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Corpus Pattern Analysis for Dutch 
in Woordcombinaties



• Introduction to the project 
• Pattern editing in Woordcombinaties
• Challenges:

• Idioms, conversational routines, metonymy, syntactic variants
• Automating the process
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• https://woordcombinaties.ivdnt.org
• Reference work for using and understanding words in context
• Resource for teaching and testing materials
• Advanced learners of Dutch; native speakers
• Verbs (1), nouns (2)
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a unique point of access for anyone who wants to learn more about Dutch phraseology



Combination: any meaningful and statistically relevant combination of 
words with spaces, excluding compounds and combinations not formed in 
Dutch:

o Collocation: offer + support, advice, service, opportunity
o Multiword lexical unit: yellow spot
o Idiom: hand something to someone on a silver platter
o Proverb: all good things come to an end
o Formula: have a nice day!
o Semantically motivated pattern: 

something takes place vs someone takes his place
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Not considered combinations

o Compounds without spaces
• appeltaart (‘apple pie’)
• kruidje-roer-me-niet (‘touch-me-not’, ‘plant/touchy person’)

o Loan combinations
• ad hoc
• ad fundum
• out of the blue
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o Examples
o Sometimes good examples suffice

• to work out the meaning
• to get a bird’s-eye view of the usage

• patterns
• collocates 

SKELL: Sketch Engine for Language Learning
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(to base)
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Linked to INT Central Database(to base)
(word forms)
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(to whistle)

(arbiter) (bullet) (public) (ref) (referee) (bird) (wind)
(birds are singing)

(money)

(they can whistle for their money)

Post-edited Word Sketch
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(to demonstrate)

(to think)

(to leave behind) only idioms, proverbs and formulas

only idioms, proverbs and formulas

main patterns

main patterns and subpatterns

Patterns

(someone or something demonstrates something like this)

CPA: Corpus Pattern Analysis

(someone is left empty-handed)
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(someone or something demonstrates something like this)

(someone or something demonstrates something like this)

(innocence)

(relation)

(contrary)

(link)

(difference)

(sufficient)

(for some time)

(actually)

(definitively)

(clearly)

(really)



Inspiration

• SkELL: Sketch Engine for Language Learning (Lexical Computing, 
Brno)

• PDEV: Pattern Dictionary of English Verbs (Patrick Hanks, 
Wolverhampton)

• T-PAS: Typed Predicate Argument Structures (E. Ježek, Pavia)
• E-VALBU: Das elektronische Valenzwörterbuch deutscher Verben (IDS, 

Mannheim)
• CVVD: Contrastive Verb Valency Dictionary (Contragram, Gent)
• SweCcn: Swedish Constructicon (Språkbanken, Gothenburg)
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Tools & methodology: the corpus

Woordcombinaties is corpus-based:
• Approx. 200 million tokens
• Mainly newspaper and web 
• Material from the Netherlands and Belgium
• parsed with Alpino parser
• Uploaded to Sketch Engine
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Tools & methodology

o GDEX
• Good Dictionary Examples

o TBL
• TickBox Lexicography

o Word sketches 
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Tools & methodology: DWS

o INT-DWS: Example sentences and Combinations
o SKEMA: Patterns

14



Tools & methodology: Patterns

• TNE: Theory of Norms and Exploitations (Hanks 2013)
• Words have meaning potentials rather than meanings
• Meanings are evoked by context
• Norms are ‘normal’ phraseological patterns as main carriers of 

meaning
• Exploitations are creative uses of normal patterns

• CPA: Corpus Pattern Analysis 
• Corpus-driven technique for mapping meaning onto words in context
• Sketch Engine supports annotation of usage patterns in corpus 

samples
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Patterns in Woordcombinaties

o Corpus-driven approach > corpus-based in Woordcombinaties
• Random sample > GDEX sorted sample of 250 lines
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Pattern editing

o SKEMA-editor
Sketch Engine Manual Annotation (V. Baisa et al. 2020)

o a corpus pattern editor system which supports:
- the manual annotation of concordance lines with user-defined 

pattern labels 
- the editing of patterns (in terms of slots, attributes, examples…)

o Each annotation label is linked to its corresponding pattern structure 
(stored in JSON format), which can be easily customised to individual 
projects 

17



Pattern editing: SKEMA
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Pattern editing: SKEMA
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Slots are represented by dummies 
(indefinite pronouns) in the pattern:
iemand ‘someone’, iets ‘something’, 
zo ‘like this’
≠ semantic types as in PDEV, etc.



Pattern editing: SKEMA
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Pattern editing: SKEMA
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Pattern editing: SKEMA
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Pattern editing: SKEMA
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Pattern editing: SKEMA
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annotate in word sketch
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Pattern editing: SKEMA
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Challenges

o Idioms and conversational routines
o Metonymy
o Syntactic variants
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Patterns and Syntactic Variants

o  iemand strooit iemand zand in de ogen 
o  iemand strooit zand in de ogen van iemand 
o  iemand strooit zand in iemands ogen
    = throw dust in someone’s eyes / throw dust in the eyes of someone
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Patterns and Metonomy

30

Source: Container
Target: Quantity



Patterns and Idioms and conversational routines: 
‘old’ status
Included at the microstructural level
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PatternsCombinations
idiomatic

Only idioms, proverbs and formulas

In-house editor SKEMA editor



Idioms and conversational routines: new

• Treatment at macrostructural level
• Record occurrences of idioms and conversational routines in a 

systematic way in Woordcombinaties; Full treatment of idioms 
and conversational routines separate module

• New search options
• search for idioms based on image categories (e.g. body parts, food)

een vinger in de pap hebben (‘have a finger in the pie’)
• Search for conversational routines based on speech act (e.g. greeting)

goedemorgen (‘good morning’)
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Automating the process

Pilot study:
Can we use ChatGPT to classify 
concordance lines under the correct 
pattern/implicature?
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ChatGPT-4o and CPA
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ChatGPT-4o and CPA
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ChatGPT-4o and CPA

o … in collaboration with Elisabetta Ježek (University of Pavia)
o … more at EURALEX
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Thanks!

 

On behalf of the Woordcombinaties team:
Lut Colman, Jan Niestadt, Carole Tiberius

a unique point of access for anyone who wants to learn more about Dutch phraseology


