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Abstract

One of the most practical applications of English corpora is their employment as validating sources for EFL / ELT products – from the traditional course books to the modern electronic learner dictionaries. The Lexical Approach, articulated in the early 1990s, has broken new ground, both in theory and in practice. New and bold methodologies have started to emerge in response to the challenges facing language acquisition in our contemporary world, one inhabited by a generation of non-native speakers of English equipped with a skill hardly available just a few decades ago – computer literacy. While not a review per se of learner dictionaries and course books, within the framework outlined above, my paper takes account of the Lexical Approach as a theoretical basis informing teaching and learning methodologies aided by the latest EFL / ELT corpora-derived resources for students, teachers and other professionals who learn and use English as a second language.
Introduction
In the last decade or so, thanks to unprecedented developments in computer technology, corpora research has been yielding unique insights into the workings of English lexis – one of the languages which, as a second acquisition, is an almost ubiquitous requirement in curricula across the world, from primary to tertiary level. Catching up with these ground-breaking advances (derived from the painstaking research of linguists and lexicographers) are also the EFL / ELT beneficiaries of such endeavours, prestigious publishers and non-native learners / teachers of English alike. 
Nonetheless, although major EFL publishers boast each a proprietor corpus (running to billions of words and counting!), the ultimate general challenge lies in final-product usability by the intended target audience. Such publishers have embarked on the assiduous task of processing raw corpus data in terms of frequency, usage, register, jargon etc. towards its (twice-filtered) inclusion into learner dictionaries (notably, their electronic versions), as well as into various course books (especially, exam preparation courses). They are vying (suffice it to say, obvious from blurbs alone) for market leader positions, but with what benefits to the non-native users at large? Are there any grey areas left to be covered? 
Electronic dictionaries may have become sophisticated enough as to accommodate more user-friendly replicas of book formats, laying at the disposal of learners advanced search tools and thus blending language and computer literacy towards a more efficient acquisition of native-like competence. Despite the apparent benefits, several shortcomings crop up on closer inspection: electronic learner dictionaries draw on mammoth professional corpora, ultimately emerging as mini/guided corpora targeted at non-native speakers. But how does the processed data lend itself to relevance and searchability? How much does the software replicate the compiling strategies behind book-format counterparts? How truly advanced are the incorporated search tools? How much vertical vs. horizontal exploration do they allow? How much of the information is deductively structured (i.e. headword > phraseology > real-life language / examples = the classic approach) and how much inductively (i.e. real-life language / examples > phraseology (> headword) = the new computer-assisted methods)? Do interfaces and layout make a difference? 
Similarly, regarding corpora use in EFL book formats, what kinds of publications are currently available, whom do they target (c.f. a predilection for exam preparation), what do they contain, how are they organised and how do they practise what they preach? How can the end user really benefit from this classic / modern tandem of data processing (the experts), transfer (the EFL publications) and acquisition (the learners)? 
My paper will be addressing the questions above, based on practice-derived findings. I will be contending that although cutting-edge technology is readily available both to experts and to an intended target audience (non-native speakers of English), corpora-based EFL / ELT resources are still in a relative infancy (c.f. their novelty) but still, remarkably capable of reshaping focus through need-based end-products that could eventually live up to the much vaunted reliability, usability and flexibility of technology-assisted language learning.

1 Premises and challenges for EFL / ELT products within a lexical approach
1.1 Why product and not publication?
Right from the outset, it would serve my further line of argument if I attempted a 

redefinition of these two concepts , especially since their connotations have taken on new meanings within the context of computer-assisted research into applied / corpus linguistics.

On the one hand, perhaps as a logical consequence of the fact that we routinely speak of `publishers` and not necessarily `producers` of EFL / ELT resources, the appellation `publication` may come to mind more readily. However, within the current framework, this term is also likely to connote a sense of traditionalism or lack of dynamism: a `publication` is usually thought of as a book / text written by one or more authors, possibly scholastic in nature and which lends itself to comprehension through a reader’s receptive skills. Here we may have book-format dictionaries and a host of other paper-based materials in the form of course books, practice books, self-study books etc. Basically, I would assume that the underlying connotation behind the concept `publication` is that of decoding.

Conversely, if as EFL teachers we should emphasise the importance of learners’ encoding abilities towards language acquisition, the term `product` could serve the cause much more flexibly: a product is not necessarily the work of just one or several authors, but that of a whole team of professionals from different fields, engaged in collaborative tasks that converge to one final (and why not, highly marketable) goal. In the case of dictionaries, for instance, we have the expert linguists, lexicographers and corpora compilers; the team further includes the ELT specialists who are assigned the laborious task of sorting mammoth corpora into more mangeable and yet sufficiently illustrative language chunks (sample sentences or phrases) to be incorporated into a learner dictionary – practically, they build on previous work by `distilling` large corpora into mini-corpora (i.e. the effective number of examples included into a dictionary). Moreover, IT specialists are called in to develop electronic versions of dictionaries and course book supplements in CD-ROM or DVD-ROM formats, subsequently appended to the paper-based originals, with a view to more clever marketing. All these implications amount to a much more complex networking than `publication` affords. 

Ultimately, faced with a product and not a publication choice, the EFL teacher / learner / professional (i.e. the target audience) is not merely a reader, but a user. Traditional literacy is complemented by computer literacy – both on the part of the producers and on the part of the final users. A reader (c.f. decoding) thus becomes a user (c.f. encoding) by combining receptive and productive skills towards acquisition of language. As I will show later on, acquisition is dependent on the quality and quantity of input provided by EFL / ELT products and also, very importantly, by its degree of accessibility – how much quality input is there in a paper / electronic dictionary and how can it be manipulated to best benefit the ultimate objective of all language learning strategies, that is, acquisition? Similarly, how can EFL course books become more effective in serving this purpose by envisaging their beneficiaries as ultimate producers and not merely recipients of language?

