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Style labels in monolingual English learners´ dictionaries

1. Introduction
Those readers who have seen the film Die Hard with a Vengeance will remember a
remarkable scene at the beginning of it. The white actor, Bruce Willis, is loitering as a plain
clothes policeman in a street in Harlem carrying a sandwich board, on which the following
sentence is written: “I hate niggers!” He is soon vigorously attacked by a group of black
youths. From the point of view of linguistic politeness (Brown and Levinson, 1987), the
sandwich man communicates - to whom it may concern - what must be regarded as a very
severe face-threatening act against the positive face of black people. In addition, the term
nigger in itself is a taboo term.1 The following dictionary entries prove this point:

Collins Cobuild English
Dictionary (COBUILD2):

Dictionary of
Contemporary English
(DCE):

Oxford Advanced
Learners´ Dictionary of
Current English (OALD):

Cambridge International
Dictionary of English
(CIDE):

Nigger is an extremely
offensive word for a black
person.

nigger, taboo, an
extremely offensive word
for a black person.

nigger, (!) (= taboo)
derogatory offensive a
black person.

nigger, taboo slang a black
person. This is a very
offensive word used to or
about a black person by a
white person.

In the context of foreign language learning, style labels such as formal, informal, offensive,
derogatory, slang, humorous etc., which are used in these dictionaries, are meant to be of help
to learners to help them develop a knowledge of the stylistic value of words.3 In this paper I
will investigate the style labels in the four most important, widely used British monolingual
learners´ dictionaries by asking the questions, what these style labels mean, whether the
dictionaries apply identical or at least similar labels to the same word and whether they are of
any help to the user, i.e. the language learner.

2. Comparing the most important British monolingual learners´ dictionaries
The latest editions of the four dictionaries, mentioned above, have been compared for this
analysis:

Dictionary: Year: Edition:

Collins Cobuild English Dictionary 1995 2nd
Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English 1995 3rd
Oxford Advanced Learners´ Dictionary of Current English 1995 5th
Cambridge International Dictionary of English 1995 1st

Since stylistic value may differ considerably in American and British English, the
investigation does not include a dictionary of American English but is restricted to the four
British ones in order to guarantee comparability.
                                                
1 There are contexts in which a black person may address another black person as “nigger“ as a signal of
solidarity, racial pride etc.
2 COBUILD is an acronym for Collins Birmingham University International Language Database.
3 Vorlat emphasizes that style is important in learning a foreign language (1989: 691): “While learning English
one must develop a sense of style, i.e. a semi-instinctive knowledge of what can be said and also what cannot be
said. This is as important as using the right tenses, distinguishing between some and any, etc.“



2

The latest edition of COBUILD  is based on the Bank of English (BoE) corpus, which at that
time contained 200 million words.4 Most of the texts were produced after 1990. About 70 %
of the sources are British English, about 25 % American English and about 5 % were taken
from sources of other national varieties such as the English spoken in Australia or Singapore.
Two thirds of the written texts were taken from the media, i.e. newspapers, radio and
television. They deal with various topics in different fields of discourse and belong to quite
different styles. The corpus does not include strictly scientific or technical texts.
Roughly 15 million words represent spontaneously spoken language, i.e. only 13.3%. Since
the other two dictionaries do not show a different ratio, this means that all four dictionaries
represent a written norm.
COBUILD adheres to a ‘one word, one entry’ policy, which means that all the information
about a word is presented in a single entry. A ‘superheadword’ structure guides the user to
find the right definition.
A new way of defining words has been introduced into COBUILD, the style of which is
described as follows:5 “... the meaning was set out in the way one ordinary person might
explain it to another. ... The definitions are written in the sort of direct and informal style that
teachers use when explaining words, or that friends use with each other.” The words making
up the definitions are not taken from a defining vocabulary, but occur more frequently than
those of the lemmas.
DCE is based on the Longman Corpus Network (Longman Lancaster Corpus) and the British
National Corpus (BNC) which comprise 140 million words. The spoken English corpus is
based on natural, i.e. spontaneously produced speech. The editors state that a “good coverage”
of British and American English is given, that the included words reflect up-to-date
occurrence of a wide range of English speaking countries and that the sources deal with a
wide range of subject matter.
The most frequently used words are marked S1, S2 and S3, which means that they belong to
the one-thousand, two-thousand or three-thousand most frequently used words of spoken
language whereas W1, W2, and W3 have an analogous meaning for written language. With
few exceptions a basic vocabulary of two-thousand basic and familiar words is used in the
definitions. These words are listed at the end of the dictionary.
Signposts help to find the right definition, most of which are followed by corpus-based
examples. The different meanings of a word are ordered according to frequency of occurrence.
A special feature of this dictionary are frequency graphs, which show the frequency of
grammar patterns and collocations of certain words as well as the frequency of some words in
spoken and written English.
The latest edition of OALD is based on the British National Corpus (BNC), which was
cooperatively collected by the publishers Longman, Oxford University Press and Chambers
Harap as well as the Oxford University Computing Service, the University of Lancaster and
the British Library. The BNC comprises 100 million words of modern British English, but
only 10% stem from spoken language, of which only one half represent spontaneously spoken
language. There is a defining vocabulary of 3500 words listed in the appendix. The words in
the list were chosen according to their frequency of usage and their value to students as a core
vocabulary. Headwords with the same spelling are separated by numbers or, when closely
related, by letters. The definitions are followed by corpus-based examples.

