
A methodological approach to integrate the vertical stratification of the 
constructicon in corpus research 

 
Constructions, the basic descriptive units of construction grammar, are organized into networks that 
range from entirely concrete constructions to fully schematic ones (Fried and Östman 2004: 15–18). 
However, the vertical stratification of this ‘constructicon’ is only rarely taken into account in corpus 
studies with a constructionist background (for exceptions, see a.o. Boas 2010, Lenci 2012). We will argue 
that this leads to several problems, the most fundamental of which we call the Problem of Precedence. 
This problem asks which level in the constructicon is most relevant in the study of e.g. a particular 
alternation. To answer this question, we introduce a methodological approach that incorporates the 
vertical dimension. 

To illustrate this approach, we investigate the alternation between the Dutch transitive construction 
and the naar-construction, as in (1)-(2) (cf. Haeseryn et al. 1997: 1168; Broekhuis 2004: 122), based on 
the Sonar corpus (Oostdijk et al. 2013). We start at the most schematic level and use collocational analyses 
to identify the verbs doen ‘do’ and kijken ‘look’ as the most prototypical verbs of the transitive and naar-
construction. Next, we calculate the semantic proximity of each alternating verb to doen ‘do’ and kijken 
‘look’ in distributional vector space, and use this proximity to predict the choice between both 
constructions. 

We then descend a level in the constructicon and investigate the alternation separately for each 
alternating verb. Here, we apply the same procedure to the object slot. Finally, we descend even further 
and investigate the alternation separately for e.g. zoek (naar) slachtoffer ‘search victim’ and zoek (naar) 
woord ‘search word’. While we focus on semantic differences, we will control for processing-related and 
lectal factors.   

  
(1) Zakkenrollers zoeken voornamelijk (naar) slachtoffers in het openbaar vervoer,… 
     (WR-P-P-G-0000152205.p.4.s.3)  

 ‘Pickpockets primarily search their victims in public transportation,…’ 
 
(2) Het soort liefde dat (…) deed haar (naar) nieuwe dingen verlangen. 
         (WR-P-P-B-0000000132.p.1726.s.15) 

 ‘The kind of love that (…) made her long for new things’ 
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