Based on this expanded logic inherent to `products` rather than `publications`, any beneficiary of EFL / ELT products obviously takes on an unprecedented active role in a plurilinguistic world that is moving at a pace more alert than ever before, with the advent of computer technology. Language experts, teachers, learners and marketers become entwined in a competitive partnership (apparently a contradiction in terms) aimed at language acquisition, on the one hand, and at business success, on the other hand. I will therefore favour the term `product` throughout this paper.
1.2 Language proficiency examinations – a catalyst for EFL / ELT product development

The single greatest challenge facing current EFL / ELT products (see section 2 for more practical arguments) lies in the treatment of language chunks (collocation and colligation – the latter still underrated, unfortunately, being perhaps unwittingly divorced from its intrinsic relationship with the former, due to the novelty of focus on collocation alone). 

Strange as it may sound, in my experience I have come to the conclusion that if it had not been for the rigours of English proficiency examinations (c.f. CPE, CAE, FCE, IELTS etc.), the term `collocation` might have had to wait much longer to be consciously introduced into teaching methodology and syllabus design. The latest editions of exam preparation course books (e.g. from LONGMAN, MACMILLAN etc.) all include specific sections on collocation, some of these resources making it a specific marketing point in their blurbs as well. One could easily ascertain this just by reviewing previous editions of such books – collocations were obviously present but were not named! EFL publishers have, until recently, elected to treat phraseology relatively indiscriminately, except for long-established categories like idioms and phrasal verbs. 

In effect, exam-based methodological terminology (i.e. `collocation`) has played a pivotal role in awareness-raising as concerns both general and specialised (ESP) English teaching. Even if this may look as a reversed shift (exams guiding teaching, rather than teaching practices leading to exam performance), it has irrevocably changed methodological priorities. Even a cursory glance at EFL course book blurbs or those of learner dictionaries (or at their CD-ROM / DVD-ROM menus) can attest to this new priority in and outside the classroom: language chunks, examples or, in one word, collocation – I would also add the still not-named term colligation (see section 2 for an analysis of such products).

In proficiency exams, collocation / phraseology is tested both explicitly (c.f. the Use of English or English in Use papers) and implicitly (c.f. the grammar and vocabulary range assessed in the productive papers: speaking and writing). However, even if proficiency exams have their merit in emphasising the importance of lexis through an enhanced awareness of collocation, there are still a few grey areas apt to confuse students and teachers – also, perhaps, to unwittingly `tamper` with the final evaluation results by yielding only a relative assessment of a student’s language (collocational) ability. If testing collocation explicitly in Use of English papers lends itself more easily to objective evaluation – given the number of items present – an implicit evaluation (speaking and writing) through an impression mark raises a few questions: as the name suggests, how vague or how exact can an impression mark be, regarding `demonstrated` language range? How can an impression mark be derived more or less objectively from a candidate’s language production in speaking and writing? What collocations are more `advanced` than others? Is there an inventory guiding examiners? How many correct collocations should there be present for a candidate to receive the highest marks? Does flawless grammar compensate for a poorer collocational content? Similarly, since most of the explicit ways in which collocations are tested (Use of English) require recognition and not production of correct language chunks, how fairly does this lead to a conclusion regarding a candidate’s level of proficiency (or collocational competence)? If the final results report is supposed to offer an overall picture of a candidate’s language ability, are there any sensible objective grounds upon which demonstration of such ability is adequate and feasible? Basically, if an exam candidate is very good at recognising correct collocations, does that directly imply that s/he is equally adept at producing those same collocations in writing or speaking, without any prompts given? How much is based on a certain prescription (i.e. the number of itemised collocations that have to be recognised) and how much on actual free production of high-level language (i.e. holistic spoken or written discourse)? Of course, some of these questions are beyond the scope of this paper; what counts here, though, is the challenge to students, teachers and EFL / ELT resource producers.

The way in which this challenge has been taken up by current producers of dictionaries and practice / course books does bespeak the quality of exams as a catalyst. Most such products benefit from marketing gimmicks in the form of blurbs and other product descriptions (see section 2 for some examples) drawing attention to the importance of collocation for exam success. Mentioning exam assistance on their covers or CD-ROM labels / menus, they basically offer the promise of more or less immediate achievement. Rather than insisting on language learning in general (this being a more abstract, hazy and difficult-to-track objective in the long term), they specifically mention popular exams (e.g. CPE, CAE, FCE, IELTS) because these can be a more `real`, palpable and immediate objective in the short term! 

Finally, EFL / ELT materials producers are posed an even more difficult challenge if we take into account the crucial distinction between achievement and proficiency exams (McNamara, 2008: 7). Achievement exams are past-oriented in that they set out to assess a student’s ability derived from a finite number of language items based on a previously constructed syllabus whose material has been supposedly taught and studied. Such exams may come in the form of progress checks after a certain number of units covered or as end-of-term tests. On the other hand, proficiency exams (c.f. the Cambridge suite) are future-oriented because they are guided by the principle of holistic predictability: how good / proficient would a student prove to be in a possible context in which real-life English were to be used, at a certain level? 
Whereas achievement exams are more finite and focused, thus holding the promise of attaining a certain `closure` on the part of test-takers,  their proficiency counterparts are a formidable task in comparison; in a CPE or CAE exam for instance, students are no longer assessed by the teachers who prepared them but by totally impersonal agents, like computers and anonymous evaluators from far away. This obviously compounds the whole problem even further for all the entities involved in the networking described in the previous sub-section.