CIDE is based on the Cambridge Language Survey Corpus which contains 100 million
words. The ratio of spoken and written language is not specified. The British and American

                                                
4 Since BoE is a monitor corpus it has increased its size by 129 million words in the last three years and now
comprises 329 million words. These are the latest figures published on the internet on July 20th, 1998.
5 COBUILD, p. xi.
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English varieties are equally represented. In addition, other major varieties of English are also
part of the corpus. The text types, which the corpus comprises, are natural conversation,
television and radio, literature and non-fiction. A unique feature of this dictionary is a learner
corpus with codified errors. There is a defining-vocabulary of 2000 words listed in the
appendix. Guide words such as honesty or amount, which indicate the subject area a word
belongs to are given, to help the user find the right definition. The core meaning is marked
and the definitions are followed by corpus-based examples. Table 1 summarizes this
comparison:6

dictionary: COBUILD: OALD: DCE: CIDE:

1. corpus:

a. size:

b. spoken /
written:

c. varieties:

d. text types:

e. learner corpus:

Bank of English

200 million words

13.3%.spoken
86.7% written

70 % British
English
25 % American
English
5 % other national
varieties of English

no strictly
scientific or
technical texts;
most texts
produced after
1990

---

British National
Corpus

100 million words

10% spoken
90% written

not given

not specified

---

The Longman
Corpus Network
and British
National Corpus

140 million words

ratio of spoken and
written not given

“good coverage“
of British and
American English

not specified

---

Cambridge
Language Survey
Corpus

100 million words

ratio of spoken and
written not given

major varieties of
English
British and
American English
equally represented

natural
conversation,
television and
radio, literature
and non-fiction

learner corpus with
codified errors

3. defining
vocabulary: --- 3500 words 2000 words 2000 words

                                                
6 I have added some features which are of general interest and might help the reader see some important
differences between the four dictionaries.
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dictionary: COBUILD: OALD: DCE: CIDE:

4. definitions and
subsenses:

“one word, one
entry“ principle;
superhead-words
to find the right
definition;
definitions
followed by
corpus-based
examples

headwords with
same spelling
separated by
numbers or, when
closely related, by
letters;
definitions
followed by
corpus-based
examples

signposts to find
the right definition;
most definitions
followed by
corpus-based
examples

guide words to
find the right
definition;
marked core
meaning given

5. frequency
marking:

according to five
frequency bands

different senses
arranged according
to their frequency
of use, with the
most common
meaning given first

3000 most
frequently spoken
and written words
marked; includes
frequency graphs
for certain words

---

6. collocation: statistically
relevant, corpus-
based collocations

additional
explanations on
study pages

collocations shown
in frequency order

statistically
relevant, corpus-
based collocations

7. grammatical
information:

grammatical
classification
(word class) and
often a structural
note as well

verb codes before
examples

simple explanation
of parts of speech
at the beginning;
grammatical
information given
in brackets in the
definition text

simple explanation
of parts of speech
at the beginning;
simple grammar
codes, attached
to an example
sentence

8. special features: no pictorial
illustrations

abbreviations and
prefixes are
headwords

pictorial
illustrations

coloured
geographical maps

special symbols for
idioms and phrasal
verbs

contains study
pages on
compounds,
phrasal verbs,
idioms, collocation
etc.

pictorial
illustrations

usage notes, in
which words with
related meanings
are differentiated

definition text in
British English

pictorial
illustrations

every idiomatic
phrase to be found
under every word

contains lists of
false friends

Table 1.
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2. Using a dictionary
When describing dictionaries and their use two different perspectives have to be kept apart,
i.e. that of the lexicographer and that of the user. The following functions influence the
decisions of the lexicographer:

1. The dictionary as a reference tool for language usage
2. The dictionary as a databank
3. The dictionary as a means of improving communication
4. The dictionary as a means of strengthening a language
5. The dictionary as a stimulus for the reflection on language
6. The dictionary as a help for the language learner
7. The dictionary as an ideological weapon
8. The dictionary as a commodity

Research on the perspective of the user was carried out by several linguists in the past.
Hartmann (1987: 125) summarizes seven papers which were published between 1955 and
1984. The main results:

1. Learners do not use all the information offered.
2. The meaning and orthography of the words are regarded as most important.
3. How a dictionary is used depends on the goal of the users and their level of
proficiency.
4. Students prefer bilingual dictionaries.
5. Using a dictionary does not improve the test results.
7. Monolingual dictionaries cannot help in solving all problems of grammatical
correctness.

