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1. Introduction
This paper is a critical analysis of the Merriam-Webster^ Advanced 

Learner^ English Dictionary (2008) (hereafter abbreviated as MWALED). 
The dictionary is the first endeavor by the long-established American 
dictionary publisher, Merriam-Webster, to produce a dictionary spe­
cifically for learners of English as a second or foreign language, and in 
fact it is the first attempt ever by an American publisher to produce a 
full-sized EFL dictionary comparable to those published by British 
competitors. In 1997, the Random House Websterfs Dictionary of Amer­
ican English was published by an equally prestigious publishing house 
in the United States, but strictly speaking it is an 'ESL5 dictionary. 
That is to say, it is a dictionary for learners of English as a ‘second’ 
language as it claims on the top cover, and it is much smaller in size, 
comprising 859 pages of A-Z dictionary text, as opposed to 1,909 pages 
of alphabetical entries in MWALED. Thus, until the advent of MWALED, 
the global market of EFL dictionaries featuring American English was 
lead by British publishers that produced American versions of their 
EFL dictionaries. Major works of that kind include the Longman Ad­
vanced American Dictionary (the latest (second) edition was published 
in 2007, abbreviated as LAAD2 hereafter), the Macmillan English Dic­
tionary for Advanced Learners of American English (2002) and the Col­
lins COBUILD Advanced Dictionary of American English (2007, hence­
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forth COB Am). We would like to examine what features the MWALED 
has as a truly American-born EFL dictionary of American English, and 
how it compares to its British-made counterparts of our time, including 
the seventh edition of the Oxford Advanced Learner^ Dictionary of Cur­
rent English (henceforth OALD1).

Merriam-Webster offers a free online version of MWALED.X) If you 
are hooked up to the Internet, you have free access to the A-Z full text 
of this dictionary, including audible pronunciation of the headword as 
well as verbal and pictorial illustrations. The publisher also offers a 
downloadable e-book version of the A-Z dictionary text of MWALED^ 
readable on Mobipocket reader installed in your computer. The down­
loadable e-book version is not accessible to audible pronunciation and 
pictorial illustrations.

For the comparison between MWALED and other EFL dictionaries, 
all the entries taken from every 50 page (76 pages in total)2) and corre­
sponding parts of other dictionaries are used for sampling except in 
Section 6. Other pages will also be examined whenever necessary.

2. Headwords, phrases and phrasal verbs in MWALED
In this section, the differences between MWALED and LAAD2 are 

discussed, focusing on their headwords, important words, and run-ons 
(including phrasal verb, idioms, and derivatives). These differences are 
observed from the viewpoint of the degree of Americanization, for one 
of the characteristic features is its full coverage of Ameri­
can English, as described in Preface as “unparalleled”（p. 7a). In 2.1， 

the format of each dictionary is analyzed, while 2.2 explores important 
words, 2.3 headwords, and 2.4 run-ons.

2.1. Format of each dictionary
First of all, the overall format including the treatment of number, 

abbreviation, and part of speech in each dictionary are discussed, fol­
lowed by the comparison of number of items.
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2.1.1. Formats
As in other learners’ dictionaries, the entries in MWALED “are 

arranged in alphabetical order according to their headwords” (p. 10a) 
although the order of headwords unrecorded and unreconstructed 
(p. 1800) seems to be wrong. Homographs have separate entries when 
they are related but have different parts of speech, and when they are 
unrelated. In this point, MWALED can be considered as adopting 
relatively “detached entry style,” referring to the style which presents 
information on different parts of speech of the same word separately in 
independent numbered headwords. The degree of detachedness, how­
ever, is greater for LAAD2.