To sum up, collocation / phraseology (language chunks in general) is central to proficiency exams, having come out into the open both as a (now named!) technical term but also as an integral part of language learning and teaching strategies. As long as proficiency exams are considered a palpable immediate objective of both students and their teachers, they are also an effective promoter of a new methodology (see next sub-section). Not least, EFL / ELT products explicitly promise exam success – collocation coverage is their latest vehicle intended to achieve it.
1.3 Towards a student-based methodology – a revolutionary shift in focus

In the light of the Lexical Approach, the erstwhile grammar / vocabulary dichotomy is now being seriously questioned and rendered technically invalid (Lewis, 2000a: 137; 2000b: 157); in essence, we deal with grammaticalised lexis and no longer with lexicalised grammar. Within this framework, we witness the ever-growing importance of collocation and colligation as to be found in prefabricated language chunks, in illustrative examples of real-life usage – practically, in good quality input (Lewis, 2000c: 8; 2000d: 17, 27; Hill, 2000: 68). Ultimately, accuracy follows and does not precede fluency (Lewis, 2000b: 159, 174). In other words, vocabulary / lexis / the lexicon are becoming milestones in teaching and language acquisition, which can no longer be ignored or minimalised. 

Some teachers may still persist in allocating grammar a substantial amount of teaching time. This usually gives the false impression that covering a limited inventory of  items (the passive voice, sequence of tenses, conditional types etc.) translates into language acquisition. Unfortunately, students who have had such teachers eventually arrive at the sobering realisation that mastering the rules of advanced grammar structures (the more advanced, the more intricate, the more rare, the more useless in real-life language) does little to offer them general competence at an advanced level – and all this, in the absence of proper vocabulary training. Teachers who encourage this absence usually do so by design: it is much easier to come up with a grammatical syllabus rather than a lexical one; grammar rules, regardless of level, are just a few, while words are so many! Ironically, many non-native teachers of English would rather disguise their own imperfect linguistic competence behind the formalised mask of grammar (see other such implications in the next sub-section). Sadly, this only contributes to labouring under the illusion that grammar supposedly provides the ultimate linguistic framework for language learners – they can `fill in the gaps` with words later on (c.f. also the proliferation of practice grammar books by leading publishers; it would be wishful thinking to expect most non-native teachers to `mend their ways` as long as native EFL / ELT producers of resources do not set an example themselves!). Such ineffective methodology does nothing else but to leave learners to their own devices.

Fortunately, there are also other species of teachers and methodologies, even though tentative, to tip the balance. Warily but constructively, they have chosen to tackle the major problem posed by the enormous size of the English lexicon by making sure that the learners’ mental lexicon is expanded more than ever before, towards a feasible transition from an intermediate plateau to a real advanced level. Basically, apart from other people’s traditionalism (c.f. the grammar / vocabulary dichotomy), we are also witnessing a shift from a teacher-based to a student-based methodology. This new methodology posits collocational competence as the key to success in language acquisition (Lewis, 2000b: 155).

By taking a lexical approach in their classes, what is the role of this new species of teacher? The somewhat grim reality is that given its size and complexity, vocabulary cannot be taught, only learnt (Rivers, 2007: 144). Consequently, researchers agree that a teacher should become a proactive mentor, coach or manager, in the sense that s/he must train their students in noticing and recording skills (Lewis, 2000b: 163; 2000d: 18; Woolard, 2000: 31). Noticing and recording the language encountered in and out of the English class is made possible by teachers who can select and provide sufficient quality input (written and spoken language) apt to become learners’ intake, thus leading to acquisition ultimately demonstrated by output (Lewis, 2000d: 23; Woolard, 2000: 35; Hill et al., 2000: 116; Lewis, 2000b: 155; Thornbury, 2007: 109) – c.f. the rigours of proficiency exams explained in the above sub-section. It also emerges that by devoting whatever amount of class time to language `learning`, teachers can no longer entertain the illusion that their syllabi and class practice are at all exhaustive. Basically, class time can only be devoted to training, exemplification and guidance. Students must be prepared to meet, process and acquire language outside class on their own – they are thus empowered to become independent learners (Conzett, 2000: 87).

If proactive teachers were to really adopt such strategies, where does one of the key challenges lie? No matter how competent (and eager) some teachers may be already – in terms of following a lexical approach with their students – there are still some questions to be addressed, one of which concerns the recording of language chunks itself. Should this recording be paper-based or electronic? How could such records be further employed and put into practice by students themselves? 

What we may tend to forget is that we teach generations of students already familiarised with the benefits brought about by our contemporary computerised societies. As non-native teachers of English, we may have learnt English `the hard way`. It might be easy and comfortable for us to suggest similar learning strategies for our students – they have worked for us, why shouldn’t they work for them? 


Ironically, even if guided by a lexical approach, most teacher-researchers suggest recording language chunks in note books – the traditional way. Why is this an irony? Simply because (1) all corpora research is done with the aid of computer technology and (2) virtually all of our present-day students have already acquired skills in computer use: they all write emails, browse websites and interact with peers and friends through broadband connections!

In my experience, students are loath to lug around vocabulary notebooks, let alone record every item they think useful in them! Not to mention gladly revisiting these records! Our students have seen other times and other histories. If their teachers really want to implement a new approach (the lexical one), they should not overlook the fact that this has only become feasible since the 1990s. They should also remember that if corpus linguistics is possible thanks to technology, any methodology derived therefrom must take account of the fact that students will be convinced only if they are provided with learning alternatives that are not behind their times. In other words, today’s students have more computer literacy than foreign language literacy. How can we best reconcile the two skills towards an integrated, holistic approach and attainment? I will be offering a suggestion in the next section.

If a sound lexical approach capable of informing future methodologies is very much dependent on the facts that (1) learners need a high degree of exposure to relevant real-life language (i.e. good quality input), (2) learners need to be able to manipulate language on their own, by noticing and recording, (3) teachers are more trainers in, rather than disseminators of language, the ultimate question is whether the big picture makes sense for our learners! Do we, as non-native (or native, for that matter) teachers of English at primary, secondary and tertiary levels, specialised in teaching general or specialised (ESP) language accommodate sufficiently flexible methodological scenarios for our students to succeed in language acquisition? Since we may be prepared to further implement a lexical approach, apart from being language mentors, coaches and managers, do we also do justice to our students by providing them with exactly the tools and methodology they need to feel empowered towards language acquisition? Having acknowledged that apart from illustrating relevant instances of real-life language during class time we have less time for `traditional` teaching, by becoming proactive teachers meant to familiarise students with customised strategies for language acquisition, do we leave our students to their own devices? How can we offer them relevantly constructed syllabi? What reservoir of knowledge can we tap in order to prove that a (personally experienced) lexical approach really works?

