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Abstract

Except for some recent advances in spoken language lexicography (cf. Verdonik & Sepesy Maučec 2017, 
Hansen & Hansen 2012, Siepmann 2015), traditional lexicographic work is mainly oriented towards the writ-
ten language. In this paper, we describe a method we used to identify relevant headword candidates for a 
lexicographic resource for spoken language that is currently being developed at the Institute for the German 
Language (IDS, Mannheim). We describe the challenges of the headword selection for a dictionary of spoken 
language, and having made considerations regarding our headword concept, we present the corpus-based pro-
cedures that we used in order to facilitate the headword selection. After presenting the results regarding the 
selection of one-word lemmas, we discuss the opportunities and limitations of our approach.
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1 Introduction

In the project “Lexik des gesprochenen Deutsch” (=LeGeDe)1 a corpus-based lexical resource for stand-
ard spoken German in interaction is being developed. In this resource, lexical and interaction-specific 
features are to be gathered and presented in a multimedia manner (cf. Meliss & Möhrs 2017; Möhrs, 
Meliss & Batinić 2017). Identifying and defining the characteristics of spoken German are important 
tasks for creating this new type of lexicographic resource. These tasks are directly related to the selec-
tion of headwords and to the methodological procedures for creating the resource (see Section 4).

The results of two surveys on the expectations for and requirements of a resource for the standard lex-
icon of spoken German, (cf. Meliss, Möhrs & Ribeiro Silveira 2018) confirm that the lexicographic 
codification of spoken language and its interactional characteristics are not satisfactorily addressed 
in current dictionaries (cf. Meliss 2016: 195; Eichinger 2017: 283), despite the call made almost 15 
years ago by Trap-Jensen that “we should pay more attention to spoken language when making our 
dictionaries” (2004: 311). Apart from particular recent advances in spoken language lexicography (cf. 
Verdonik & Sepesy Maučec 2017; Hansen & Hansen 2012; Siepmann 2015), both consideration of 
and experience with spoken language in lexicography are still rare. Hence, the LeGeDe resource can 
barely rely on existing models that could provide guidance in the creation of the list of headwords.

For developing this novel type of a spoken language lexical resource, the definition of “headword” 
from the research tradition of dictionaries based on written language has to be supplemented with 
new perspectives to address the peculiarities of the spoken form (cf. Deppermann, Proske & Zeschel 

1 The project LeGeDe (http://www.ids-mannheim.de/lexik/lexik-des-gesprochenen-deutsch.html; [16/05/2018]) is a third-party 
funded project of the Leibniz Association. It is being implemented as a cooperation project of the Department of Pragmatics and 
Lexical Studies at the Institute for the German Language in Mannheim and has a duration of three years (2016-2019); for a detailed 
project description, see Meliss & Möhrs 2017.
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2017). The headword concept has to include considerations that take into account the one-word lem-
mas that have specific meanings and uses in spoken language in comparison to written language. In 
addition to one-word lemmas, multi-word expressions and constructions that have specific functions 
in interaction (e.g. ich weiß nicht or keine Ahnung; cf. Bergmann 2017) are also of interest as head-
word candidates (see Section 5).

The aim of our contribution is to present the corpus-based and interpretative method we used for detecting 
salient terms of typical spoken lexicon. In this study we focus on one-word lemmas (see Sections 3  and 4).

2 The Project LeGeDe

The aim of the LeGeDe project is to develop a corpus-based electronic resource that addresses lexical 
peculiarities of spoken German in interaction. The specifics of spoken language lexis were rather ne-
glected in previous lexicographic codifications and research (Meliss & Möhrs 2017: 47). Within the 
framework of the (present) project work, however, they are to be identified, analyzed and described 
via different corpus-based and interpretative methods.

The subject matter covered by the LeGeDe project is the lexicon of spoken German characterized by 
the feature “standard”2, which allows a differentiation to other medial language varieties. Of particu-
lar interest are the distinctive features of the spoken lexicon in comparison to the lexicon of the writ-
ten standard language. In order to find these, we work with the largest corpus of spoken German in 
interactional settings (FOLK: Research and Teaching Corpus of Spoken German, Schmidt 2014; 1,96 
Million tokens). One of the key research and methodology issues addressed by the LeGeDe project is 
the detection of differences of the lexicon of written and spoken language, and thus the selection and 
description of headwords that represent the most typical and distinctive phenomena of spoken lexis.

