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Going back to Fillmore et al. (1988), one way to conceptualise phraseological expressions is to
categorise them as linguistic constructions situated at the lexically substantive end of a spectrum of
grammatical constructions that reaches from highly schematic patterns (such as the transitive
construction, containing no lexically fixed elements) to fully lexically and morphologically fixed
phrases (e.g. long time no see). After outlining what such a constructivist understanding of
phraseological expressions entails and why it may be attractive, this presentation will consider the
challenges that arise when seeking to distinguish between phraseological and non-phraseological
linguistic expressions on the basis of a constructionist understanding.

To investigate those challenges, a dataset of approximately 10,000 candidate phraseological
expressions was used. Candidate expressions were extracted from 30 million words of English-
language Wikipedia pages in the form of n-gram lists, using a frequency filter and a consolidation
stage that consolidated frequencies of sequences of a length between 2 and 7 words (cf. Buerki,
2017; 2016). Each candidate expression was then rated as either phraseological or non-
phraseological by two raters using Buerki's (2016) rating guidelines. This resulted in agreement in
approximately 70% of assessed expression types. Areas of frequent disagreement were then
identified and analysed to better understand the factors that lead to rater disagreement before
considering the theoretical and methodological relevance of these factors for a constructionist
conceptualisation of phraseological expressions.

Results indicate that areas associated with rater disagreement involve, among other aspects,
schematic elements (also known as ‘slots’, e.g. fond of X) and candidates that are lexically
substantive constructs (e.g. the Royals), but arguably represent mere constructs, that is,
instantiations of constructions fixed at a more abstract level (e.g. article + noun). Since they revolve
around the constructionist concepts of substantiveness and schematicity, these observations point to
the relevance of the constructionist framework in demarcating the phraseological from the non-
phraseological, but may also provide a new perspective on the challenges that have long been noted
with respect to the traditional criterion of fixedness.
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