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The objective of this PhD project was to propose the design of an online corpus-driven dictionary 
of Portuguese for university students (DOPU), aimed at both speakers of Portuguese as a mother 
tongue and as an additional language and covering Brazilian and European Portuguese varieties. 
For that, the highly innovative semi-automated approach to dictionary-making (Gantar, Kosem 
and Krek 2016) was adopted, which involves automatic extraction of data from the corpus and 
import into dictionary writing system. As a method that had never been applied for lexicographical 
projects of the Portuguese language, it was necessary to experiment the approach for the first 
time. Thus, all the required pre-requisites were newly developed, namely, a corpus of academic 
texts, sketch grammar, GDEX configuration, and a specially-tailored procedure for automatic 
extraction of data. The experiment indicated that not only can this approach be successfully 
used as a means to provide lexical content for the design of DOPU, but it can also be beneficial 
to other lexicographical projects of Portuguese.
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University students are expected to read and write academic texts as part of typical literacy 
practices in higher education settings. One of the conditions for students to engage in 
these routine activities involves “learning to use language in new ways” (Hyland 2009: 
viii–ix). Among many pedagogical resources that can help students reach academic 
language proficiency, dictionaries are undoubtedly one of the most fundamental. While 
for many languages, dictionaries of academic language have been created, Portuguese still 
lacks such an important pedagogical resource.

In order to support the mastery of academic Portuguese, this PhD research proposed 
a design of an online corpus-driven dictionary of Portuguese for university students 
(DOPU) attending Portuguese-medium institutions, speakers of Brazilian Portuguese (BP) 
and European Portuguese (EP), both as a mother tongue and as an additional language. 
At this point, special attention should be drawn to the fact that the term design was 
used as defined in Hartmann and James’ Dictionary of Lexicography (1998): “design. The 
overall principles that govern the production of efficient REFERENCE WORKS, taking into 
account not only features of content (INFORMATION CATEGORIES) and presentation 
(ARRANGEMENT), but also the reference needs and skills of the USER.”

One of the key parts of the process of creating principles that regulate dictionary 
making concerns defining the methodology. In the case of this proposal, it was decided to 
experiment, for the first time for the Portuguese language, the semi-automated approach 
to dictionary making, as originally put forward by Rundell and Kilgarriff (2011) and 
first implemented into lexicographic practice by Gantar, Kosem, and Krek (2016) in a 
project for making a dictionary of Slovene. In this highly innovative approach, lexical 
data are automatically extracted from the corpus according to predetermined criteria and 
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transferred to the dictionary writing system (DWS), where lexicographers then analyse, 
validate and edit the data to shape them into the final database entry. In this thesis, this 
procedure was performed on the Sketch Engine corpus tool (Kilgarriff et al. 2004) and the 
dictionary writing system used was iLex (Erlandsen 2010).

Given that such a method had never been applied to Portuguese, the initial step involved 
verification of the availability of the resources that were required for the procedure, 
namely, a sketch grammar, GDEX configuration, a corpus of academic texts, and procedure 
(including an API script) for automatic extraction of data and import into the DWS. Due 
to unsuitability of the first two resources and inexistence of the other two, it was decided 
that those pre-requisites had to be especially developed.

Firstly, a new corpus was compiled, the Corpus de Português Escrito em Periódicos – CoPEP 
(‘Corpus of Portuguese from Academic Journals’). This corpus contains around 10,000 
texts totalling over 40 million tokens extracted from academic journals published in the 
Brazilian and Portuguese national collections of SciELO (Scientific Electronic Library 
Online), distributed among three schools of knowledge, and further divided into six great 
areas, following the CAPES classification of areas of knowledge (Brazil).

Secondly, a new sketch grammar for Portuguese was devised. A sketch grammar is a 
file with grammatical relations and processing directives for the Sketch Engine system to 
compute different types of relations through statistical calculations. The data obtained 
from these computations then form the basis of the word sketch feature in the Sketch 
Engine, which is the heart of the process of automatic extraction of data from the corpus.

Thirdly, GDEX (Good Dictionary Examples, Kilgarriff et al. 2008) configurations for 
Portuguese were further developed, considering the corpus in question, i.e., CoPEP, and 
the purpose of the examples, i.e., to be used for writing entries for DOPU. GDEX is a 
function in the Sketch Engine tool that, based on pre-defined criteria, identifies example 
sentences in the corpus, placing the best ones at the top of the list of concordance lines in 
order to facilitate the lexicographer’s process of example selection.

Finally, the extraction procedure developed by Gantar, Kosem, and Krek (2016) was 
adapted, with two additions that were specifically developed for this thesis. The first 
one was the inclusion of additional information provided by the clustering and longest-
commonest match (Kilgarriff et al. 2015) functions in the Sketch Engine. This information 
was added to the data after the extraction, at a post-processing stage. The main aim was 
to assist lexicographers in grouping collocates and in identifying multi-word expressions, 
as well as to facilitate the detection of incorrect information.

While the first addition was language non-specific, i.e., it can be used in automatic 
extraction for other languages, the second was specific to Portuguese: assignment of 
Portuguese variety labels not only to headwords, but also to collocations, and if relevant, 
to grammatical relations. This addition stems from the fact that DOPU aims to equally 
represent the two varieties of Portuguese. Considering that the original procedure was 
meant for Slovene, which is a monovarietal language, the pluricentric nature of Portuguese 
posed completely new challenges for data extraction.

Evaluation of the adoption of the semi-automated approach in the context of the DOPU 
design indicated that although further development of these brand-new resources and 
tools, as well as the procedure itself, would greatly contribute to increasing the quality 
of DOPU’s lexical content, the extracted data can already be used as a basis for entry 
writing. This means that the design can be already implemented, thus making DOPU 
immediately available, initially as a work-in-progress resource, with entries containing 
automatically extracted collocations and examples to which students can already have 
access. The positive results of the experiment also suggest that this approach should be 
highly beneficial to other lexicographic projects of Portuguese as well.
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