By necessity, we do leave our students to some devices. But to what extent are they made their own? What can EFL / ELT producers of language resources do to meet such demands? Is what they are already doing exactly what is needed for a student-based methodology? I will attempt some answers in section 2.
1.4 Lost and found in translation – non-native issues

To conclude this theoretical overview of relevant implications, I will be referring briefly to some aspects largely ignored so far by all major EFL / ELT producers (or publishers). The basic question here is who are the targeted beneficiaries?

As I have mentioned before, EFL / ELT corpora are derived from expert corpora through a process that involves careful selection. A large corpus is thus `distilled` into a mini-corpus based on frequency, usefulness, register representation, quality of language etc. so as to be incorporated into learner dictionaries or to form the basis for other ELT resources. The final product is intended as a tool for language learning and acquisition. The problem, however, perhaps conveniently overlooked, is that these products appear to target a single category: the learner-student or student-learner. Much of the conception behind these resources seems to have been inspired by classroom practice – see the above sub-section referring to the importance added by exams.

Non-native speakers, on the other hand, are a much more heterogeneous bunch. They include students, teachers, translators, researchers and other kinds of professionals. Students may be interested in general English or some form of ESP. Besides teaching, teachers may also have to construct their own syllabi from scratch. Translators are generally faced with the arduous task of proving native-like proficiency in at least two languages by successfully capturing the idiomaticity of both, through fluency and collocational competence – sometimes in highly specialised fields. Academic researchers have to publish their work in a widely-circulated language – many times, this language is English. Other professionals work in EU institutions either as politicians per se (among other things, they have to hold speeches from time to time!) or doing clerical jobs (compiling reports, writing letters, emails, faxes etc.). 

If, apart from students, all the above categories are professionals using English, an inevitable question arises: how are they provided for by EFL / ELT producers? Is that provision adequate or insufficient? Since most EFL / ELT resources are explicitly aimed at `students`, this clearly implies a carefully planned production and marketing strategy. However, this state of affairs can also give rise to a certain confusion of priorities. Are all non-native professionals (would-be) advanced learners of English? If so, do the prescriptions for `students` also work in the case of `professionals`? Can we equate exam success (i.e. one of a student’s main aims) with success in using English effectively and professionally in a given job?

The implications for EFL / ELT producers are clear: what language do they choose to incorporate into their products? How does that language represent a (real-life!) variety of usage instances? What lies behind decisions regarding the frequency of certain language items? As long as professions involving use of English at a high level are multifarious and span a whole spectrum of specialised fields, what language, how much of it and possibly useful for whom is excluded, based on frequency criteria? 

Of course, it can be argued that there are specialised / technical dictionaries available for a number of fields. This, unfortunately, is just grist to the mill! These dictionaries (usually bilingual) are much too focused on decoding rather than encoding. Namely, sub-field collocations / language chunks are sorely missing; an economist might very well know the meaning of `insurance` but may just as well be unable to produce a collocation like `take out an insurance`.  

There are different categories of professionals and proof of EFL / ELT product effectiveness is also dependent on the attainment of an overlap of native and non-native competence in the same language. Non-native speakers have clear-cut needs regarding fluency and accuracy, sometimes based on requirements very different from those that `students` have to fulfil – in other words, non-native speakers of English are not necessarily confined to classroom / curriculum prescriptions and expectations.

Further ignorance on the part of EFL / ELT producers of the implications enumerated above seriously limits the scope of their endeavours. Apart from reflecting diverse learning styles across cultures, they also need to serve task-specific (and not only general) purposes: teaching, learning, translating, speaking and writing in English in various forms of employment.

2 Dictionaries and books – losses, gains and trends
2.1 Electronic dictionaries: the decoding / encoding dilemma

This paper is not a review of dictionaries or other EFL / ELT materials. For such purposes, I would recommend Rizo-Rodriguez’ attempt at comparing five learner electronic dictionaries based on 10 dimensions: “graphical user interface, accessibility and information retrieval, macrostructure, microstructure, thesauruslike consultation, complex searches, copy and print functions, extras, multimedia resources, and customization” (Rizo-Rodriguez, 2008: 24). My own purpose here is to look at just a few EDs by focusing on their treatment of language chunks. In this light, I will be analysing the claims of LDOCE5 (Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English, 5th edition, 2009) and MED2 (Macmillan English Dictionary for Advanced Learners, 2nd edition, 2007) – these two EDs stand out in their use of examples; I will be also looking at the Word Bank to be found in the Collins Cobuild English Usage (CCEUWB) and the only dictionary of collocations available on CD-ROM, the Oxford Collocations Dictionary for Students of English (2nd edition, 2009). Basically, I will be showing how these products can satisfy or fall short of providing the most adequate ways in which language chunks are presented and made accessible / useful to users, as set against a dilemma that has confronted, to this day, all EFL / ELT producers: decoding versus encoding.

A first question would be to what extent EDs replicate their book-formats. Overall, EDs are made to look as complements to the book versions by maintaining the microstructure (organisation of each entry) and macrostructure (organisation of all entries as a whole) of their book counterparts; they facilitate searches through speed; they are more reader-friendly through customisable font-sizes and attractively laid-out interfaces; they include more material than the book versions and, some of them, also allow advanced searches by topic, register, word formation, phraseology, Boolean operators, wildcards etc.

