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Monolingual English Lexicographical Resources 

Summary 

General monolingual dictionaries concentrate on defining or explaining terms and concepts, 
but tend to contain only limited examples of current usage. As such they are especially 
helpful in the reception of texts.  

• The authoritative general dictionary of English is the multi-volume Oxford English 
Dictionary: http://public.oed.com/how-to-use-the-oed/what-is-the-oed-online/  

• For American English, consult the American Heritage Dictionary of the English 
Language or Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary.  

Collocational dictionaries focus on the way words are habitually combined in a language, 
which is especially important in English.  

• COBUILD Advanced Learner's English Dictionary and the  

• Oxford Collocations Dictionary for Students of English are good resources.  

Other specialised dictionaries are devoted to particular aspects of language use and specific 
areas of knowledge.  

• Oxford Reference Online contains general and specialised English language 
dictionaries, thesauruses, encyclopedias, subject-specific reference works in a wide 
range of fields, dictionaries of quotations and even bilingual dictionaries.  

• The leading encyclopedic resource in the English-speaking world is the 
Encyclopædia Britannica.  

• The very large Wikipedia at http://en.wikipedia.org/ cotains peer edited contributions, 
which may be inaccurate or incomplete, though it is still a very fine resource.  

A number of the electronic resources mentioned are available under “elektronische 
Nachschlagewerke” on the ZHAW library’s search page: 
https://www.zhaw.ch/de/hochschulbibliothek/suchen-finden  

 

 
 
 
 

 



Bachelorstudiengang Angewandte Sprachen  2/9 
Kurs Recherchieren 2 

Introduction 

The value of the resources that help language professionals expand their communicative and 
subject-specific competence depends on their range, reliability and usability. Translators in 
particular stand at the end of the document workflow and have to work efficiently above all 
else; they must produce quality at great speed; they have to work their way rapidly into a 
variety of subject-areas. This they can only do by knowing the right resources to use and the 
right way to use them. 

This unit looks at monolingual resources in English. It considers the issues of medium, at 
how resources can and should be used, and then discusses some representative examples. 
It also contains a bibliography of some basic reference works.  

Medium 

The difference between printed and digital resources is one of medium rather than content. 
An electronic or Web-based dictionary is essentially the same as its equivalent printed 
edition (if one exists); but the way that digital data is stored, and the opportunity for 
multimedia presentation of that data, means that the material can be viewed and retrieved in 
ways that printed books do not allow. This increased flexibility is of great benefit to the user. 
On the other hand, many digital resources are relatively intransparent – it is often hard to find 
out how extensive an Internet dictionary is, who has edited it, what other resources it gets its 
content from, how up-to-date that content is and so on.  

Despite the rapid expansion of digital media and the Internet, printed works remain a useful 
source for language professionals in their some of the work they do. This may seem 
surprising, above all given the comparatively long time-to-market of printed resources. Yet 
language does not change so fast as to make dictionaries wholly unusable after a few 
months. Furthermore, a number of highly specialised printed resources may never be 
published in digital form because sales or subscriptions could not justify development costs. 
So it would be premature to regard printed resources as wholly obsolete. 

Resource Use Procedures 

Proper use of reference works is an essential component of information literacy. The 
fundamental principles do not vary much according to medium and apply equally to printed 
works, electronic and Internet resources. What is written here is an extension of the 
processes described elsewhere on the RISK site. 

The first step is to know your reference works, especially those you regularly use: you should 
familiarise yourselves first with the way entries are assembled, with what the abbreviations 
mean, with any additional information that is presented, etc.  

The second step is to establish sound look-up and checking procedures. This is particularly 
important in the translation process, where monolingual source-language resources should 
first be consulted to resolve ambiguities and comprehension problems related to the source 
text. Dictionaries containing definitions, learner and collocational dictionaries, knowledge 
resources such as encyclopedias and subject-specific works can all help the translator to 
establish the intended meaning of a source-text reference. Translators and other language 
professionals should then use bilingual and multilingual resources (dictionaries, termninology 
databases, parallel texts and corpora etc.) to effect a transfer into the target language. Most 
obviously, this should be done where you do not know the target-language equivalents of 
words, concepts or other references; but it is also good practice to check up on any term or 
formulation you are even slightly doubtful about. Bilingual and multilingual resources, by their 
very nature, limit their scope primarily to equivalence or near-equivalence between language 
pairs; only rarely do they provide adequate definitions of terms or sufficient collocational or 
contextual examples. They often give too little guidance about which of a number of listed 
terms can be used in a particular context, even if you find the term you are looking for. You 
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should therefore always go a step further and consult monolingual linguistic and knowledge 
resources in the target language to make sure that the target-language reference you are 
using the proper one. 