These results suggest that the foreign language learners need more practice in using their
dictionaries. In a very recent and detailed study Harvey and Yuill (1997) investigated the way
learners use monolingual dictionaries. 211 students of different disciplines filled in a flow
chart questionnaire after they had looked up a word in COBUILD. Since this investigation is
relevant for this paper, I will give a short summary. The test persons were students who were
described according to five criteria: 1. gender, 2. mother tongue, 3. subjects, 4. degree of
experience in using the COBUILD dictionary and 5. learning context. According to the last
criterion students in the law and engineering departments were regarded as having a
comparable learning context, i.e. the university environment. A different degree of linguistic
proficiency in English (as a foreign language) between the students was ignored, because the
authors regarded this aspect as too complex and transient. Only students who were able to use
a monolingual dictionary without any help were selected. The students´ searches had the
following aims:

1. spelling (24.4 %) 2. meaning (18.3 %), 3. existence (12.8 %)7,
4. synonymy (10.6 %), 5. grammar (10.5 %), 6. register (9.3 %),
7. collocation (8.2 %) 8. inflection (5.9 %).

Figure 1 presents the results

                                                
7 The term existence refers to the question whether a word belongs to the English language or not, e.g. whether
there is a word such as beweep analogous to the German word beweinen.
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    Figure 1

Apart from the basic functions, i.e. spelling and meaning, all the other categories are roughly
in the same league. This means that register8 is regarded by the users as fairly important. The
success rate of the searches was 92.1%. In about 57% of the cases, the students found the
information in the definitions themselves and in about 40% in the examples provided by the
dictionary. Harvey and Yuill (1997: 268) draw the following conclusion: “These results
emphasize the importance and salience of examples, and suggest that lexicographers need to
consider carefully the appropriacy of their examples, and perhaps to give the reader the source
of examples where they are typical of a given genre.“
To test this, I checked the collocations of the word destitute, which Birmingham University
and Harper Collins Publishers provide on the internet. Of the 40 examples of usage, four were
nominal, eleven attributive and twenty-five predicative uses. Four of the twenty-five
predicative uses were of-constructions:

1. ... despite being nearly destitute of natural resources, while many
2. Conversely, Japan, virtually destitute of all natural resources ...
3. Are your wife and children destitute of a bed to lie on, or bread to ...
4. ...  situation is deplorable, but not destitute of spiritual consolation.

The first three examples are technical rather than formal, only the last example sounds
genuinely formal. But the reason for this is given in the collocation with spiritual consolation,
which conjures up a religious domain. This means, that if the last example appeared in a
dictionary, the students would most probably associate a higher degree of formality with the
word destitute, than if one of the other examples was quoted. Examples are of great
importance, because learners derive their semantic hypotheses from them.
Harvey and Yuill (1997) restricted their investigation to only one dictionary. Admittedly, it is
a very popular one, not least because it was the first corpus-based learner´s dictionary. The
question which I want to deal with is, whether a learner can rely on different dictionaries to
                                                
8 The term register covers all the labels in COBUILD.
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agree on stylistic classifications of words and expressions. In the case of the word destitute,
for example, the 2nd edition of COBUILD labels it ‘formal’, whereas the latest edition does
not label it at all. In DCE and OALD it is the other way round. The latest edition labels
destitute of as ‘formal’, whereas the previous one does not. Also CIDE does not label
destitute.

3. The practice of stylistic labeling
In order to be able to compare the practice of stylistic labeling in the four dictionaries under
investigation, I present in table 2 all the labels which are used. Equivalent labels are put in the
same line.9

COBUILD: OALD: DCE: CIDE:

  1. literary rhetorical literary literary

  2. poetic poetic

  3. biblical

  4. formal formal formal formal

  5. informal informal informal informal

  6. slang slang slang

  7. derogatory disapproving

  8. (!) [= taboo]

  9. offensive offensive taboo taboo

10. sexist

11. approving approving approving

12. euphemistic

13. jocular humorous humorous

14. ironic

15. old-fashioned dated old-fashioned dated

16. archaic old use old use

17. spoken spoken

18. written

Table 2.

                                                
9 The symbol “(!)“ for a taboo word in OALD was given a separate line, because COBUILD only has the label
“offensive“ which in OALD is used as well. This does not make any difference because for the statistic analysis I
have included these labels alongside others in one category. Cf. chapter 5.
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As this synopsis shows the number of labels ranges from 7 (COBUILD) to 14 (OALD) with
the 11 labels of CIDE and the 12 labels of DCE in the middle. A comparison has to take this
fact into account.
 In order to be able to assess the practice of labeling it is worthwhile having a closer look at
one of them, i.e. informal, which occurs in all four dictionaries. The definitions are given
below:

COBUILD: Used mainly in informal situations, conversations, and personal letters; e.g. decaf, elbow room.

OALD: Denotes ‘informal’ words and senses, i.e. those indicating a close personal relationship and an
unofficial occasion or setting, e.g. pinch (‘steal’), brolly (‘umbrella’), dad, granny.