In MWALED^ geographical names are concentrated after the head­
words pages (pp. 1910—1926), unlike in LAAD2} where they are con­
tained in the dictionary text A-Z. This kind of separation is not un­
usual in the recent EFL dictionaries: for example, COBAm also divides 
geographical and nationality names from headwords. Other proper 
nouns such as biographical names are not included, which might be 
because they are more open-ended than geographical names. In the 
pages of Geographical Names, the major countries, islands, oceans, riv­
ers, cities etc. are included, although the criterion of headword choice 
is not evident. From a pedagogical point of view, this might confer both 
advantages and disadvantages.

In the case where a user notices that the word he/she wants to look 
up is such a geographical one and knows that MWALED has separate 
pages for geographical names, a detached list may be less demanding, 
because the number of words is much more limited. Moreover, due to 
its focus on geographical names, MWALED has achieved a bigger word 
list than LAAD2: for example, while the latter contains capital cities of 
countries or states, the former includes not only capital cities but also 
non-capital ones.

However, when a user does not know that the word is geographical 
or that MWALED adopts the detached system, he/she might not be 
able to find the word with ease. Atkins and Rundell (2008) argue that 
from a theoretical viewpoint, the detached system “meant a ‘purer’
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headword list, but from the point of view of users (who don’t normally 
care about such things) it was simply another obscure idiosyncrasy of 
dictionary editors.” This is why U[c]urrent practice is to include all 
headwords in one single list” (p. 179), which is opposite from the 
MWALED system.

When considering the importance of including proper nouns such as 
geographical names in dictionaries, it might have become less necessary, 
for it may be the case that a user would search for proper nouns on the 
Internet rather than look them up in a paper dictionary. Taking this 
point into consideration, it might be suggested that the necessity of 
including proper nouns is decreasing.

As for treatment of number, MWALED spells out numbers: for 
example, catch-22 appears between catchphrase and catch-up. 
LAAD2, on the other hand, introduces numbers before except in 
cases where a headword starts with a number, which is spelled out as in 
MWALED. Therefore, in LAAD2, catch-22 comes before catchall.

As regards abbreviation, a label abbr is attached to abbreviated entries 
in MWALED in order to indicate that the entry words are abbreviated 
variations, while LAAD2 implies abbreviation by writing £Cthe abbre­
viation of. . .J, in the definitions. The followings are examples of yd. 
from the two dictionaries.

yd. abbr yard {MWALED)

yd. a written abbreviation of yard or yards (LAAD2)

Although the question of which system is more user-friendly depends 
on users, the LAAD2 system (i.e. beginning the definition with a phrase 
“the abbreviation of ...”）might be space-consuming but is easier to 
understand for those who do not know the meaning of the label.

2.1.2. Number of words
Comparing MWALED and LAAD2, LAAD2 contains more words 

than MWALED in respect of headwords, while with regard to run-ons 
MWALED surpasses LAAD2 in numbers (see Table 2.1 and 2.2).
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Table 2.1 The number of headwords in sample pages and corresponding 
estimated word number in MWALED and LAAD2.

MWALED LAAD2
Sample pages 1581 1834
Average per page 20.8 24.1
Estimated total no. 39707 44368

Table 2.2 The number of run-ons in sample pages and corresponding 
estimated word number in MWALED and LAAD2.

MWALED LAAD2
Sample pages 350 295
Average per page 4.6 3.9
Estimated total no. 8781 7180

This difference in the number of words is mainly due to the different 
way of treating of proper nouns: while LAAD2 incorporates various 
kinds of proper nouns, such as biographical names and geographical 
names, MWALED detaches geographical names, as mentioned in 2.2.1, 
and excludes biographical names, which could be considered to follow 
the tradition of Merriam-Webster style. However, MWALED makes 
“honourable exceptions for proper names with metonymic force” 
(Atkins and Rundell 2008: 187) such as White House and “cultural 
entities” such as Big Brother, since it could cause users difficulty in 
grasping their additional meanings or connotations. Although recent 
trends have been moving toward including proper nouns as headwords, 
according to Atkins and Rundell (2008), u[t]he actual decision about 
what to include and what to exclude will depend on how important the 
various classes of proper name are for the dictionary’s intended market” 
(p. 187). In the case of MWALEDy as is stated in Preface, it is aimed at 
“learners of English as a second or foreign language”（p. 7a)，and these 
learners would be predicted to look up words which are relatively com­
mon in the corpus. In this sense, MWALED can be said to have made 
a rational headword choice, for its main focus in choosing entries <£has 
been to include the language that people are most likely to need and 
encounter in their daily lives”（p. 7a) and the evidence used in head­
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word choice was drawn from their database of texts, resources from the 
Internet, and the enormous databases of Lexical-Nexis.