The resources you consult will depend on what you are looking for. For example, general 
monolingual dictionaries, which concentrate on supplying definitions of words, will help you 
to understand source-text meanings, i.e. in the reception of texts. Specialised dictionaries, 
such as learner and collocational dictionaries, can show you in what lexical environments 
and with what grammatical structures the words are commonly used, and are therefore 
useful in the production of texts. If you are looking for related expressions, for instance in 
order to vary the vocabulary you use in texts, then you can consult thesauruses and 
dictionaries of synonyms.  

Another useful source of reference is the model text. A model text is a text of the same type 
or form and written on a similar theme or subject to that of the text you must write. Model 
texts thus provide macrostructural and microstructural textual models for the production of 
texts, but they can also serve as linguistic resources. An example is the use of annual 
reports issued by banks to serve as models for another bank's annual report. Style guides, 
both general ones and those specific to organisations, professions or text types, are also a 
helpful resource for macrostructural and microstructural information on how certain texts 
should be produced or revised. 

Explanatory entries in encyclopedias as well as other knowledge resources help to bridge 
gaps in general, cultural and subject-specific knowledge. They have the added bonus of 
presenting terms in collocationally and grammatically rich environments. For information 
concerning events or facts, you can consult news resources, factbooks and almanacs. 
Almanacs are yearly calendars giving statistical information and collected facts on events 
and phenomena, and can be either global or restricted to a country or geographic area, 
general or specific to certain subjects and activities (e.g. politics). For specialised knowledge, 
there are subject-specific reference works covering all areas of the humanities, the social 
sciences, economics, business, law, science, technology (including ICT) and medicine.  

Monolingual Resources: An Overview 

The monolingual resources most useful to language professionals can be broadly divided up 
into: 

• Language resources: 

o General language resources 

o Specialised language resources 

• Knowledge resources: 

o General knowledge resources 

o Specialised knowledge resources 

As a rule, linguistic information can be found primarily in general and specialised dictionaries 
as well as in model texts. Extra-linguistic information is contained predominantly in 
encyclopedias, fact books, almanacs, news sites and databases as well as in subject-specific 
reference works. 

Certain search platforms allow users to simultaneously search a range of linguistic 
resources; there are also a number of sites where users can consult reference collections 
comprising both linguistic and encyclopedic resources. 
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General Language Resources 

General monolingual dictionaries come in many shapes and sizes. They concentrate on 
defining or explaining terms and concepts, but tend to contain only limited examples of 
current usage. As such they are especially helpful in the reception of texts. 

Depending on their purpose and target, general dictionaries will include additional 
information on grammar, spelling variants, plural forms, inflections, etymologies (i.e. tracing 
the history of a word back from the present to when it was first used, which can be helpful in 
establishing historical usage), present-day usage (i.e. whether words are considered archaic, 
formal or informal, slang or obsolete, vulgar or jocular), pronunciation and so on.  

A good dictionary, whether general or specialised, contains much more than the average 
user realises: knowing its major features can save a lot of time. This information often 
appears in abbreviated or symbolic form, so it is important for you to familiarise yourself with 
the conventions of a dictionary you regularly use by consulting the introductory notes and 
user guide.  

The authoritative general dictionary of the English language is the multi-volume Oxford 
English Dictionary. The full printed version comprises 20 volumes. More practical is the full 
online version, the Oxford English Dictionary Online, which has excellent search features and 
good Help files for users. It can be accessed via the ZHAW library page.  

For example, the entry for “flat” contains information on the part of speech (n. for noun), 
pronunciation (flæt), etymology, plus two definitions with date charts showing the age of the 
historical quotations. But there is no additional pragmatic information on current usage, 
collocations and so on. 

A leading single-volume English general dictionary is the Collins English Dictionary. All 
Collins dictionaries are based on the linguistic evidence provided by the Collins Corpus 
(http://www.collins.co.uk/page/The+Collins+Corpus) a vast corpus of current spoken and 
written English. Text from current newspapers, magazines and books is fed in, and using 
these authentic examples, Collins Dictionaries create up-to-date and accurate reference 
books. 