DCE: A word or phrase that is used in normal conversation, but may not be suitable for use in more
formal contexts, particularly in writing e.g. essays or business letters.

CIDE: Used with friends or family or people you know in relaxed situations. informal words are more
common in speech than in writing. She works as an admin assistant (= administrative assistant).
She always stops for a coppa (= cup of coffee) at 11 o’clock. It might be considered not polite to
use very informal language in formal situations.

There is a circularity in all four definitions, i.e. informal words are defined as occurring in
informal situations (COBUILD), informal speech (OALD) or which are not appropriate
(DCE) or not polite in formal situations (CIDE). Instead of informal situations CIDE uses the
synonymous expression relaxed situations. The hint in COBUILD and OALD that such words
are mainly used in conversations, and personal letters is only of limited relevance, because
conversations, as well as personal or private letters, may be quite formal.
It would be interesting, if one could correlate these labels with categories such as those used
by Quirk et alii (1985), which ultimately go back to Gregory (1967). Gregory uses three
dimensions of variation, i.e. field of discourse, mode of discourse and tenor of discourse,
which he regards as situationally related “in a general sense to the role being played by the
user in the language event. This role may be subcategorized into the USER´S PURPOSIVE
ROLE relating to the field of discourse, MEDIUM RELATIONSHIP relating to mode of
discourse and ADDRESSEE RELATIONSHIP relating to tenor of discourse.”10 He further
differentiates addressee relationship into personal and functional addressee relationship. Quirk
et alii (1985: 23) also use the term field of discourse, but instead of mode of discourse and
tenor of discourse, they adopt the broadly equivalent terms medium and attitude and introduce
two further criteria to distinguish linguistic varieties i.e. social group and region. The
following table summarizes these two terminological frameworks:

Gregory (1967): Quirk et alii (1985):

1. field of discourse (user´s purposive role) 1. field of discourse
2. mode of discourse (medium relationship) 2. medium
3. tenor of discourse (addressee relationship) 3. attitude

4. social group
5. region

            Table 3.

                                                
10 Gregory (1967: 184).
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Since ‘region’ does not apply to the style labels treated here, only the first four of the five
criteria in Quirk et alii (1985: 23) will be used to see the commonalities and differences in the
definitions of informal. COBUILD defines informal similarly to DCE and CIDE according to
social group and field of discourse. OALD does not include field of discourse, but only social
group. The most important category on which the definitions of informal hinge is a concept
such as scenario, situation or context. But such a concept is used neither by Gregory nor by
Quirk et alii. An analysis of the other labels yields a similar result. Thus, it is neither quite
clear, what the methodological background of the labels is nor what their function for the user
is. Literary approaches to stylistics have looked at particular linguistic phenomena such as
deviation, choice of alternatives and repetition and their effect on recipients in the social or
communicative situation. In sociolinguistics the correlation between social class differences,
situational factors and linguistic elements have been studied. Obviously these relationships are
not mono-causal, since the social situation influences linguistic choice and vice versa. The
aim of sociolinguists was to establish multi-dimensional sociolinguistic varieties. Dictionaries
seems to suggest that the use of a specific lexical item such as nigger, wireless or beatify
signifies a certain variety or style. This would be in line with Ammon´s (1995: 61) description
of how varieties are constituted. He defines varieties as dependent on the occurrence of
different variants. Thus the terms wireless and radio, which have the same referent, would be
regarded as two onomasiologically constituted variants. The use of wireless might be seen as
constituting a variety which could be called ‘Old-fashioned English’, the use of radio a variety
which might be called ‘Common Core English’ or ‘Nuclear English’. According to Quirk et
alii (1985: 16) “a common core or nucleus is present in all the varieties so that, however
esoteric a variety may be, it has running through it a set of grammatical and other
characteristics that are present in all the others.” The following figure represents the above
description:

    variant 1           variant 2

           variety: “Common Core English“       variety: “Old-fashioned English“

Figure 2: linguistic variants and varieties

In this terminology variety is a neutral concept which would cover regional or national
varieties as well as registers or styles. In theory there is an unlimited number of different
varieties, but this would render the term variety useless. As the ample statistical analyses of
Biber (1988) inter alias have shown, single linguistic items do not constitute a specific style,
i.e. a situational variety. Instead styles are constituted by the cooccurrence of several different
phenomena such as passive constructions, types of noun modifications etc. and also the use of

radio wireless

“RADIO“
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certain lexical items. This may be the reason why Esser (1993: 10) hypothesizes a one-
dimensional variety which applies to stylistic information in dictionaries and which he
characterizes as follows: “A one-dimensional variety is a methodological shortcut to refer to
an unspecified group of texts where the focus is on only one of the factors of the
communication situation and referential content.” Esser (1993: 10) adds that such a practice is
relevant for the stylistic information presented in dictionaries, “where single lexical items are
taken as signs for particular one-dimensional varieties which are expressed with the help of
labels like AmE (American English), sl (slang), fml (formal) and law.” This would mean, that
apart from varieties such as formal, informal, literary and biblical English, which are based on
general usage situations, there would be varieties such as ‘Offensive English’, ‘Taboo
English’, ‘Euphemistic English’ etc., which represent only the personal attitudes of a speaker
in a specific situation, which may be subject to change. But this argument is not the most
important one, more important is the fact, that the users will not share the view, that the labels
are only a methodological shortcut. Instead, because of their limited command of English,
they are likely to take these labels at their face value, assuming that the labeled words and
expressions represent different varieties of English, e.g. that the use of any word labeled
informal is sufficient to render a text or situation informal.