Besides, the gap in the word number is also caused by the richness 
of compounds and derivatives. Unlike MWALED, LAAD2 tends to 
include compounds whose meaning can be easily guessed from their 
constituents. Although there exist some claims that users may “fail to 
find them as full headwords because they expect them to be tucked 
away in the entry for the first element,5 (Atkins and Rundell 2008: 181), 
it is logical to treat compounds as headwords given their behaviour as a 
single word in English grammar. LAAD2 also includes a large amount 
of derivatives with suffix such as -ed, -ing, and -ly, which are run-ons 
in MWALED. While the style of LAAD2 is slightly more space-con­
suming, including them as run-ons may make it more difficult for users 
to find the words.

2.2. Important words
MWALED defines its important headwords as c<3000 basic English 

words/5 These words are underlined in blue. According to the explana­
tion in Using the Dictionary, they are ''selected by Merriam-Webster 
editors as being the most important for learners to know”（p. 10a). The 
importance of headwords is described differently in each dictionary. 
For example, LAAD2 also chooses 3000 headwords as the most fre­
quent and important words. Not only being highlighted in red, they 
have tags which refers to their place in uthe most frequent 1000/2000/ 
3000 words in spoken English55 and ''written English^ (p. ix). The num­
ber and the choice of important words are, however, not radically dif­
ferent in the two dictionaries: important words found only in MWALED 
(33 words = 18.6%), while those found only in LAAD2 (35 words = 
19.8%).

2.3. Headwords
As mentioned in 2.1.1, the number of headwords was significantly 

larger for LAAD2 than MWALED. This tendency can be observed 
even more clearly when the number of headwords which are found
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Here, although compounds are the most frequent, it cannot be con­
sidered as a unique feature of MWALED because compounds also can 
be found in the words appearing only in LAAD2. Derived forms and 
British terms, however, seem to be relatively specific to MWALED. 
Although many derivatives with common suffix achieve a status as a 
headword in LAAD2} as mentioned in 2.1.2, a great number of derived 
forms have their own entries in MWALED; they are mainly informal 
words, or those with a prefix un-, a suffix -man which refers to a male 
having a specified occupation. What is notable here is that MWALED 
includes many British usages which might be rare in the United States. 
For example, Inland Revenue is one of the British government 
departments, which is not related to the US, and snook is a British 
informal word which is nearly exclusively used in a phrase “cock a 
snook at/5 Thus, it could be suggested that MWALED has a stronger 
“Britishness” compared with other American dictionaries, namely

exclusively m either dictionary is counted: while the number of head­
words found only in MWALED is 196 words, one found only in 
LAAD2 is 418 words. Figure 2.1 shows the characteristics of these 
words are analyzed, which were arbitrarily classified by the author for 
convenience.

Figure 2.1 The categories and the number of headwords found only in MWALED.
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LAAD2. From the viewpoint of Americanization, these words may not 
be necessary, although they could of course be encountered by English 
learners.