3 Corpus-based procedures for assisting the creation of a list of headwords

In order to assist the selection of headword candidates for the LeGeDe resource, we performed a 
lemma comparison between FOLK and the German reference corpus of written German (dereKo 
2017 I, cf. Kupietz/Keibel 2009; 30 Billion tokens). Since we used dereKo as a representation of 
current written language, we excluded the data containing conceptual spoken language represented in 
Wikipedia discussions, as well as the sub-corpus “Sprachliche Umbrüche”, dating from 1945 to 1968. 
FOLK is lemmatized automatically with TreeTagger (Schmid 1994) by using a parameter file trained 
on a manually annotated gold standard (Westpfahl & Schmidt 2016). For dereKo several different 
annotation layers are provided (with many different suggestions about lemmatization, lemma forms, 
and, also, part-of-speech information, cf. Stadler 2014). For ease of comparison of spoken and written 
data, we selected only the highest ranked suggestion of the TreeTagger lemmatization. The TreeTag-
ger was applied to the written data with an especially customized parameter file that was prepared by 
the author of the tool for dereKo.

Firstly, we simplified the part-of-speech tags in FOLK (cf. Westpfahl 2014) to more universal cate-
gories (V for verbs, N for nouns etc.) to facilitate the headword selection. Then, we aggregated the 
part-of-speech tags with which a lemma has been tagged in FOLK (V/N if a word was tagged as 
verb and as a noun). In addition, we marked the lemmas that we did not want to consider in further 
examinations as outliers. These were: lemmas tagged as proper names, numerals, lemmas affected by 
orthographic reforms, idiosyncrasies and lemmas that occurred only in one transcript.

2 This means that the project will not consider dialects (such as Bavarian), sociolects (such as adolescent language) or idiolects.
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We calculated the difference in lemma distribution in the corpora by using different effect size meas-
ures (odds ratio, %diff, relative risk, binary log of relative risk, and frequency classes) and measures 
of statistical significance (log likelihood ratio and chi square). Then, we integrated the table contain-
ing the lemma comparison into a tool we developed for facilitating, filtering and sorting the data in a 
fast and user-friendly way. With the help of this tool, the headword candidates can be assessed, per-
formed and explored dynamically, and the parameters can be adjusted to the needs of lexicographers. 
Moreover, for each lemma a direct link to the corpus examples has been provided.

After examining the output of different measures of frequency comparison, we chose to work with the 
difference of “frequency classes” (‘Häufigkeitsklassen’; cf. Keibel 2008), a measure inspired by the 
word distribution in allusion to Zipf’s law, which is relatively intuitive to understand and commonly 
used in German lexicography (cf. Klosa 2013a). The most common word in a corpus is in frequency 
class 0, the word(s) being approximately half as frequent as the most frequent word are in class 1, the 
words being approximately half as frequent as those in class 1 are in class 2, etc. We defined the shift 
in frequency classes of two corpora as the “difference of frequency classes” (fc_diff = fc(dereko) - 
fc(folk)). Since the lemma kriegen (en: to get) in FOLK is in class 5 and in dereKo in class 12, the 
shift between the classes amounts to 7; hence, the difference in frequency classes (fc_diff) between 
the two corpora is 7 (see Table 1).

As shown in Figure 1, lemmas which have the highest fc_diff are in higher fc and are hence rare in 
both corpora, which is in part due to the fact that dereKo, being much larger, contains a higher num-
ber of frequency classes (31) than FOLK (16).

Figure 1: The distribution of the FOLK lemmas according to their frequency classes in FOLK and dereKo. 
The positive fc_diff (in blue) shows the lemmas being more frequent in FOLK than in dereKo, the negative/

equal fc_diff (in red) shows the lemmas being less (or equally) frequent in FOLK than in dereKo.
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Since we wanted to concentrate particularly on lemmas being frequent in FOLK, we assumed that the 
relevant candidates for our headword list would be found by selecting the lemmas having the FOLK 
fc lower than 9, and dereKo fc lower than 15. By setting these parameters, we were able to filter out 
those lemmas that have a high fc_diff but are rare in both corpora, such as, for instance, Spinosaurus, 
having a fc_diff of 7 and fc 15 in FOLK and fc 22 in dereKo (see Table 1).

Table 1: Examples of FOLK lemmas having the fc_diff of 7 with respect to dereKo.

Lemma FOLK fc DeReKo fc fc_diff
nein 3 10 7
kriegen 5 12 7
irgendetwas 7 14 7
Schornsteinfeger 9 16 7
Transistor 11 18 7
Proseminar 13 19 7
Spinosaurus 15 22 7

After sorting the lemma list according to the descending fc_diff, we manually examined 322 one-
word lemmas whose fc_diff amounted to at least 2 (see Figure 2), with the aim to investigate whether 
they are suitable headword candidates for our resource. The corpus-specific lexemes that occur in 
very specific contexts or transcripts in FOLK, such as Zentimeter (maptask) and Dialekt (language 
biographical interviews), were sorted in the manual analysis.