A tricky problem is that presented by the extras contained: incorporated thesauruses (c.f. LDOCE5, MED2), incorporated collocation dictionaries (LDOCE5), `language activators` and `writing assistants` (LDOCE5) encyclopaedic entries (LDOCE5, MED2), Internet cross-references (MED2), multimedia, pop-up versions, exercises of all sorts (including exam preparation) etc. Why would I consider such extras tricky? First, because they may divert attention from basic purposes (decoding / encoding) by making navigation more complicated and thus losing in focus; second, because many times they fail to deliver exactly on what they promise (e.g. one would expect comprehensive and advanced grammar notes in the such-called sections, but these are just a handful of short, impressionistic notes – c.f. LDOCE5); even if powered by complex software, most items are pre-assigned and thus non-customisable (topics, exercises etc.); last but not least, the whole idea conjured by the concept extra provides a sense of relativism and incompleteness or `work in progress`. For example, if blurbs say “… many more collocations, synonyms and antonyms” (MED2), then should we take it that the previous edition was poorer from this respect? Or that a further edition will contain even more, which, logically, makes the current one incomplete? If a similar blurb boasts “88,000 pronounced examples and 1 million additional corpus examples” (LDOCE5) does this mean that the 88,000 examples are more important? How have they been selected? How are the extra 1,000,000 examples managed? I personally consider the concept extra an unwitting acknowledgement that there is much more work to be done, that this is only `work in progress` and that there is no panacea for current shortcomings in EFL lexicography. In other words, EDs complement one another (c.f. again Rodriguez, 2008); there is no total or ultimate exhaustive one resource of this kind, regardless of marketing claims like “… the ultimate DVD-ROM resource for reference and practice” (LDOCE5)!

Leaving the extras aside, the greatest challenge lies in the presence and treatment of real language chunks or examples. It cannot be overemphasised that examples are essential for encoding purposes (Lewis, 2000a: 133; 2000b: 163; 2000d: 20; 2000e: 122; Woolard, 2000: 35). EDs should provide as many examples as possible (c.f. Woolard, 2000: 35-7); example searches should allow full vertical mobility (i.e. throughout the electronic text of the dictionary) and not just horizontal mobility (i.e. within one entry alone or including only a few others by cross-referencing); the examples made available should be relevant and adequately illustrative in terms of input quality, by highlighting both collocation and colligation – this tandem works only in explicit language chunks, e.g. “It is now my duty to pass sentence” (LDOCE5) and not in decontextualised index-like combinations “pass sentence” (OCD2) (see the subsection on the OCD2, referring to possible colligational errors). If as encouraged by a lexical approach learners should be trained in noticing and recording language chunks, then EDs should really encourage a learner self-methodology; this also implies that the examples provided should be made fully retrievable (c.f. copying functions) for encoding purposes (Rizo-Rodriguez, 2008: 31). What would the benefits of examples be if they could not be copied and pasted (transferred) into customised student records or into various teacher-designed syllabi?


EDs have already proved that technology does have a positive impact, no matter if applications are still in a relative infancy. But then again, producers of EDs should reconsider some of their efforts by insisting on more usability and practicality. Further down I will be looking at a few shortcomings from this point of view.

2.1.1 Examples in MED2


MED2 (2007) was (and still is) the first electronic dictionary that allows full vertical searches. It offers an Example Sentence Search function which produces all the sentences in the dictionary that contain a specific word once it has been keyed in – of course, the more delexicalised the word, the more examples available. The examples listed can all be copied at the touch of a button and transferred to a Word document (or other application) for further (customised) purposes. 

However, the collocations within the examples are not graphically highlighted in any way, nor are corpus-like concordances possible (central column containing the headword, left and right collocates arranged alphabetically or by frequency, word / lemma choice). As such, they only half meet a user’s expectations. The downside is that the impression given is one of randomness (how many examples for one word, how relevant and how lexically edifying?).
2.1.2 Examples in LDOCE5

LDOCE5 (2009) has its own merit, first thanks to the 88,000 pronounced examples available; then, due to the access provided to 1,000,000 corpus examples. Apart from huge numbers, though, the management of language chunks leaves a lot to be desired.

Firstly, no full vertical searches are possible (c.f. MED2). The examples are divided into apparently systematic categories but the overall picture is then again one of confusion; we find examples in the main entry of one specific word, then more under `collocations from this entry`, `collocations from other entries`, `collocations from the corpus`, `phrases from this entry`, `phrases from other entries`, `other dictionary examples`, `examples from the corpus`- in  all , users have to wade through as many as 8 categories, by clicking 8 separate buttons, in order to get a more or less complete picture of how a word is used! Unfortunately, this extremely awkward software functionality more confuses than enlightens.

Secondly, equally confusing is the difference between the category of collocation and that of phrase. LDOCE5 seems to treat more fixed collocations as phrases, but then, phrase-like structures are also present under the heading `collocations`. For example, `travel abroad` and `travel light` are listed under `collocations`; `travelling expenses` or `travelling companion` are listed under `phrases`. What is the real difference? A user can only be utterly baffled trying to make out a (spurious as it is) distinction between colllocation and phrase! Perhaps the original intention was to treat fixed phrases, idioms and phrasal verbs as `phrases` and the rest of phraseology as `collocations`.  However, the result, as I said, looks like a more or less indiscriminate conglomerate made quite unwieldy through too many misguided attempts at systematisation and (false) exhaustiveness. 

Last but not least, apart from those listed in the main entry, most examples cannot be copied and transferred.

I personally take the much-(self-)praised LDOCE5 as an ambitious attempt, but with rather questionable usability in terms of example treatment. A plus point, however, is that most collocations are presented in context (c.f. OCD2 below).
2.1.3 Examples in CCEUWB


Strangely,  the largest collection of examples incorporated into an ED (`Word Bank`), derived from the Cobuild Project, no longer exists in the latest proprietor dictionary (CCAD  - Collins Cobuild Advanced Dictionary, 6th edition, produced in 2008). However, I managed to find the `invaluable` application on the CD-ROM accompanying CCEU - Collins Cobuild English Usage, an edition that came out in 2006. Unfortunately, I would consider this the worst instance of what ill-advised ED producers may come up with, the only redeeming feature of the Word Bank being its large number of corpus example sentences – but to what avail?

