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Outline 

A corpus is a powerful tool for lexicographers, as it, apart from priding you with frequency lists and 
other statistic information, gives you easy access to a large amount of examples of language use.  

The Danish SL Dictionary was made without an annotated corpus, but for some of the editing 
tasks, we aimed at using our video data in the same way that we would have used a “real”, 
annotated SL corpus.  

In this presentation I will list some central areas of lexicographic work where a corpus is of great 
help: 

 Frequency 

 Variation 

 Word senses 

 Example sentences 

 Multi-word units 
 

Frequency 

Sign/word frequency can be used as a criterion for: 

 lemma selection 

 synonym ordering 

Frequency can also be as a criterion for different prioritising tasks on sub-entry level, for instance 

regarding variation and word sense, which I will return to later.  

Frequency on sign entry level can also be used for deciding how detailed the analysis of a sign 

should be, that is, you could apply different editorial rules while analysing a highly frequent sign 

versus a less frequent one, e.g.  by performing more thorough examination of collocation or by 

providing more usage examples. 

  



Frequency, examples 

 
On the left hand side, you see the top 5 frequent signs used in the example sentence corpus of the 
Danish Sign Language Dictionary - a mini-corpus with a little less than 4.000 sentences. 
 
On the right hand side, the frequency numbers of two synonyms, WATER~1 and WATER~2, are 
shown. These numbers can be used for deciding the order of synonyms, instead of – or in 
combination with – other criteria such as phonological features. 
 
 

Variation 

A corpus can give you information about sign variants, provided of course that all occurrences are 
annotated consistently. Furthermore, you must have a clear principle for the treatment of variants, 
which must be consistent with the lemmatisation principles. This can be dealt with in several ways, 
for instance by describing similar sign forms not as variants, but as synonyms, or by classifying 
similar forms to the same “super-entry”, divided into sub-groups based on semantic or 
phonological criteria (or on both). 
 
A corpus can provide frequency numbers for a series of variants of a given sign, which can be used 
for deciding which variants should be described in the dictionary, and in what order. 
 
 

  



Word sense 

A corpus is of great help for analysing word sense (or meaning) of a certain sign. Depending of the 
lemmatisation principles, this analysis will distribute occurrences on the different meanings of a 
sign (in a structure allowing for polysemy), or on different entries (in a structure that prefers 
monosemous homophones to polysemes). 
 
As for variation, it is important to have clear principles for the semantic analysis. This is quite a 
challenge, and when working with signed languages, we face an additional challenge, as we have 
to disregard the influence from the written language, that is typically used as a meta-language 
while editing a dictionary. 
 
Some of the occurrences of the sign FAST (FIRM) in the Danish SL Dictionary example corpus. The 
lines are coloured according to their distribution on the four senses of the sign: 

 
 
The frequency distribution across the identified senses can be used as a criterion for selecting the 
word senses to describe in the entry, and for ordering the selected senses. 
 
 

  



Example sentences 

A corpus can provide example sentences for dictionary entries. Some of the advantages and 
disadvantages of corpus as a source of examples are: 

Pros 

 Authentic language (depending on the corpus sources, obviously) 

 Many examples to choose from (depending on the size of the corpus) 

Cons 

 Possible need for anonymisation (e.g. if  the signer doesn’t want to be recognised, or 
because of an unusual topic) 

 Presence of typical spoken language features, e.g.: 

• Non-standard grammar or vocabulary (sociolect etc.) 

• Deictic references and other context-depending information 

• Hesitations, interruptions, ellipsis etc. 

If the signers of a SL corpus agree, corpus clips can be shown publicly, e.g. as example sentences in 
a dictionary. To avoid some of the above mentioned disadvantages, some dictionaries (among 
them the Danish SL Dictionary), however, choose to re-record the example sentences, with 
anonymisation and adaption where applicable. This approach also secures a certain homogeneity 
across the entries, the price being the lesser degree of authenticity. Even if the sentences are re-
recorded, we try to secure that the language is genuine and grammatical. Thus, the sentences are 
adapted by a native signer, then they are checked by another deaf signer, signed by a third, and 
sometimes even double-checked by a fourth native signer, as our present technician is deaf.  
 

 

Multi-word units 

The classification of multi-word units is much debated. Most lexicographers, however, agree that 
word co-occurrences are important language elements, that should be somehow described in a 
comprehensive dictionary. 

I will not go into details about terminology and classification, but just focus on the fact, that a 
corpus is a very powerful tool for examining word or sign co-occurrence. Thus, idioms, compounds 
etc. can be found either through searches on patterns in a corpus, in it’s simplest form by looking 
through a concordance sorted according to the left-hand or right-hand context, or by using 
statistic tools like the Mutual Information (MI) or the T-score methods. 

Below is shown an example of a frequent collocation found by manually looking through a right 
hand sorted concordance of the sign DENGANG (THEN) in the example corpus of the Danish SL 
Dictionary: DENGANG (THEN) followed by UGE (WEEK) = ‘last week’. (All sentences in the Danish 
SL Dictionary can be viewed as concordances in the relevant entries). 



 

And, lastly, we see the same collocation found through the Mutual Information (MI) method: 

 