2.4. Run-ons
Run-ons can be divided into three groups: phrasal verbs, idioms, and 

derivatives. First, as for phrasal verbs, no definite characteristics could 
be observed notwithstanding that many of those are found in the entries 
of the main verbs, that is, they are contained as a part of the definition 
of the verb. This tendency also applies to idioms, where the definitions 
of main words cover major idioms. With regard to derivatives, although 
both dictionaries assign a run-on status to derivatives with suffix such 
as -ing, -ly or -tion of headwords, MWALED makes more use of run- 
ons to a slight extent: MWALED contains more run-ons than LAAD2 
(See Table 2.2 in 2.1.2), and includes more words which have the same 
form as the headwords but of a different part of speech, which are 
entered as headwords or omitted in LAAD2. Because this tendency is 
different from the main style of MWALED, it can be suggested that the 
words with low frequencies do not follow the detached entry style but 
have a more integrated entry style. In this style, blocks of information 
on different parts of speech of a word and/or run-on information are 
incorporated in one entry under a headword.

2.5. Conclusion
In conclusion, MWALED can be regarded as a standard dictionary 

with a rational style, in spite of the fact that there are claims suggesting 
that its style of separating geographical names from the body of the 
dictionary is different to the current norm. In addition, although it 
includes more British English words than other American dictionaries, 
it also contains plentiful headwords of Standard American, which fol­
lows its objective of providing coverage of both American and British 
English. (R. Aoki)
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3. Pronunciation
This section compares the phonetic transcription of MWALED with 

that of three dictionaries, COBAmf LAAD2, and the Oxford Advanced- 
Learner's Dictionary of Current English, seventh edition (hereafter 
OALD1). The differences between the transcription of MWALED and 
MWCDW will also be discussed. In MWALED, ''Pronunciations are 
shown between a pair of slashes / / following the entry word”（Using
the Dictionary, p. 11a). Websterian dictionaries such as MWCDW are 
generally known for their use of a diacritical system in which the pro­
nunciation is transcribed by diacritics based on orthography. In con­
trast, MWALED uses a rewriting system in which the pronunciation is 
rewritten using symbols from the International Phonetic Alphabet 
(IPA) (Using the Dictionary, p. 11a).

MWALED does not specify its model pronunciation; it only explains 
that the pronunciation provided in this dictionary is the most <ccom- 
monly used^ (Using the Dictionary, p. 11a). Since MWALED targets 
learners of American English, users can assume that its model pronun­
ciation is General American (GA), which uis spoken by the majority of 
Americans, namely those who do not have a noticeable eastern or south­
ern accent>, (LPD3, p. xx). As for variants, uOnly one pronunciation is 
given for most words ... Additional pronunciations are shown when 
the word can be pronounced in different ways that are equally com­
mon ...,5 (Using the Dictionary, p. 11a). When variants are presented, 
they are divided by a comma. According to the preface (p. 8a), “The 
pronunciations throughout the dictionary were provided by Joshua S. 
Guenter.”

3.1. Symbols overview
The phonetic symbols used in MWALED are listed in Pronunciation 

Symbols (p. 22a) and are divided into three groups: Vowels, Consonants, 
and Other Symbols. Each vowel and consonant symbol is introduced 
along with keywords. The consonant symbols used in MWALED are 
basically the same as those in other dictionaries that use the IPA. Among 
consonant symbols, two are given with diacritics /n, 1/. These are used
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FACE
PRICE
MOUTH
CHOICE
GOAT

ei/ej
ai/aj
au/aw
oi/oj
ou/ow 9u|〇U

START
SQUARE
NEAR
force/north

CURE

ae^/ar 
ea^/er 
i^/ir 
o^l or 
u^/ur

ear
isr

SLS MWALED COBAm LAAD2 OALD1 (RP|GA)
TRAP
LOT
DRESS
KIT
FOOT
STRUT
COMMa

d|q:

Table 3.1 shows that few differences are observed in the category of 
short vowels. One is the trariscription of lctt words， which will be dis_ 
cussed in 3.4.1. The use of length marks for long vowels is one char­
acteristic of MWALED. Among the four dictionaries, MWALED and 
OALD1 use length marks. uVowel length in American English is 
generally considered to be conditioned by phonological environment”

〇
>
W)
o

FLEECE
GOOSE
THOUGHT
PALM
NURSE

/u:w

a^/a'-r 3：r

when both /n, 1/ function as syllabic consonants, as in button and pedal. 
Four symbols are listed in the section titled Other Symbols: the label Brity 
which indicates British pronunciation; a slash; and two stress marks.

