaries, etc.  

 
 
8.2. General dictionaries 
 
• Comprehensive vs. standard dictionaries vs. learner’s dictionaries 

 comprehensive dictionaries: 
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 provide the current vocabulary of a language as many as possible and as de-
tailed as possible.  

 standard dictionaries:  
 only consist of one volume.  
 Landau (1984: 17-19): the unabridged dictionary, the desk dictionary, the col-

lege dictionary, and the pocket dictionary 
 

 pedagogical dictionaries  
 monolingual dictionaries that take cognizance of the linguistic competencies of 

non-native speakers.  
 THE BIG FIVE:  
 Cambridge International Dictionary of English  
 Collins COBUILD  
 Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English  
 Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 
 MacMillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners 
 some of the innovative design features of pedagogical dictionaries: 

♦ the use of controlled/limited defining vocabulary in definitions 
♦ the use of corpus-driven contextual paraphrase as a defining technique 
♦ the extended use of authentic example sentences 
♦ the use of extensive (nonverbal) illustrations to support definitions  

 
 
 
 
8.3. Limited dictionaries 
 
 
Reverse dictionary 
 
• a reverse dictionary is alphabetized, not from the beginning of the word, but from 
• the final letter moving backwards to the front of the word 
• this kind of dictionary was originally of most use to poets (as rhyming dictionaries) 
• they are also of special importance, however, for linguists working on languages with ex-

tensive suffixation 
• they allow one to clearly see the number and type of words taking various suffixes, and the 
• various forms of those suffixes 
• similarly, from the phonologist’s perspective, they allow one to examine the structure of 

syllabic codae and word final phenomena in a systematic manner. 
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Pronunciation dictionaries 
 
• pronouncing dictionaries are not only teaching/learning resources par excellence in the 

world of English as a Foreign Language (EFL), but are also regarded as being among the 
most often used and highly regarded aids at the advanced levels of EFL proficiency and 
pedagogy 

• their authority, founded by the epoch-making English Pronouncing Dictionary (EPD; 
1917) by Daniel Jones, is only matched by that of the (desk-size) general learner’s diction-
aries of English released by such respectable publishers as Longman, Oxford or Cam-
bridge.  

 
 

J.C.Wells, 2000. Longman Pronunciation Dictionary. Second edition. Harlow: Pearson Edu-
cation 
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• The Longman Pronunciation Dictionary is the most up-to-date, comprehensive and author-
itative pronunciation dictionary available. This expanded and completely updated new edi-
tion includes:  

• 135,000 pronunciations, giving full coverage of both British and American English using 
the alphabet of the International Phonetic Association  

• over 200 graphs showing pronunciation preferences of British and American speakers, and 
how these are changing, for words like controversy, either, harass and garage – based on 
Professor Wells’ unique Pronunciation Preference Poll over the Internet  

• recommended pronunciations clearly shown in blue for each word, as well as other pro-
nunciations in common use  

• stress patterns for thousands of compounds and idioms  
• more than 50 Spelling-to-sound boxes and 35 Language Panels  
• thousands of proper names, including  

 people — forenames, family names, names of literary and mythological figures  
 places — thousands of cities, towns and rivers in Britain, North America, and Aus-

tralia, as well as major towns, cities and rivers in the rest of the world  
 commercial products and brands  

• pronunciation in the language of origin, as well as English, for words and names from for-
eign languages  

 
 

 
 
The Cambridge English Pronouncing Dictionary (CEPD) on CD-ROM 
 
• more than 80,000 entries and 220,000 pronunciations, Cambridge English Pronouncing 

Dictionary is the ultimate guide to English pronunciation and now comes with a CD-ROM 
• key Features 

 full coverage of British and North American pronunciation using the International 
Phonetic Alphabet 

 

 
 
 colour headwords 
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 200 information panels explain phonetics terminology and the relationship between 
spelling and pronunciation 

 
 

 
 
 
• has great quality audio recordings of all headwords (available in either British or American 

accent, depending on the localization version) 
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• displays clear and accurate IPA transcription (of both British and American pronunciation), 
offers fully functional electronic enhancements such as Voice Recording, Exercises, 
QUICKfind and Sound Search.  
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Etymological dictionaries 
 
