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 even the best content is useless if ... the user 
can't find it 

 what a user needs to access a word: 
 familiarity with access alphabet 

 spelling representation 

 in e-dictionaries, alphabetic sequencing is not so 
crucial, but spelling representation is still quite 
important 

 but knowing the spelling can be a problem 

Spelling and dictionary use 
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When is spelling a problem? 

 word mistyped (e.g. spellign → performance error) 

 word misspelled (e.g. speling → competence error, 
erroneous representation) 

 word heard only, spelling guessed (e.g. clime for climb 
→ may be no lexical representation, sound-mediated) 

 special needs of non-native speakers (e.g. learners): 
they are often poor spellers, though not necessarily in 
ways typical of native speakers 
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Dictionaries and misspelled words 

 a good dictionary interface should be able to guess the 
users' intention even if they misrepresent the 
orthographic form of the word 

 but, in an analysis of three online German dictionaries 
(Bank 2010), only one dictionary was found to be at all 
‘rechtschreibtolerant’ 

 a dictionary should: 
 make reasonable guesses at the intended word 

 order the guesses with most likely ones at the top 

 while no system can guess all misspellings correctly due 
to their unpredictable nature, it should make an honest 
attempt to maximize the success 
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Research questions 

 how good are online English monolingual 

learners' dictionaries at guessing 

headwords misspelled by learners of 

English? 

 do the dictionaries perform similarly? 

 can the performance be improved? 
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Dictionaries tested 
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Misspellings 

 our corpus of misspellings consisted of three 
sets: 

1. Polish: two first-year Polish university students 
wrote down items from Nordquist's list of 200 
common misspellings, presented in audio (100 items) 

2. Japanese: taken from the SAMANTHA Error Corpus 
created by Takeshi Okada at Tohoku University (50 
items) 

3. Finnish: obtained from the Birkbeck spelling error 
corpus (Mitton 1985) originally collected by Suomi (1984) 
(50 items) 
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Procedure 

 misspellings of all 200 target words were 

looked up manually in the seven 

dictionaries 

 position of the target word on the 

suggestions list was noted, relative to 

other (irrelevant) hits 
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How the dictionaries performed  
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Where the dictionaries failed 

 ALD: too much weight attached to 

substring matching 
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ALD does not give much regard to the 

first letter (which is known to be correct 

most of the time) 
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ALD, CALD, and MEDO tend to give 

preference to plural suggestions for no 

particular reason 
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Why would all of ALD, CALD, and MEDO be 

affected by this overeagerness to tag on –s? 

 all three use the same software for 

dictionary compilation and publication: the 

DPS Writing  System from IDM 

 but LDOCE also uses the same system 

and yet it does not exhibit the –s problem 
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At times, suggestions are bewildering 
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MWALED’s algorithm seems to focus 

excessively on transpositions or even 

scrambling  
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Rare and marginal words 

 a largish wordlist (of correct spellings) can affect 

negatively the performance of a spellchecker 

 a particular problem for GoogleED, which gives 

the following unhelpful suggestions among the 

‘best’ guesses: deferens (probably from vas 

deferens), etyma, xylem, inf, umbrae, commis, 

as well as proper names like Du Bois, Tok Pisin 

and Wat Tyler 
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Oddball suggestions 

 GoogleED sometimes provided 

suggestions which are clearly not genuine 

words 
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The –ing ending (example: *useing) 

 another cause of difficulty for these 

dictionaries 

 only GoogleED was able to correct 

*useing to the intended using 

 LDOCE Free and MEDO offered unseeing  
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The –ing ending (example: *useing) 

 another cause of difficulty for these dictionaries 

 only GoogleED was able to correct *useing to 

the intended using 

 LDOCE Free and MEDO offered unseeing  

 LDOCE Premium suggested suing  

 MWALED seeing  

 CALD is strangest of all 
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One word or two words? 

 LDOCE (especially LDOCE Free) likes to make 

two correct words by sticking a space in the 

middle of the misspelling 

 a potentially useful strategy for spellchecking 

running text, but not so much for dictionary 

queries 

 especially if the spellchecker does not care 

whether the resulting pair is a likely combination  
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Can one do better than this? 

 the dictionaries examined performed below 
expectation 

 we decided to compare them with a context-free 
experimental spelling correction system (Mitton, 

1996, 2009) 

 at its heart is a dictionary primed with 
information about the quirks of English spelling 

 it also makes use of word frequency in ordering 
its list of suggestions  
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The dictionaries versus Mitton's 

spellchecker 
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Ways to improve spelling correction in 

e-dictionaries 

 misspelling patterns of non-native speakers differ (in quality and quantity) 
from those of native users of a language 
  customization by L1 (see Mitton & Okada 2007) 

 however, we would not expect the influence of L1 to remain uniform across 
a wide range of L2 proficiency levels 
 individual (personalization) 

 greater phonological awareness 
 many items where dictionaries had problems were phonologically motivated 

 as evidenced by L1-specific letter combinations (<sz>, <aj>, or <ej> for PL) to 
approximate English pronunciation 

 well handled by Mitton's spellchecker, though unaware of Polish-specific letter-to-
sound correspondences 

 explicit inclusion of the most common such correspondences could improve 
performance significantly 
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Dealing with real-word errors 

 a proportion of misspellings turn a target word into another real word 

 these are hard to catch except through contextual clues, but very rare words are 
potential misspellings 

 in our corpus: *wold for world 

 even though wold is a (very rare!) English word and most occurences in texts will be 
misspellings of world, would, or wild 

 still, risky to assume that wold as entered in the search box of a dictionary is a 
misspelling: 
 De Schryver et al. (2006) find that though the core vocab are most often looked up, rare 

words also get a fair share of lookups 

 how should a dictionary respond? 

 depends on the type of dictionary: OED online should not hesitate to serve up the 
entry for wold 

 a learner's dictionary might not have it at all (no problem then), but if it did, a happy 
compromise might be to display the entry, but with a warning: 
‘Did you perhaps mean _____?  
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First things first 

 we have suggested at least three ways to 
improve success in correcting misspelled 
dictionary search terms 

 but the more basic problems need to be 
addressed first 

 such fundamental problems are numerous and 
grave, they affect the most authoritative of 
English monolingual learners’ dictionaries 

 we should be able to do much better than that 
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