To start with, one would expect that such a high number of examples included would testify to a high number of headwords as well. This is hardly the case here. If one looks up the word `job`, as many as 1440 examples will be listed, including a highly questionable instance (in terms of accuracy), like “We’re not asking do you support this man for this job” [sic]. Looking up another word, like `rascal`, only one example is given, which reads “US written [catalog] [number,] [description] [and] [price] [picture] [and] [catalog] [number] E. What A Rascal!” No comment here regarding how illustrative this example may be (mere browsing of the application occasionally produces similarly ridiculous results), except that a regular learner dictionary lists two example sentences (MED2) for the same word and, another one, thirteen sentences (LDOCE5).


Perhaps for the sake of credibility, the CCEUWB compilers chose to include information for British and American English as well. On the left hand-side of the Word Bank interface is a column that indicates `US spoken`, `US written`, `BR spoken` or `BR written`, next to each example listed. While this may seem a good idea, the result may be extremely confusing for users. If (under `year`) we find the example “BR written But a sense of suffocation developed in her teenage years, and the convent where she boarded makes her shudder even now”, users might be left with an unaswered question: as long as “BR written” is specified, can’t such a sentence also be used by an American speaker of English? Would a user refrain from producing such a sentence for fear of sounding `too` British to American ears? I personally consider the US / BR tagging absolutely pointless and distracting as long as it does not signal real linguistic differences between the two variants. 


Since all EFL / ELT producers of electronic resources pride themselves on the numbers of items / examples provided, does repeating the examples count towards the… final count? Under `necessity`, CCEUWB lists, among other sentences, “US written An Affordable Necessity PRICED LESS THAN YOU THINK, MOLLY MAID OFFERS PEACE OF MIND THAT'S PRICELESS” and again, “US written An Affordable Necessity PRICED LESS THAN YOU THINK, MOLLY MAID OFFERS PEACE OF MIND THAT'S PRICELESS.” Apart from listing the same example twice, how illustrative is it for inclusion into this learner corpus?


Finally, the examples can be copied and transferred, but only as a complete entry – which renders this functionality rather useless, as long as users would have to spend a lot of time afterwards, deleting from their customised records the examples they are not interested in.

Unfortunately, CCEUWB is seriously flawed by limited practicality, poor management of material and leaving prospective users with the impression that examples have been indiscriminately crammed into a piece of basic and relatively ineffective software.
2.1.4 Examples in OCD2


OCD2 (2009) is the only dictionary of collocations for learners of English, in electronic format, available on the market at present. It would be a logical expectation on the part of users that this ED could effectively solve language encoding problems. I would argue that while very helpful indeed (after all, it is the only such resource currently available!), this dictionary is also far from perfect.

One of the benefits of OCD2 is that it does not only list collocates alphabetically, but it also groups them synonymically. For example, under `alert`, one can find “immediately, instantly, suddenly” as a paradigm of synonyms or near-synonyms. Moreover, the second edition software also allows searches based on modifying collocates (such as `highly`) and not just by headword nouns or verbs. This is done by cross-referencing to the entries where the collocate is to be found. Some software bugs are nonetheless present. Looking up `high`, for instance, we find a lot of cross-referencing to collocate nouns throughout the dictionary. Clicking the collocate `reading`, we are taken to the entry for `reading` but, unfortunately, we have to spend quite a lot of time scrolling down and sifting through collocations, separate meanings and examples until we are able to locate the collocation `high reading`. 

An obvious shortcoming, ironically for a production dictionary, is the low number of examples (the whole dictionary boasts only 75,000 – much fewer than those provided by any advanced learner ED!). This may have serious consequences. To give one example, under `necessity` we find the sample sentence “They have nothing but the barest necessities.”  Checking with my students, my intuition sadly proved right: they had difficulty in making out the meaning of the collocations `bare necessity` and `basic necessity` (given the secondary meaning) in the absence of more examples. It is also exactly the lack of a high number of examples that made me discover one of the major flaws with this ED: poor colligational information! Looking up `sentence` (= punishment) for instance, I came across the synonymic series of verbal collocates “hand down, impose, pass, pronounce” and the only example provided, “The judge will pass ~ on the accused this afternoon.” Based on this information, any dictionary user could ask a very logical question: if we say `pass sentence` (no article), ca we also say `hand down sentence`, `impose sentence` and `pronounce sentence` (no articles)? Or are there cases in which articles have to be used?

Despite such shortcomings, OCD2 is surely a very welcome resource. I for one am certain that after a few bug fixes and inclusion of a much more substantial corpus of examples to solve problems like the ones mentioned, this ED could become a much more reliable tool.
2.2 Books: vocabulary practice and exam preparation

Since current EFL / ELT practice and exam course books do make mention of careful corpora use in their construction, I will be attempting a brief commentary on such resources as well. Like in the case of dictionaries, I will focus on the inclusion and treatment of example language chunks – how they are selected, what purposes they may serve and in what forms. 
As an initial observation, I would remark that book formats are much `safer` than electronic counterparts (see the discussion on electronic dictionaries above). From this point of view, both paper-based dictionaries and practice books are virtually flawless, due to their physical confines: they cannot be blamed for a low number of items / language chunks included, nor are they vulnerable to criticism because of deficient software. However, I will be discussing the effectiveness of their methods, as well as possibilities for complementation by learner software.

Basically, books favour one of two approaches, or a combination. One such approach is topic-based (e.g. McCarthy, 2005, 2007; O’Dell, 2008). The other is headword based (e.g. Woolard, 2004, 2005). A third one is a combination between topic-based and headword-based methods, with a predilection for proficiency exam preparation (e.g. Bell, 2008; Mann, 2008; Norris, 2008) – one important remark should be added: just like dictionaries, these books generally mention exam success in their blurbs (see sub-section 1.2). 