The the Collins English Dictionary entry for “flat” not only defines various meanings of the two 
words "flat", but also informs the user of meanings and variants throughout the English-
speaking world. Parts of speech and usage are also indicated: we are told, for instance, that 
"flat" can also be used informally as an intransitive verb in Australia and New Zealand to 
signify living in a flat with someone. The "flat" entry also contains a brief etymology of the 
word. Finally, phonetic symbols in brackets after the headword indicate how the words are 
pronounced. A great deal of information has been presented in a relatively small space. 
Although they provide information on dialects of English, such as Australian or American 
English, the dictionaries mentioned above are British English resources. For American 
English, the work generally considered to be the standard general dictionary is Webster's 
Third New International Dictionary. Smaller, handier and equally reliable general resources 
are the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language and Merriam-Webster’s 
Collegiate Dictionary. Electronic versions of both are available on the ZHAW library site. The 
Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary at http://www.merriam-webster.com/ is also a good 
resource, with search results giving not only definitions but also synonyms. 

Specialised Language Resources 

General dictionaries and language resources are at their strongest when used to understand 
texts. This is also true of subject-specific dictionaries, glossaries and so on, which fall into the 
broad category of specialised language resources. However, a number of such specialised 
resources can be valuable aids to the production of texts. This is especially true of 
collocational and other learners’ dictionaries.  
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Collocational dictionaries focus on the way words are habitually combined in a language – 
but will be weaker at defining or explaining terms. Since collocation is an aspect of English 
not easily acquired, the majority of English collocational dictionaries are learner’s 
dictionaries. 

The COBUILD Advanced Learner's English Dictionary is primarily a dictionary for advanced 
learners of English, but its many examples and large amount of pragmatic information on 
usage make it useful for native and non-native speakers alike. The major difference between 
the entries in the COBUILD and those normally seen in a general dictionary lies in the 
collocational examples. The range of information is more limited, with few indicators of 
dialect variation and no etymology; but in the margin of the printed edition the user is given 
not only basic grammatical information about the word but also about the existence of 
synonyms, etc. The COBUILD Advanced Learner's English Dictionary also comes 
electronically, available via the ZHAW library page. It is a helpful and quick look-up tool.  

 
Above is the result for the search term "flat". The major difference between this entry and 
those normally seen in a general definition dictionary lies in the collocational examples 
(italicised in the term field). The range of information is more limited, with no etymology; but 
the user is given not only basic grammatical information about the word (N-COUNT: "flat" is a 
countable noun; N num: it can be followed by a numeral, e.g. "flat 7") but also about the 
existence of a synonym ("apartment") and the fact that this is more usual in American English 
(see the blue and light blue entry text). The frequency band, indicated by the five diamonds 
next to the headword, shows that the term is very common. Users can also listen to the 
pronunciation of the word and its plural. 

Collocation is a major aspect of natural English usage, and the usefulness of collocational 
dictionaries cannot be stressed enough. Perhaps that is why there are a comparatively large 
number of such dictionaries on the market. Others to be recommended are the Oxford 
Collocations Dictionary for Students of English and the BBI Dictionary of English Word 
Combinations. 

Another variety of specialised dictionary aimed at production is the thesaurus. Thesauruses 
contain neither definitions nor collocational examples, instead listing synonyms, supernyms, 
hyponyms, antonyms and other words related to a particular term. This is a useful tool for 
text production, enabling you to find more precise or more general terms, or simply vary your 
vocabulary, when necessary. Original versions of Roget's Thesaurus require you first to look 
up your term in the index and then to move back to the relevant section in the main part of 
the thesaurus. However, more recent editions tend to be organised alphabetically to make it 
easier to look up words and phrases. One example of the huge number of thesauruses on 
the market is the Oxford Paperback Thesaurus, available in the Oxford Reference Online 
collection on the ZHAW library page.  

It is common to find thesauruses together with electronic versions of general dictionaries, 
such as the aforementioned American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language or the 
Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary at http://www.merriam-webster.com/. There are even 
printed publications that do the same, especially those designed for learners, such as Collins 
Dictionary & Thesaurus. There is also a comprehensive online thesaurus site at 
http://www.thesaurus.com/. 

Other specialised dictionaries are devoted to particular aspects of language use (proverbs, 
idioms, synonyms, everyday expressions and so on) and specific areas of knowledge 
(business, economics, science, technology, law, etc.). Clearly, these can be of immense help 
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in source-language research, but they can also be a help in checking up on target-language 
phraseology as well. This is equally true of dictionaries of quotations, which can be used 
to trace "official" target-language equivalents of famous source-language quotations or, in 
cases where a source text contains the translation of a quotation, to find the correct original 
wording in the target language.  

There are innumerable such specialised publications in dictionary form. The highest level of 
reliability can be obtained from resources made available by publishers with long-standing 
credentials – Penguin Books and Oxford University Press, for example, publish excellent 
series of reference dictionaries in a broad range of specialist fields. They put trusted 
resources from a wide range of fields at the disposal of users: language dictionaries, 
dictionaries of idioms, proverbs and quotations, dictionaries and other reference works 
covering the humanities, the social sciences, business and economics, law, science, 
technology and medicine. 