5. Statistical comparison
Before testing how far the dictionaries agree in their style labeling practice, the labels which
did not occur in all four dictionaries had to be selected and grouped together.11 This applied to
the first three labels, i.e. literary, rhetorical and poetic. COBUILD and OALD have only one
label each, which in the case of OALD is not ‘literary’ but ‘rhetorical’. ‘Biblical’ had to be left
out because it occurs in only one of the dictionaries. The labels ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ did
not pose a problem because they are used by all four of the dictionaries. The labels no. 6. to
10., i.e. ‘slang’, ‘derogatory’, ‘disapproving’, ‘offensive’, ‘(!)’, ‘taboo’ and ‘sexist’ were
treated as one category, because it turned out that this was a category into which words were
grouped which could be described as carrying a certain social stigma. Two examples may
suffice: the noun queer is labeled ‘informal’/’offensive’ in COBUILD and DCE,
‘slang’/’derogatory’ in OALD and ‘informal’ in CIDE. The expression a bit of crumpet is
labeled ‘informal’/’offensive’ in COBUILD, ‘sexist’ in OALD and ‘slang’ in DCE and CIDE.

The labels no. 15. and 16. were also taken together because COBUILD does not
differentiate between two temporal stages of use as do the others. The last two labels ‘spoken’
and ‘written’ were not taken into account because OALD and CIDE do not use them at all;
DCE employs only the label ‘spoken’ and just COBUILD uses both. Thus the following five
groups of labels were tested.

1. literary, rhetorical or poetic
2. formal
3. informal
4. old-fashioned, dated, archaic or old use
5. slang, derogatory, disapproving, offensive, (!), taboo or sexist

Since the frequency of occurrence of these labels vary widely the number of words tested
differ. Thus the lemmas marked ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ respectively were collected at
different randomly chosen pages in the dictionaries. Each word had to be listed in all four of
the dictionaries with an equivalent meaning. In this way two hundred and twenty-seven words
labeled ‘formal’ and one hundred and sixty-nine words labeled ‘informal’ were collected. For

                                                
11 Cf. table 2.
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the last three label categories the search had to be much more intensive because they appear
less frequently. Therefore the number was restricted to sixty-five words labeled ‘literary’,
‘rhetorical’ and ‘poetic’, to fifty words labeled ‘old-fashioned’, ‘dated’, ‘archaic’ and ‘old use’
and to one hundred and ten words labeled ‘slang’, ‘derogatory’, ‘offensive’, ‘(!)’, ‘taboo’ and
‘sexist’.
It was assessed as an agreement when the style label, e.g. ‘informal’ occurred in all four
dictionaries. Whether further labels were added and in which order they occurred, was
ignored. Since COBUILD only uses the label ‘offensive’ in this field, it was counted as an
agreement, if DCE, OALD and CIDE had an equivalent label, i.e. ‘slang’, ‘derogatory’,
‘disapproving’, ‘offensive’, ‘(!)’, ‘taboo’ or ‘sexist’. The following synopsis presents the
results:12

style labels: number
of

lemmas:

number of words,
identically labeled

in all four
dictionaries:

percentage: confidence
interval:

1. literary, rhetorical and poetic 65 4 6.15 % 0,31 % - 11,99 %
2. formal 227 59 25.99 % 20,26 % - 31,72 %
3. informal 196 63 32.14 % 10,32 % - 53,96 %
4. old-fashioned, dated, archaic and old
use

50 7 14 % 4,37 % - 23,63 %

5. slang, derogatory, disapproving,
offensive, (!), taboo and sexist

110 34 31 % 22,33 % - 39,67 %

Table 4.

In all cases agreement falls well below 50%. With regard to the labels ‘informal’ and ‘slang’
etc. the dictionaries agree to the same degree - 32.14% and 31% - in about one third of the
cases. ‘Formal’ follows closely at almost 26%, i.e. here the dictionaries agree in a little more
than one quarter of the cases. In the case of ‘old-fashioned’ etc. the agreement level drops to
14% and is more than halved in the case of ‘literary’ etc. at 6.15%.
In order to test in which way these figures were influence by the four-way-comparison, I also
carried out two-way-comparisons, i.e. I compared two dictionaries at a time. Tables 5.-9. show
the results.