• an etymological dictionary discusses the etymology of the words listed, i.e. their origin  
• often, large dictionaries, such as the OED and Webster’s, will contain some etymological 

information, without aspiring to focus on etymology. 
• although useful tools, etymological dictionaries must be used with some caution, as re-

search in historical linguistics often renders the etymologies listed in such dictionaries sus-
pect or obsolete 

• moreover, some etymologies are controversial, so the editor of an etymological dictionary 
must decide how much space to devote to covering all theories of a certain word’s origin. 
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http://www.etymonline.com/ 
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Dictionaries of new words/neologisms 
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Dictionaries of word parts (roots, combining forms, and affixes) 
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Phraseological dictionaries 
 
 

 
 
• in dictionaries that list each idiomatic expression under a “key word,” there may be some 

difficulty in deciding what the “key word” is.  
• in phrases such as on the button or in the cards, the key word, the only noun in the phrase, 

is easy to determine if one has correctly isolated the phrase from the sentence in which it 
was found.  

• in phrases that have more than one noun, such as all hours of the day and night or A bird in 
the hand is worth two in the bush, deciding on a “key word” may be more difficult. It is 
even more difficult when the only noun in the phrase is one of the variable words, such as 
with go around with her old friends, go around with Jim, and go around with no one at all, 
which are examples of go around with someone 

• this dictionary uses the Phrase-Finder Index to get around the problems users face with try-
ing to isolate the complete idiom and trying to predict its location in the dictionary 

• looking up any major word—noun, verb, adjective, or adverb—in the Phrase-Finder index, 
• and you will find the form of the entry head that contains the definition you seek 
• another important feature for the learner is the use of object placeholders indicating human 

and nonhuman:  
 typical dictionary entries for idiomatic phrases—especially for phrasal verbs, prepo-

sitional verbs, and phrasal prepositional verbs—omit direct objects, as in put on hold, 
bail out, or see through this dictionary uses the stand-in forms such as someone, 
something, some amount, or somewhere for variable objects and other variable 
forms, these stand-in forms are in condensed type 

 many idioms have optional parts. In fact, a phrase may seem opaque simply because 
it is really just an ellipsis of a longer, less opaque phrase and this dictionary shows as 
full a form of an idiom as possible with the frequently omitted parts in parentheses 
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Collocations dictionaries and valency dictionaries 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• the Dictionary provides entries primarily for nouns, adjectives, and verbs 
• a few entries for adverbs and prepositions are also given  
• the following five principles apply to all entries 

 collocational types are indicated by illustrative phrases or sentences  
 rather than by type designations. Verb entries are also coded.  
 lexical collocations precede grammatical collocations.  
 words characteristic of one variety of English are marked AE (for  
 American English) or BE (for British English); for details concerning variety label-

ing, see the Style Guide, Collocational Strings, 9  
 this Dictionary does not normally include idioms, i.e., frozen expressions in which 

the meaning of the whole does not reflect the meanings of the  component parts: to 
kill two birds with one stone ‘to achieve two aims with one action’; to be beside one-
self ‘to be in a state of great emotional confusion’ 

• some  phrases, especially those expressing a simile, are transitional between collocations 
and idioms, that is, the meanings of the component parts are reflected  partially in the 
meaning of the whole. The Dictionary does include important  phrases of this type (for ex-
ample, under misc., the entry for bird has as free as  a bird, the entry for feather has as 
light as a feather, the entry for sugar has as sweet as sugar, etc.)  

• the BBI dictionary does include important fixed phrases that do not fit into any of the types 
of grammatical and lexical collocations described above 

• thus,  the entry for business gives to mix business with pleasure, the entry for eye gives to 
feast one’s eyes on smt., etc. 