The characteristics of MWALED can be observed in vowel symbols. 
Table 3.1 summarizes the vowel symbols of the four dictionaries by 
categorizing the vowels into three groups. Symbols for each vowel are 
introduced on the basis of Wells5 (1982) Standard Lexical Sets (SLS).

Table 3.1 Comparison of vowel symbols

S
M
U
O
l
l
m
a
l
Q

s

【3
M
C
>
+->
J
O
(-!
{
s
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(£^1)17，p. ix)，and because of this，length marks are often not used in 
the description of American English pronunciation. However, length 
marks are helpful for learners who have a length contrast in their 
mother tongue, such as in Japanese. In MWALED, only the nurse 
vowel does not accompany the length mark, but no explanation has 
been given for this. For diphthongs, a slight difference is observed in 
which vowel symbol each dictionary uses as its starting quality.

3.2. Two versions of symbols for diphthongs and long vowels
As shown in Table 3.1, two different symbols are given for diph­

thongs and long vowels /ii, ui, 0^/. This is explained in Pronunciation 
Symbols (p. 22a): uthe second symbol is used when the sound occurs 
immediately before another vowel and the first symbol is used else­
where/5 The following are examples.

Pre-vocalic positions 
diet /'dajat/ 
heroic /hi'rowik/ 
theater /丨0ij3t沙/

Elsewhere 
die /'dai/ 
hero /'hirou/ 
theme /丨0i:m/

When close vowels or closing diphthongs are followed by another 
vowel, [j] or [w] is inserted as a glide (Takebayashi 1996: 340). Thus, 
the transcription of MWALED may be phonetically correct. However, 
to assign two different symbols to one vowel may be confusing for 
learners of English.

3.3. Rhotic vowels
MWALED is different from the other dictionaries in regard to the 

transcription of rhotic vowels. Table 3.1 shows that only MWALED 
consistently uses a hooked schwa \^\ for all rhotic vowels. The only 
exception is the use of /^/ for nurse words in LAAD2. All the other 
dictionaries employ the sequence of a vowel symbol followed by /r/ to 
transcribe rhotic vowels. Takebayashi (1987) argues that transcribing 
rhotic vowels by combining a vowel and /r/ is not accurate and it is also 
misleading for learners of English. For example, the symbol /3r/ or /3：r/
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for nurse words indicates that the vowel sound consists of two different 
qualities, but in fact, the vowel is a monophthong, and its quality does 
not change throughout its production. The application of a hooked 
schwa for rhotic vowels in GA should be welcomed from the pedagogic 
point of view.

3.4. Open back vowels
In general, both GA and RP are said to have the three-way contrast 

of open back vowels. For both GA and RP, an open unrounded /a:/ is 
assigned to palm, and an open back rounded /〇:/ is assigned to thought. 
The length mark may or may not be present for GA. In the case of lot 
words, an unrounded /a/ is used in GA while a rounded /d/ is used in 
RP. Finally, for cloth words, GA speakers use /〇:/ and RP speakers 
use /d/. In general, in spite of a distributional difference, both GA and 
RP speakers use three vowels in contrast. Nevertheless, the recent pro­
nunciation change in GA is most noticeable in vowels of the open back 
area. Subsections 3.4.1—3.4.3 discuss the description of open back vow­
els in MWALED in more detail.

3.4.1. lot-palm merger
The distinction between GA and RP lot vowels is lip-rounding; the 

former uses an unrounded vowel, while the latter uses a rounded one. 
In addition, lot vowels in GA have been lengthened and have become 
equivalent to palm vowels (Wells 1982: 246, Trudgill and Hannah 2008: 
43). Table 3.2 compares the transcription of the two vowels in the five 
dictionaries.