1. literary, rhetorical and poetic words:

Comparing two dictionaries
at a time:

number of
lemmas:

number of identically
labeled words:

percentage: confidence interval:

CIDE - COBUILD 65 26 40 % 28,08 % - 51,92 %
CIDE - DCE 65 29 44.61 % 31,47 % - 57,75 %
CIDE - OALD 65 8 12.31 % 4,31 % - 20,31 %
OALD - COBUILD 65 8 12.31 % 4,31 % - 20,31 %
OALD - DCE 65 10 15.40 % 6,61 % - 24,19 %
COBUILD - DCE 65 33 50.80 % 38,62 % - 62,98 %

Table 5.

                                                
12 The confidence intervals have been computed for � = 0.95; cf. Clauß, G. & Ebner, H. (1970: 150ff.).
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2. formal words:

Comparing two dictionaries
at a time:

number of
lemmas:

number of identically
labeled words:

percentage: confidence interval:

CIDE - COBUILD 227 105 46.25 % 39,74 % - 52,76 %
CIDE - DCE 227 99 43.61 % 37,16 % - 50,06 %
CIDE - OALD 227 94 41.41 % 35,0 % - 47,82 %
OALD - COBUILD 227 92 40.53 % 34.14 % - 46.92 %
OALD - DCE 227 96 42.30 % 35,87 % - 48,74 %
COBUILD - DCE 227 100 44.05 % 37,59 % - 50,51 %

Table 6.

3. informal words:

Comparing two dictionaries
at a time:

number of
lemmas:

number of identically
labeled words:

percentage: confidence interval:

CIDE - COBUILD 196 100 51.02 % 44,02 % - 58,02 %
CIDE - DCE 196 102 52.04 % 44,02 % - 58,02 %
CIDE - OALD 196 100 51.02 % 44,02 % - 58,02 %
OALD - COBUILD 196 89 45.41 % 38,44 % - 52,38 %
OALD - DCE 196 100 51.02 % 44,02 % - 58,02 %
COBUILD - DCE 196 100 51.02 % 44,02 % - 58,02 %

Table 7.

4. slang, derogatory, disapproving, offensive, (!), taboo and sexist words

Comparing two dictionaries
at a time:

number of
lemmas:

number of identically
labeled words:

percentage: confidence interval:

CIDE - COBUILD 110 48 43.36 % 34,1 % - 52,62 %
CIDE - DCE 110 47 42.72 % 33,48 % - 51,96 %
CIDE - OALD 110 68 61.82 % 52,74 % - 70,9 %
OALD - COBUILD 110 54 49.09 % 39,75 % - 58,43 %
OALD - DCE 110 53 48.18 % 38,84 % - 57,52 %
COBUILD - DCE 110 37 33.64 % 24,81 % - 42,47 %

Table 8.

5. words labeled old-fashioned, dated, archaic or old use

Comparing two dictionaries
at a time:

number of
lemmas:

number of identically
labeled words:

percentage: confidence interval:

CIDE - COBUILD 50 18 36 % 22,7 % - 49,3 %
CIDE - DCE 50 21 42 % 32,78 % - 51,22 %
CIDE - OALD 50 17 34 % 25,15 % - 42,85 %
OALD - COBUILD 50 17 34 % 25,15 % - 42,85 %
OALD - DCE 50 18 36 % 22,7 % - 49,3 %
COBUILD - DCE 50 30 60 % 50,85 % - 69,15 %

Table 9.

It turns out that in most cases of these pairwise comparisons the agreement percentage is
higher, but apart from two exceptions, which reach 60% and almost 62%, the level stays at or
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below the 50% mark. The variation is greatest with regard to words labeled ‘literary’,
‘rhetorical’ and ‘poetic’, i.e. from an agreement level of 12.31% to one of 50.8%. In this case
the labeling practice of COBUILD and DCE is most similar. This is also the case with words
labeled ‘old-fashioned’,’dated’, ‘archaic’ or ‘old use’. On the other hand, these two
dictionaries disagree most, as far as words labeled “slang“, ‘derogatory’, ‘disapproving’,
‘offensive’, ‘(!)’, ‘taboo’ and ‘sexist’ are concerned. There is not one pair of dictionaries
which tends to agree more than the other five pairs.
The agreement is highest with informal words and, with one exception of 45.41%, shows a
conformity at about 51%. The same holds for formal words where the agreement percentage is
43%, plus or minus 3%.
The pairwise comparison of words labeled ‘slang’, ‘derogatory’, ‘disapproving’, ‘offensive’,
‘(!)’, ‘taboo’ and ‘sexist’ shows an average of 46.5% with a peak of 61.82% and a trough of
33.64%. This is certainly the case because it is a fairly wide category.
Apart from one case at 60%, the agreement level for words labeled ‘old-fashioned’, ‘dated’,
‘archaic’ and ‘old use’ lies below 42%. In a case such as bard, the dictionaries label this word
either ‘old-fashioned’, ‘archaic’ or ‘literary’ and in the case of whore the question is, whether
the word is ‘dated’ or ‘offensive’/’taboo’.
What is the meaning of these results? Since even the examples which the dictionaries provide
to illustrate their labels in their introductions are partly controversial, it has to be concluded
that only a very small number of words are truly prototypical of their stylistic label. These
retain their stylistic meaning independent of their context. They may even constitute such a
context. Among these are terms which are racially insulting such as nigger or belong to the
class of so-called four-letter words. Other examples are words with a fairly rare occurrence
such as sagacity, to imbibe, to imperil, impecunious and unctuous.13 The vast majority of
words on the other hand acquire their labeled meaning only in their linguistic context.
Eggins and Slade (1997) present a patent example of contextual function of small talk
between employees in Australia. One of its main purposes is to construct cohesive
relationships. It does not come as a surprise, that three of the four linguistic means which are
mentioned include lexical items:14