4 Selection of headword candidates

With the method described above (see Section 3) we found lemmas that cover different subject areas 
of interest, such as particles, interjections, routine formulae, expressions of vagueness, deictic expres-
sions, and other peculiarities in relation to style and register.3 These subject areas have been men-
tioned before in the research literature regarding spoken German (see for example Schwitalla 42012; 
Fiehler 2016). The evidence for the pervasiveness of these phenomena in spoken language can be 
detected already by observing the top 25 lemmas with the highest fc_diff (see Figure 2). For example, 
the modal particles, such as halt and mal as well as interjection particles such as ah, ach, oh, eh are 
very common in spoken German, but insufficiently covered in German monolingual dictionaries (see 
Section 1). The lemmas irgendetwas, irgendwie and sozusagen, that also occur in the top 25 seem to 
testify to the prevalence of vagueness in everyday speech.

Other examples of lemmas that we identified as potential headwords among the candidates of our 
headword list are “passepartout” words, such as Ding, Sache, machen, tun. In addition, we detected 
several lexical alternatives to the expressions of standard written German, such as kriegen to bekom-
men. When inspecting the adverbs in our sample of 322 headword candidates, we found different 
types of deictic expressions, such as temporal (nachher, jetzt) and local adverbs (da, hier). Some 
adjectives like gut, klar, cool, toll, super, fertig, geil, krass, ehrlich, that were also detected as hav-
ing high fc_diff, are also a focus of our interest because in spoken language they may also serve as 
discourse particles, among other functions. We have identified several verbal lemmas that can be 
assigned to different semantic subgroups of interest, such as perception (visual, auditory): gucken, 
schauen, sehen, hören; cognition (mental): wissen, glauben, denken, meinen, überlegen, verstehen, 
kennen; locomotion: gehen, communication: reden, sagen, fragen, emotion: mögen, gefallen, and 

3 A detailed overview of the subject areas can be found in Meliss & Möhrs 2017: 43.
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modal verbs: können, müssen. Some qualitative studies demonstrate that the verbs of these semantic 
subgroups have an important potential in interactional contexts to realize several special meanings, 
functions and formal particularities according to the different subject areas described above (cf. Dep-
permann et al. 2017). Additionally, they can be the lexical basis of several multi-word-lemmas, which 
must be considered in further work.

After defining the headword candidates based on the corpora comparison, we analyze the corpus ex-
amples and focus on the peculiarities in meaning, use and function in talk-in-interaction by following 
the approaches of interactional linguistics and lexicology.

Figure 2: Top 25 lemmas with the highest fc_diff between FOLK and dereKo, having FOLK fc  
(FOLK HK) lower than 9, dereKo fc (dereKo HK) lower than 15, and fc_diff of at least 2 classes. HK Diff 
stands for fc_diff; Filter:1 stands for the lemmas we consider for the headword list (no numerals, no proper 

names, etc.); PoS stands for the aggregation of parts-of-speech with which a lemma occurs in FOLK.
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5 Discussion

The selection of headwords is related to the scope of the dictionary and its static vs. dynamic “dic-
tionary under construction” conception (on these aspects, cf. Atkins & Rundell 2008: 160 ff.; Klosa 
2013: 518; Schnörch 2005: 71; Wiegand 1983). Since our lexicographic resource is intended to be 
a digital one, in terms of quantity, our list of headwords is per definition dynamic and extensible. 
As shown in Section 4, for the first step of dictionary creation we used the most common one-word 
lemmas with a prominent frequency difference between FOLK and dereKo. The combination of 
automated procedures and manual analysis of the data has proven to be an effective and sustainable 
way of approaching the task of headword selection. With the help of the tool for automatic sorting and 
filtering of the headword candidates according to their parts of speech, frequency and other features, 
the selection of more headwords can be carried out in a transparent and scalable way in further steps 
of our project, and can be enhanced in significantly.

The measure of frequency class difference proved to be a suitable measure for detecting the difference 
in the lemma distribution in the two corpora. Since we integrated the other measures that were com-
monly used for lemma frequency comparison as well, we can further investigate the effects of other 
measures and compare them with each other in further studies. 

We did not encounter any great discrepancies that emerged from different lemmatization conventions 
in the two corpora, presumably because we worked with frequent lemmas and closely comparable 
operationalizations. However, the lemmatization process and the varieties of conventions in the Ger-
man language corpora are certainly an issue that has to be taken into consideration when comparing 
the sets of lemmas in two corpora in future works.

The detection of one-word lemmas is only the first step towards a set of headwords needed to repre-
sent the lexicon of spoken German in interaction, which is also built upon multi-word expressions to 
a significant degree. In further steps of our project, we will work on the lexicographic implementation 
and the detection and integration of such expressions into our headword concept.
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