The entire Oxford Reference series is available on the Internet as Oxford Reference Online, 
to which ZHAW has full access. It contains general and specialised English language 
dictionaries, thesauruses, encyclopedias, subject-specific reference works in a wide range of 
fields, dictionaries of quotations and bilingual dictionaries. 

Another good range of works is freely available on the Cambridge Dictionaries Online site at 
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/. Users can search the Cambridge Advanced Learner’s 
Dictionary, the Cambridge Dictionary of American English, the Cambridge International 
Dictionary of Idioms and the Cambridge Phrasal Verbs Dictionary. 

Style guides are guides put together to make sure that language professionals produce, edit 
and revise texts according to the conventions of a specific organisation (such as a political 
institution like the European Commission), a profession (such as journalism) or a text type 
(an academic thesis, for instance). A good general example is the online style guide of the 
famous British economics and current affairs journal The Economist at 
http://www.economist.com/styleguide/introduction. 

General and Specialised Knowledge Resources 

Whilst dictionaries allow you to search for specific terms and their meanings, encyclopedias 
provide in-depth knowledge in broader fields of knowledge. The leading encyclopedic 
resource in the English-speaking world is the Encyclopædia Britannica. The printed version 
consists of two cross-referenced parts, but it is the online version of Britannica, available via 
the ZHAW library page, that is most valuable because of its search facilities.  

An increasingly influential encyclopedic resource on the Internet is the very large Wikipedia, 
which is free and contains literally millions of articles in a number of languages. As one might 
expect, the most comprehensive collection is in English. Unlike Britannica, it relies on 
unedited contributions, which may at times be inaccurate or incomplete. You can access the 
English version of Wikipedia at http://en.wikipedia.org/.  

Another fine online resource is the search engine at http://www.encyclopedia.com/, which 
gives free online access to a huge number of articles from a variety of edited, reputable 
sources. 

News providers are obviously a major knowledge resource for current affairs. The 
LexisNexis database, accessible via the ZHAW library page, provides access to articles 
published by the major publications on the international press scene. A comprehensive list of 
newspapers and magazines, searchable and browsable by geographic location, can be 
found in the "Reading Room" of the Internet Public Library at http://www.ipl.org/, which 
provides a host of many other useful links besides. The IPL search facility also enables you 
to find publications and links by title. A comprehensive range of media links is provided by 
ABYZ News Links at http://www.abyznewslinks.com/. This fine site covers all major 
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newspapers and TV news media worldwide, with a word search engine and directory search 
function organised by country and regions. 

Newspaper and magazine archives are known to be important sources of knowledge on 
current affairs, but are often overlooked as sources of linguistic information. Like corpora, 
however, they contain a huge reservoir of linguistic data that can be searched for 
terminology, collocations and grammatical information. For instance, if you are translating a 
text into English and are not sure whether you can use the collocation "realise a dream", just 
search, for instance, The Guardian archive at www.theguardian.com/ and enter the 
expression in the archive search interface. Or if you wish to compare two expressions to find 
out which is the more common, enter both and count the number of results for each – any 
significant discrepancy will indicate which one is likely to be more idiomatic.  

Good information also comes from factbooks and almanacs. The most famous fact book is 
undoubtedly the CIA World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/, published every year. It is a prime source of country-specific information, with 
extensive statistical data and maps on all countries of the world. If that is not enough for you, 
search multiple almanacs at Factmonster: http://www.factmonster.com/almanacs.html. 

For detailed research that requires greater depth of knowledge in a particular field, language 
professionals have to turn to specialised, subject-specific reference works. As already 
mentioned, Oxford Reference Online gives access to a large number of subject-specific 
reference works in a wide range of specialised fields.  

Summary 

The purpose of this unit has been to heighten your awareness of selected monolingual 
resources in English available to language professionals, and to inform you of how to access 
them. You have also been given guidance on certain look-up techniques and fundamental 
research strategies. In particular, you have gained 

• an overview of the major types of monolingual resource for language professionals 
• awareness of how to use these resources effectively in conjunction with one another 
• insights into the strengths and weaknesses of various reference works 

This unit has not been designed to provide an exhaustive run-down of resources: given the 
wide and fast-growing range of products on the market, it would be impossible to present a 
detailed analysis of even a small fraction of them. Instead, it has focused on a few 
representative examples in order to indicate the major features of such resources, and to 
encourage you to explore them further in the course of your own work.  