Current EFL / ELT books centred on lexis demonstrate that they have taken stock of methodological developments derived from the Lexical Approach. In general, they focus on collocation and language in context; the vocabulary / grammar dichotomy is superseded by linguistic holism (this is also a logical necessity, given that many of these books prepare students for the English in Use / Use of English papers in various proficiency exams); there are cross-references to websites and even online concordancers (c.f. McCarthy, 2005, 2007; O’Dell, 2008); footnotes are provided, with information on extra lexis (c.f. Woolard, 2004, 2005); there are also attempts at systematisation through tables, charts, indexes and appendices, which transforms many of these books into mini-reference resources as well (c.f. Mann, 2008). Last but not least, many of them are intended for self-study – even exam preparation courses have work books or `student resource books` (c.f. Bell, 2008); encouraging independent learning, they also insist on noticing and recording language chunks, albeit, like in most cases, failing to mention exactly what students should do with their records afterwards.

Taking the example of topic-based treatment of language chunks, in English Collocations in Use – Advanced, under the topic `the environment` (O’Dell, 2008: 66), we have problem-specific collocations like `disposal of household waste`, `harmful to the environment`, `environmental catastrophe`, `weather patterns` etc. But also, in the same unit, we find collocations which are more general, or possibly used in other semantic areas (yet highlighted in the text as – indirectly – describing environmental issues): `dire consequences`, `find a solution`, `public health`, `absolutely vital`, `change our ways` etc. It is virtually impossible to topic-tag lexical items with a high degree of accuracy. Semantic fields are fluid and heterogeneous, which would make such attempts approximate, at best. The results of `forced` tagging can be imprecise, limited and subjective. 

Regarding the headword-based approach, I will briefly look at George Woolard’s method employed in Key Words for Fluency, Upper-Intermediate (2004) and Key Words for Fluency, Upper-Intermediate (2005). In each of the two books, he identifies 150 key nouns, assigning one or more to a certain unit. Each unit is named after the headword(s) and practises approximately 20 common collocations based on that specific item. More collocations are given at the bottom of each page, as notes (the benefit is that all these extra collocations are presented in context). Sensing that students may also need a topic-based approach, Woolard encourages them to use these books as reference: “You can use the exercises when you have to write an essay or discuss something in class. For example, if the lesson in your course book is about Extreme Sports, then it makes sense to look at risk and danger.” I would consider this sound and sensible advice – learners are encouraged to make their own topic-based decisions by being sensitised to the links between form and meaning, between collocation / colligation and pragmatism. Like the previous method, this one has its own merits. An inevitable shortcoming is that in attempting to use such books also as reference material, students will find them rather basic in what concerns the number of collocations and a bit laborious as regards assigning their own topics to the headword-based collocations.

A combination of the two methods, with the attendant advantages and disadvantages described above, may be found in exam preparation course or practice books. The underlying realisation on the part of authors in this case is that the lexicon required of advanced learners is enormous, so it has to be better managed and systematised. A step forward is made by adding appendices containing groups of collocations (either by headword or by topic) (c.f. Mann, 2008) or CD-ROMs that recycle (through supplementary exercises) the language chunks from tapescripts or texts formerly used as listening or reading comprehension material (c.f. Bell, 2008).

Despite the good intentions behind such EFL / ELT paper-based products, a few issues remain to be addressed. One of the dangers is that although students may be presented with a concentration of topic / headword-based collocations, they may tend to consider such systematisation a finite or exhaustive paradigm of language chunks (c.f. the fact that a finite inventory of grammar items present in such books may give students the false impression that there is also a finite inventory of lexical items; this may lead to a resistance to absorbing new lexical input and dismay at not being able to handle a larger amount of lexis). Given the limits of book formats, recycling is not properly accommodated – the point of vocabulary practice books is more that of introducing new material, rather than recycling it as frequently as possible. Although noticing and recording are encouraged, no systematic methodology for doing this is suggested – consequently, students may take this as an optional activity and not, unfortunately, as an essential way of turning input into intake! As for exam preparation, how do specially designed books satisfy the requirements of vocabulary range (marked separately in proficiency exams), in terms of quantity and quality? How much recycling is there? How many exam preparation course books would ever suffice for success in exams, given the enormous size of the lexicon to be learnt? 
It would be easy to take these as simple rhetorical questions. I will be suggesting a possible solution in the next sub-section.
2.3. A possible common denominator for corpora-based EFL / ELT products

A common approach to EFL / ELT product development would be impossible if producers of such resources were to view themselves as mere market competitors. The experience of target users with a range of such products comes down to final usability and effectiveness in dealing on their own with the pragmatism of short-term goals (e.g. success in proficiency exams) or long-term objectives (e.g. the acquisition of language up to native-speaker level). Both aims will eventually inform the use of real-life English in lifelong personal or professional situations and contexts. Whether a proprietor corpus runs to 1 billion or 10 billion words is absolutely irrelevant to the target users unless these numbers are really put to good use. Equally ineffective is the fact that a dictionary contains 100,000 words and another one, 200,000 words. The same holds for CD / DVD-ROMs that confuse real interaction (this would allow users to manipulate and customise given content) with the shallow attraction of colourful interfaces (c.f. Rizo-Rodriguez, 2008: 24).

How could such problems be remedied? Is it possible to find a common perspective that could be applicable both to EDs and books, based on the same methodological principles (c.f. the Lexical Approach)? My own answer is yes – with the rider that EFL/ELT producers find another, more constructive basis for market competition, rather than a simple battle of numbers proudly mentioned in too-good-to-be-true blurbs!