- attitudinal vocabulary to appraise and evaluate other’s behavior;
- in-group words or anti-language (terms such as blackfella15) to indicate group boundaries;
- slang, swearing, and drawing on shared past history to suggest group cohesion;
- abbreviated and Australianized terms of address to indicate levels of intimacy.

6. Conclusion
It has been shown that the stylistic information in dictionaries is not very reliable. Language
learners who still adhere to a naive all-or-nothing principle, i.e. who expect hard and fast
rules, have to be made aware of the fact that they should take into account the whole
framework of communication, by considering interactional processes as well as human face
wants. They will have to learn that most of the static stylistic labels are only a practical hint of
limited value and that this hint has to be fine-tuned in different social and discourse contexts.
Exchanges in such contexts may have very different functions and may reflect different social
relationships, which may be crucial for the meaning of the lexical items used. Lexical sarcasm
is a case in point. A statement such as “Paula simply is a genius.” when she has done
something in a very silly or clumsy way or a remark such as “Bloody impeccable, these

                                                
13 The more an expression is used the more it will acquire an everyday quality and lose ist marked stylistic value.
14 Eggins and Slade (1997: 123).
15 The term blackfella used to be a taboo word, but is now an accepted term for naturalized Australians.
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Americans!” uttered by a clerk in a London Underground ticket office, who is annoyed at the
rude behavior of some American customers, have to be assessed according to their situational
and communicative value.
The learners also have to be made aware of the fact that meanings change with time and that
these meaning changes are brought about by speakers in social and discourse contexts and
may or may not enter the linguistic system more or less permanently. This also means that the
linguistic considerations and analyses which the learners should engage in could and should
be regarded as part of their language learning activities.

Appendix:

no.: label: dictionary: definition:

1. literary COBUILD Used mainly in novels, poetry, and other forms of literature; e.g. beatific,
forsaken.

rhetorical OALD ‘Rhetorical’ items are associated with writing or speech on serious or
elevated themes, especially on very formal occasions (e.g. public meetings,
state ceremonies). The use of such words elsewhere suggests a self-
consciously pompous speaker or writer. e.g. tribulation (“event that causes
suffering”), alas (expression of sorrow).

literary DCE A word or phrase used mainly in English literature, and not in normal speech
or writing.

literary CIDE Words and phrases which are mainly used in literature, (for example in a
novel or a play), or when writing in a literary way: The valley was
enshrouded (=covered) in thick mist.

2. poetic DCE A word that is used mostly in poetry.
poetic CIDE Literary words usually found only in poetry: The zephyr (=light wind) wafted

a sweet perfume of flowers o’er (= over) the fields.

3. biblical DCE A word that is used in the language of the Bible, and would sound old-
fashioned to a modern speaker.

4. formal COBUILD Used mainly in official situations, or by political and business organizations,
or when speaking or writing to people in authority; e.g. belated,
demonstrable.

formal OALD Words chosen when speaking or writing in a serious or official context to
someone who is not a close friend or relation.

formal DCE A word that is suitable for formal speech or writing, but would not normally
be used in ordinary conversation.

formal CIDE Words and phrases used in a serious way, for example in business
documents, serious newspapers and books, lectures, news broadcasts. Formal
language is often used when people want to appear polite. Example: He is
anxiously awaiting (=waiting for) the result of the medical tests. Guests are
requested to comply with (= obey) all the fire and safety rules.

4. informal COBUILD Used mainly in informal situations, conversations, and personal letters; e.g.
decaf, elbow room.

informal OALD denotes ‘informal’ words and senses, i.e. those indicating a close personal
relationship and an unofficial occasion or setting, e.g. pinch (‘steal’), brolly
(‘umbrella’), dad, granny.

informal DCE A word or phrase that is used in normal conversation, but may not be
suitable for use in more formal contexts, particularly in writing e.g. essays or
business letters.
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no.: label: dictionary: definition:

informal CIDE Used with friends or family or people you know in relaxed situations.
Informal words are more common in speech than in writing. She works as an
admin assistant (= administrative assistant). She always stops for a coppa (=
cup of coffee) at 11 o’clock. It might be considered not polite to use very
informal language in formal situations.