Table 3.2 The transcription of LOT and palm

lot (e.g., bomb) palm (e.g., balm)
MWALED a:

COB Am D a

LAAD2 a

MWCDW a
OALD1 (RP|GA) d|q: a:
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Table 3.2 shows that the recent dictionaries reflect the lot-palm merg­
er of GA in their transcription. Except for COBAm, which distinguish­
es the two vowel phonemes by assigning a different symbol to each 
group, the other dictionaries use the same symbol for both vowel pho­
nemes reflecting the merger. Even MWCDW, which uses a diacritical 
system, rewrites LOT vowels with the symbol \a\.1} By using the length 
mark, MWALED also emphasizes the lengthening of lot vowels.

3.4.2. lot-thought merger
Recently, the merger of /a:/ in lot and palm and /〇:/ in cloth and 

thought has been observed in GA. Wells calls this the lot-thought 
merger and explains that <{what may once have been a western Pennsyl­
vania regionalism is now clearly very much more widespread>, (1982: 
473). The development seems to have spread such that “fewer and 
fewer Americans distinguish these two vowel sounds [= lot and 
thought] from one another”（1^1)3, p. xxi). In addition, Trudgill and 
Hannah (2008) say that the spread of this merger is ongoing in some 
regions but complete in others.

According to Wells (1982: 474), the quality of the merged vowel is 
unrounded. Similarly, Ladefoged (2006: 89) explains that the quality of 
the merged vowel is closer to /a/. In other words, the lot-thought 
merger resulted in the disappearance of a long back rounded vowel /〇:/ 
from the vowel system of GA. The following table compares the tran­
scription of lot and thought vowels.

Table 3.3 The transcription of lot and thought

lot (e.g., cot) THOUGHT (e.g., caught)

MWALED a:

COBAm D D

LAAD2 a 0

OALD1 (RP|GA) o|a: 0：

Table 3.3 shows that only MWALED reflects the lot-thought merg­
er. The other dictionaries still distinguish the two vowels by using 
separate symbols. LAAD2 refers to the lot-thought merger in its sec­
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tion titled “Pronunciation-American English” and explains that “the 
vowels /〇/ and /a/ are both shown, but many speakers do not use the 
sound /〇/. These speakers say /a/ in place of /d/ . . .,5 However, the 
merger is not reflected in its transcription. MWCDW provides two pos­
sibilities for some words. For example, it only gives \o\ for caller and 
stalk but gives both \o\ and \a\ for caught, dawn, and naughty. Still, 
it presents \o\ as the primary pronunciation. MWALED is the only 
dictionary that consistently transcribes LOT and thought words with 
one vowel symbol, /a:/.

3.4.3. cloth words
An investigation of the transcription of all cloth words listed by 

Wells (1982) shows that most cloth words such as off, loss, soft, cost, 
gone, coffee, and office are transcribed with /a:/ in MWALED. Even 
for words such as gong, long, and wash, which Wells (1982) describes 
as showing fluctuation among regions, MWALED consistently uses /a:/. 
The only exception is cloth vowels which appear in front of the inter­
vocalic /r/, for example, in words like authority, horrible, and quar­
rel. For these words, MWALED uses /〇/ and not /a:/.

In short, the three-way contrast of open back vowels in GA is com­
pletely lost in the transcription of MWALED, as Table 3.4 summa­
rizes.

Table 3.4 The transcription of palm, lot, cloth, and thought

PALM LOT CLOTH THOUGHT

MWALED a:

The phonetic transcription in MWALED is innovative in that it cor­
rectly reflects the quality of current GA vowels. It may be simple and 
easy for learners because the number of symbols is reduced. At the 
same time, it may not be pedagogic because important information such 
as the distinction between free and checked vowels is lost. Also, the 
faithful reflection of vowel mergers in GA results in widening the
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