Having worked with a vast array of EFL / ELT materials in the past ten years, both in and out of class, I have come to the personal conclusion that a lexical approach can really work if aided by – apart from good methodologies and teachers – good tools. Unfortunately, the `tools` mentioned in this paper are `good`, yet not `great`, for simply missing one basic point, or not being able to see the wood for the trees: as long as fluency is primarily lexical and heavily dependent on real-life language chunks, why isn’t an adequate treatment of examples the priority of all language professionals engaged in the development of EFL / ELT products?

Ideally, I would suggest developing a simple piece of software (from this point on, please read further in conjunction with the Appendix) as a common platform suited to encoding strategies. It could be designed by one EFL / ELT producer (others would surely follow suit) or by the joint efforts of several producers; it could be incorporated as an integrated dictionary tool or book CD-ROM supplement; it could just as well be marketed separately as an electronic notebook. The advantages could be enormous:

· Dictionaries could organise incorporated examples / language chunks / collocations much more manageably and in a unified manner – no extra examples, collocations and phrases, just examples containing suitably highlighted collocations and phrases!
· Practice books could incorporate their entire text (broken down into separate sentences, just like in the case of dictionaries) into an appended CD-ROM, as a mini-corpus – this would greatly facilitate recycling, browsing and systematisation.

· Noticing and recording fully retrievable and easy to manage language chunks, in a fully searchable format, would confer students a sense of fulfilment: their recording will not have been in vain, encumbered by blunt pencils and scribbled notebooks; they would be able to see themselves `grow` in the use of language by creating their own reference material, customised to their own specific needs, by real interaction with computers! The same kind of personal growth, in the same manner, could be experienced by teachers, translators and other professionals who could, in this way, construct customised language tools to aid them in their jobs.
· If the suggested piece of software is just a tool, the end product would be an achievement of each user’s own making! 
In effect, the development of any EFL / ELT product (or tool) should be a means to an end and not an end in itself. As long as current products lack the kind of dynamism required for aiding language acquisition and continue to provide more or less spurious recipes for success in the form of rigid prescriptions, history will only repeat itself, by mere cosmetic changes in the ... fashion trends. 
Conclusions

It would be dangerous, for the purposes of this paper, if I were to support too many statement-like conclusions of my own – they might begin to sound as just `further prescriptions`. However, having analysed the latest tools we currently have at our disposal as learners, teachers of English and / or other professionals using the language, I would prefer to invite careful reflection on a few questions that we may all have to answer at some point: how can theory (the Lexical Approach) be best put into practice? How is methodology affected by new practices? What tools / products / resources can really empower learners? What are the dangers implied by concepts like extra, other, more etc.? Are different proprietary corpora more important in themselves (c.f. marketing reasons) than unified perspectives on corpus-based ELT / EFL products? How traditional can new technological advances be and why? 
Eventually, how much of the overall networking risks being short-circuited, at what nodal points, by what impediments and for what reasons?
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Appendix 

[This page (the content between the two horizontal bars) suggests a possible interface layout for the software mentioned in section 2. The next page contains explanations regarding its functionality.]
( Add example sentences (1)

( Delete example sentences (2)

( Edit example sentences (3)

	SEARCH:
	task (4)


( Show alphabetically by LEFT collocates (5)

( Show alphabetically by LEFT collocates (6)

( Show alphabetically by TOPICS (7)

( Show ONLY unique collocations (8)

( Show ALL collocations (9)

SUBMIT SEARCH (10)

etc.

...
	Our 
	task
	is to fight on behalf of the members.
	DUTIES

	She had the
	task
	of preparing the agenda for the meeting.
	JOBS

	I was given the
	task
	of calling the meeting.
	JOBS

	She has no skills to carry out a
	task
	like that.
	JOBS

	He never realised the scale of the
	task
	he had been assigned.
	DUTIES

	He could never accomplish the
	task
	he had undertaken.
	DUTIES

	They have the unenviable
	task
	of supervising a very dangerous prison.
	DIFFICULTY


etc.

...
(11)

(1) Users can add their own examples by uploading them individually or in batches from a simple Word document or Text file.

(2) Users can delete any of the existing examples they wish.

(3) Users can edit existing examples by highlighting collocations and phrases and saving them as such. They can also add one or more topic tags to each example. More topic tags added to one and the same example would mean that users can recognise complex collocations or that one and the same collocation is likely to be encountered in different (semantic) situations. For example, if we have the example sentence ``After entering all the information into the computer, she started calculating the rates of interest.`` users can assign to it topic tags like COMPUTERS (c.f. entering... information into... computer – highlighted items) and / or ACCOUNTING or BANKING or ECONOMICS etc. (c.f. calculating... rates of interest – highlighted items). Should this kind of suggested software be used by electronic dictionaries or CD-ROM supplements to books, the tags will have already been added – users could add their own topic tags as well.
(4) Users can key in one or more headwords, e.g. task, tasks; or aim, aims, aimed, aiming etc.

(5) A function similar to that of a concordancer.

(6) A function similar to that of a concordancer.

(7) Users can search for colllocations / examples based on pre-assigned topics – see (3).

(8) The search results will include only unique collocations (not repeated instances, irrespective of the surrounding context). For this to be possible, the software will show results based on previous highlighting – see (3). Basically, if users have highligted (in several examples) the same individual words, e.g. high and expectations (thus forming the collocation high expectations), the search results will show only one instance of a random sentence containing the collocation high expectations. Should this kind of suggested software be used by electronic dictionaries or CD-ROM supplements to books, the collocations will have already been highlighted.
(9) The search results will show all examples based on the headword(s) entered, indiscriminately.

(10) Pressing this button generates the search results based on steps (1)-(9).

(11) The results are shown in corpus-style but the difference is that each line contains only one, complete sentence (an exact replica of each uploaded sentence)! This way of displaying the results is more reader-friendly than a concordancer (users can browse examples both horizontally and vertically; a conventional concordancer usually serves vertical reading). Users can select one or more lines (= examples), consecutive or not, which they can easily transfer (paste) to a Word document (with the same formatting) for further customised uses (task sheets, selected example sheets, incorporation into syllabi etc.).
