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Lexicography: Dictionaries, their 
making and their users

 Outline of this talk

❖ Short introduction

❖ Dictionary making in language documentation

❖ My dictionary of words from Latgalian fairytales

❖ Using dictionaries in language education

❖ Education ⬄ Documentation: Learners as compilers

2



Dictionary making in language 
documentation

Traditions and goals before modern Documentary linguistics
❖ «Colonial tradition» and «missionary tradition» 

❖ «ethnographic tradition», 

❖ «pedagogical tradition» (Haviland 2006)

 «In what I call the Colonial tradition, collecting vocabularies 
was always a vocation of imperialists, often an accidental 
byproduct of exploration and conquest. Explorers collected 
flora and fauna, and often they also collected words.» 
(Haviland 2006)
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Dictionaries in Himmelmann’s concept of 
language documentation
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But:
 «dictionaries of endangered languages have begun to 
blur the boundaries between documentation and 
description. More and more, they have become 
repositories for primary data which include images, 
sound, and video»

 «The advent of documentary linguistics has encouraged 
lexicographers to integrate documentary materials into 
the text so as to create multimedia dictionaries which are 
more like cultural encyclopedias in their range.»

 (Ogilvie 2010)
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Two examples
 Ulrike Mosel’s Teop dictionary

 https://dictionaria.clld.org/contributions/teop

 Yurok dictionary (and more)

 https://linguistics.berkeley.edu/~yurok/web/search.php
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Dictionaries of lesser vs better 
resourced languages

 «Twenty years ago, field lexicography was lagging behind 
commercial lexicography on all levels, and my experience of 
dictionary making in the field as opposed to the office 
certainly provided a stark contrast to my future experiences 
in lexicography»

 «[a job at the Australian Concise Oxford Dictionary]  did little 
to prepare me for writing a dictionary of a language that 1) I 
had never heard before, 2) had never been written down 
before, and 3) was spoken by two last speakers who were 
rarely sober enough to teach me their language.» 
 (Ogilvie 2010)
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 «The past ten years have seen the emergence of new 
lexicographic policies and practices around the world that 
can be characterized by an innovative exploitation of new 
technologies, predominant use of oral as well as written 
sources, incorporation of pedagogical materials, and 
collaborative involvement of members of the speech 
community.»

 «Using innovative lexicographic policies, practices, and 
technologies, the lexicographer is able to produce 
dictionaries that are useful to both communities and 
scholars; dictionaries that not only describe and preserve 
an endangered language – as was the goal of linguists in 
the past – but also help in the processes of maintenance 
and revitalization.» 

 (Ogilvie 2010)

8



So – what do we need? 
(and often still lack)
❖ Collaboration, collaboration, collaboration… - of 

people with different kind of knowledge and skills

❖ Time, money, and well-organized projects with 
realistic goals

it is unrealistic to plan a comprehensive dictionary to be 
finished in less than ten years (Mosel 2004)

❖ Accessible technology that allows collaborative 
compiling and editing of multimedia dictionaries and 
offers a long-time perspective
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Dictionary making software – 
some examples
❖ WeSay (SIL) – non-commercial, free, proprietary, easy 

to use for simple dictionaries (PDF) – no maintenance 
after 2019

❖ FLEX (SIL) – more possibilities than WeSay, but more 
difficult to use, especially editing and publishing 
dictionaries is clumsy

❖ TLEx – semi-commercial, more professional 

❖ Lexonomy – non-commercial, free, non-proprietary, 
relatively easy to use for online dictionaries
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Example of a dictionary made 
with WeSay
❖ Idea: document words used in Stefanija Ulanowska’s 

collection fairytales (1895)

❖ Microstructure: Headword in modern orthography, 
Latvian, English, and Polish translation equivalents; 
Examples in modern and original orthography, 
English and Polish translation

❖ To be published electronically (PDF, maybe e-book 
formats) and on paper 
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Editing view in WeSay
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Automatic output to LibreOffice 
document
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After minimal editing in Word 
(PDF file for corrections)
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Uses and users
Questions about my dictionary:

❖ Who needs such a dictionary? 

❖ How could it be used in education?

Questions about dictionaries in general?

❖ What are dictionaries used for?

❖ How are dictionaries used in education? 
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 «When writing a dictionary for an endangered language, 
it is not enough to just say we want to document the 
lexicon of the language for future generations and 
generate a dictionary automatically from a text corpus. 

 Rather, as with any other dictionary project, one has to 
identify the prospective users of the dictionary and what 
they will use the dictionary for.»

 (Mosel 2004)
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Cristinoi & Nemo (2013): «Endangered 
language dictionaries will thus be used: 

� for research purposes; 
� to document a specific language and more importantly a specific 

culture; 
� to preserve a linguistic and cultural heritage which would 

disappear without written material; 
� to help indigenous people communicate in a foreign (often 

dominant) language by finding the proper equivalents for 
indigenous words; 

� to help non-native speakers understand native-speakers and their 
cultural background; 

� to provide a stable orthography for the whole lexicon.»
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Which dictionaries for Latgalian?
❖ Existing?

❖ Lacking?

❖ Most needed / wanted?

❖ Project DHELI (state funded project for development of 
digital humanities), working group at Rēzekne Academy 
of Techologies (RTA): planing a lexical database and 
future dictionaries
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Why dictionaries?
❖ What makes dictionaries (potentially) so useful for 

language documentation and for education? 

� Various kind of information about words

� Word as point of departure for language knowledge
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Dictionary making in education
❖ Can be integrated into language and culture teaching 

at all levels and in almost all age groups.

❖ Supports learner autonomy, learning individually and 
in groups.

❖ Combines linguistic, artistic, and IT skills. 

❖ Furthers collaboration between learners and the 
community. 
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Example: Making 
electronic dictionaries with 
Lexonomy
 https://www.lexonomy.eu/

❖ d
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