6. slang OALD indicates ‘slang’ words and senses, i.e. inventive and often colourful items
generally used in a very informal spoken context. Such items usually belong
to, or originate in, the language of a particular social or occupational group
(e.g. soldiers, nurses, prisoners). e.g.: nick (‘prison’), boozer (‘pub’), scarper
(‘go away’).

slang DCE A word or phrase that is used by a particular group of people, but is not
normally used by most people.

slang CIDE Informal language which might include words which are not polite. Slang is
often used between members of a particular group when speaking together,
and might stay in use only for a short time. That’s a lot of bullshit (=
nonsense). The fuzz (= The police) have searched my flat four times this
year.

7. derogatory OALD ‘Derogatory’ words, etc. imply that one disapproves of or scorns the person
or thing referred to or described by those words, e.g. puerile, skulk, suspect
(adjective).

disapproving CIDE Words usually used in a negative way, showing that the speaker has a bad
opinion or feelings: She seems to have a very clinical (= emotionless)
attitude towards her children. She’s a bit fuzzy (= not easily satisfied) about
what she’ll eat and what she won’t.

8. (!) [=taboo] OALD (!) denotes words or senses likely to be thought offensive or shocking or
indecent (though not necessarily by everyone or on every occasion), e.g.
wop, nigger, Christ!; fuck, prick, shit, piss. Foreign learners should exercise
great care in using these words. They should also note that words such as
wop and nigger are generally used with the deliberate aim of giving offence.

9. offensive COBUILD Likely to offend people, or to insult them; words labelled offensive should
therefore usually be avoided; e.g. berk, commie.

offensive OALD This label denotes words used to address or refer to people, usually with the
deliberate intention of offending them, especially on account of their race or
religion. Words such as spick, wop, nigger are almost always used
offensively in this way; words such as arsehole and prick are found
shocking, but they need not be used as terms of abuse.

taboo DCE A word that should not be used because it is very rude or offensive.
taboo CIDE Words which are likely to offend someone and are not used in formal

situations. Certain words referring to sex or sexual organs, excretion and
people’s nationality or race can be particularly offensive. Strong swear
words are marked taboo.

10. sexist OALD This label denotes words and phrases that express a (sometimes
unconscious) discriminatory or patronizing attitude towards someone of the
opposite sex. They are almost always words, used by men about or to
women, and can be used to express approval in a man-to-man context, e.g.
dolly, dumb blonde, a bit of skirt/crumpet/all right, an easy lay.
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no.: label: dictionary
:

definition:

11. approving OALD ‘Approving’ words, etc imply the opposite of derogatory ones; they suggest
approval or admiration of the thing or person referred to or described, e.g.
petite, slender, spotless.

approving DCE A word that is used to praise things or people, although this may not be clear
from its meaning.

approving CIDE Words usually used in a positive way, showing that the speaker has a good
opinion of someone or something, or good feelings towards them: Her
designs were always original and imaginative. This steak is beautifully
tender (= easy to cut).

12. euphemistic OALD ‘Euphemistic’ words, etc are ones chosen to refer to something unpleasant or
painful in a pleasant (because more indirect) way, e.g. pass away (‘die’),
senior citizen (‘old age pensioner’).

13. jocular OALD Jocular words and phrases are intended to be funny, whether grim or innocent
humour is meant, e.g. push up the daisies, Alma Mater, have a plum in one´s
mouth, put one´s foot in it.

humorous DCE A word that is normally used in a joking way.
humorous CIDE Words or phrases which are often intended to make people laugh or smile.

Some are informal or slang words: With a pot (= big stomach) like this, do I
look as though I get any exercise? Often a dated or formal word is used
humorously in an informal situation: Let me take you to my humble abode (=
home).

14. ironic OALD This label denotes words , often used within a longer phrase, that are intended
to to convey a sense opposite to the apparent sense, e.g. fine (as in a fine
mess), lovely (as in lovely black eye).

15. old-fashioned COBUILD Generally considered to be old-fashioned, and no longer in common use; e.g.
bawdy, frock.

dated OALD Certain words (e.g. court (verb), gramophone) are still used by older
speakers but not by the majority of younger ones. These are words passing
out of use and they are labelled dated.

old-fashioned DCE A word that was used earlier in this century, but would sound old-fashioned
today.

dated CIDE Words or phrases which sound old-fashioned, not modern: My grandmother
still calls the radio ‘the wireless’.

16. archaic OALD Other words (e.g. thou for ‘you’ knave in the sense ‘scoundrel’), though
found in books written in the first half of this century or earlier , have now
passed out of use altogether. These are labelled arch (‘archaic’).

old use DCE A word used in earlier centuries.
old use CIDE Used before the 20th century but now rare: She suffered from melancholia (=

a condition of great sadness) after the untimely death of her father.

17. spoken COBUILD Used mainly in speech rather than in writing; e.g. school kid, whoops.
spoken DCE:  - not defined -

18. written COBUILD Used mainly in writing rather than in speech; e.g. animus, bespectacled.
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