Bibliography 

This bibliography is designed to list some basic monolingual English resources which 
students who are commencing their studies on the ZHAW's Bachelor Programme in Applied 
Languages will find useful. The intention is not to compile an exhaustive bibliography listing 
all possible resources but to provide an introductory selection of works.  

It is largely based on dictionaries acquired for the ZHAW library. Please note that certain 
titles may have been withdrawn from publication or newer editions released.  

General Dictionaries 
The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language. 4th ed. Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 2000. 
Also available on CD-ROM, and in a combined print and CD-ROM edition. Entries are not 
exclusively linguistic but also contain some encyclopedic information. Highly recommended. 
 
Collins English Dictionary. 8th ed. London: HarperCollins, 2006. 
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The entries cover the major variations of English spoken in the world, from British English to 
Australian English, from historical to modern, from formal to slang, from aeronautics to 
zoology. Clear explanatory entries. Notes to help users deal with difficult points in written 
English, pronunciation guides and etymologies. 
 
Merriam Webster's Collegiate Dictionary. 11th ed. Springfield MA: Merriam Webster, 2003. 
The standard one-volume reference work for US English. Also available in an edition that combines 
the print version with one on CD-ROM and an online subscription. 
 
The Oxford English Dictionary. 20 vols. 2nd ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989. 
The standard reference work for British and general English, in twenty volumes. Also 
available on CD-ROM and online. The online version can be accessed via the ZHAW library 
page. 
 
The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary. 6th ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007.  
Shorter edition of the standard reference work for British English, the Oxford English 
Dictionary. 
 
Webster's Third New International Dictionary. Springfield MA: Merriam Webster, 1993. 
This, the largest and most comprehensive American English dictionary available, is traditionally 
seen as the leading American-English authorityAlso available in an edition that combines the print 
version with one on CD-ROM, and in an online version for subscribers. 
 
Specialised Dictionaries 
 
BBI Dictionary of English Word Combinations.  Ed. Morton Benson, et al. Rev. ed. Amsterdam and 
Philadelphia:  John Benjamin's Publishing Company, 1997. 
Intended for non-native speakers, this dictionary is a vital addition to any library. As the title 
suggests, it lays emphasis on collocation and word combination. A number of lucid examples and 
explanations are provided.  
 
Collins Cobuild Advanced Learner's English Dictionary. 5th ed. London: Collins COBUILD, 
2006. 
A very good one-volume English dictionary that not only non-native speakers will find 
particularly useful for the large number of contextual examples contained in the entries. 
Includes a CD-ROM. Also available in paperback.  
 
Collins Dictionary & Thesaurus. 4th ed. London: HarperCollins, 2006. 
A combination of dictionary and thesaurus which clearly has the advantage of showing not 
only words and their definitions but also synonyms and other related terms. Collins Dictionary 
and Thesaurus provides clear, concise definitions using the most up-to-date data from the 
Bank of English. Word histories are included for many entries, along with pronunciations. The 
comprehensive dictionary text is complemented by matching same-page thesaurus entries; 
an the Internet-linked supplement adds another dimension to help support online research. 
 
Collins English Dictionary and Thesaurus on CD-Rom. 3rd ed. London: HarperCollins, 2003. 
Access to over 200,000 definitions and 340,000 synonyms and antonyms. Fast and simple 
user interface; full-text searches; history list for reviewing entries; easy cross-referencing 
between the dictionary and thesaurus. 
 
The Economist Style Guide: The Bestselling Guide to English Usage. 9th ed. London: Profile 
Books, 2005. 
A very useful guide for journalists on the famous British journal The Economist. A cut-down 
version can be accessed online. 
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The Oxford Collocations Dictionary for Students of English. 2nd ed. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2009. 
A quality edition from an excellent publishing house. Also available electronically. 

The Oxford Dictionary of Quotations. 6th ed. Ed. Elizabeth Knowles. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2004. 
A dictionary of quotations is invaluable to any language professional needing to trace 
references to what (famous) people have said, either for checking the accuracy and origin of 
source-text quotations or for finding the correct wording in the target language. There are 
hundreds of dictionaries and thesauruses of quotations published for speakers of British and 
North American English. These dictionaries can be general in scope or concentrate on more 
specific areas (e.g. 20th-century quotations, or humorous quotations). 
 
Subject Reference 
You will find a great deal of what you need in the handy paperback series of reference 
dictionaries published by the Oxford University Press and Penguin Books. The entire Oxford 
Reference series is available on the Internet as Oxford Reference Online, and can be 
accessed via the ZHAW library page. This excellent resource contains, in addition to a 
number of English language dictionaries, thesauruses and dictionaries of quotations, 
encyclopedic and subject reference works in a wide range of fields. 