• such phrases are normally given under misc 
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• collocations - common word combinations such as bright idea or talk freely - are the essen-

tial building blocks of natural-sounding English.  
• this dictionary contains over 150,000 collocations for nearly 9,000 headwords  
• the dictionary shows all the words that are commonly used in combination with each 

headword: nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and prepositions as well as common phrases  
• the dictionary is based on the 100 million word British National Corpus 
• Internet searches were made to ensure the most up-to-date usage for fast changing areas of 

language such as computing  
• over 50,000 examples show how the collocations are used in context, with grammar and 

register information where helpful  
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• the clear page layout groups collocations according to part of speech and meaning, and 
helps users pinpoint speedily the headword, sense and collocation they need 

• usage notes show collocations shared by sets of words such as languages and seasons 
• ten illustrated topic pages pull together collocations from areas such as sport, computing, 

music, and meetings.  
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
• this dictionary provides a valency description of English verbs, nouns and adjectives 
• each entry contains a comprehensive list of the complementation patterns identified on the 

basis of the largest corpus of English available at the present time 
• all examples are taken directly from the COBUILD/Birmingham corpus 
• the valency description comprises statements about the quantitative valency of the lexical 

units established, an inventory of their obligatory, contextually optional and purely option-
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al complements as well as systematic information on the semantic and collocational prop-
erties of the complements 

• an outline of the model of valency theory used in this dictionary is provided in the intro-
duction. 

• this dictionary is intended to help: 
 linguists to carry out research in the field of verb, adjective and noun complementa-

tion, in 
 particular to extend the analyses presented in this book to investigate parallels be-

tween the 
 syntactic and semantic properties of words, to consider the character of valency phe-

nomena 
 and the place they ought to occupy in more general and comprehensive models of 

language 
 applied linguists, grammarians and lexicographers to develop new teaching materials 
 advanced foreign learners to write grammatically correct and idiomatic English be-

cause it shows them which constructions a word can be used with 
 non-native teachers of English to mark students’ papers because it tells them whether 

a construction a student has used is found frequently, occasionally or not at all in 
present-day English 
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Dictionaries of synonyms 
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Thesaurus & production dictionaries (activator) 
 
Roget’s Thesaurus 
 
• this is the best known thesaurus 
• the original dates back to 1852 works of Peter Mark Roget, an English doctor who enjoyed 

words 
• as a hobby, he complied lists of similar words and word groups, grouping them into a 

number of different categories 
• it is based on the philosophical work by Leibniz in having a schema of ontological classes 

and their subdivisions 
• there are six primary classes (1. words expressing abstract relations, 2. words relating to 

space, 3. words relating to matter, 4. words relating to intellectual faculties, 5. words relat-
ing to voluntary powers, 6. words relating to the sentiment and moral powers 

• these have numerous divisions and sections 
• e.g. Class 1 has sections such as Existence, Relation, Quantity, Order, Number, Time, 

Change, Causation 
• Existence includes Being, in the abstract; Being, in the concrete; Formal existence; Modal 

existence; 
• the 1990 edition had 990 sections of groups of words in Part 1 

 
 
• in Part 2 (comprising 40% of the dictionary), words are arranged in alphabetical order like 

in a standard dictionary, but instead of a definition, users find a list of words that are syno-
nyms or share the same meaning, together with the number of the section in which the 
word is grouped in Part 1 
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• after the entry of words with similar meanings, antonyms or words meaning the opposite 
are listed 

• each entry also includes a notation if the word is a noun, verb, adjective, or adverb 
 

 
 
Longman Language Activator 
 
• this type of dictionary has a special access system 
• assuming that you have read the sentence such as:  

 
A hostile army had taken control of the capital. 

 
• and that you want to know more about the word hostile, you should look it up in the Acti-

vator and find it in its usual position, between hostage and hostility 
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• however, the entry does not give you the meaning of hostile, as in an ordinary dictionary, 
but suggests four strong ideas related to the meaning of hostile (in capital letters) 

• these names for ideas or concepts are called ‘Key Words’ 
• for hostile they are: AGAINST/OPPOSE 1, DIFFICULT 9, ENEMY 2, UNFRIENDLY 1 
• our sentence is about an army, so the Key Word to look at in this case is probably ENEMY 
 
• on the production side, users should start with the key word related to the idea they want to 

express 
• if you are looking for the expression meaning ‘to walk very softly and stealthily on the tips 

of the toes, not to be heard,’ the best guess is that it should be under the key word walk, as  
it is a manner of walking 

• what we find in the overview box under walk is, among other things, 8 ‘to walk quietly 
with light steps’ 

 

 
• from there we go to Section 8 with tiptoe along with several other expressions like pad, 

creep or sneak 
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Pictorial dictionaries 
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Dictionaries of culture 
 

 
 
Dictionaries of slang and jargon 
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