Mediums of access to the Oxford English Dictionary 105

Fig. 10: The Concise Oxford accessible on a smartphone

But how would one go about selecting the best way to reduce the data? This is a problem
that anyone working in this environment is encountering, and at present the answer is
not clear as regards the OED. Maybe we shouldn't try to solve the problem for this
generation of mobile devices, but await new technological developments which may be
more satisfactory for complex language data. The present generation works well with
smaller dictionaries, such as the Concise Oxford (see illustration).

2.2 Crowd-sourcing

Another of the ways in which the relationship between the dictionary and its readers is
changing is through the medium of crowd-sourcing, or opening up an issue to as many
people as possible through the Internet in order to increase the likelihood of finding a
successful solution. But crowd-sourcing is not new to the OED. Long before the term
“crowd-sourcing” was invented, the OED was appealing to English speakers throughout
the world to contribute to the compilation of the dictionary, especially by providing the
editors with additional evidence of language use from historical texts.

This procedure has proved extremely successful over the years, and the OED has bene-
fited immeasurably for the assistance of the general public. The new media allow us to
extend this idea, and for several years now science-fiction aficionados have had their
own wiki through which they can publish their lexical findings and be sure that these are
considered for the rolling revision of the dictionary.

At the OED's sci-fi web site (www.jessesword.com/sf/) there are pages for each of the
OED's science-fiction terms, along with an explanation of what new material would be
helpful. There are also pages for terms not yet in the dictionary but for which readers
might like to contribute information.
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Full record for pressure-suit n.

Definition =space suit

OED requirements antedating 1928

Earliest cite E. E. Smith The Skylark of Space’

Comment Alistair Durie submitted a 1928 cite from E.E. Smith’s "The Skylark of Space”.

Earliest cite in the OED is from 1936

Last modified 6 July, 2008

Citations for pressure-suit n.

click here for more information about the citation list

1928 Amazing Stories 3 539/2 Have you fur pressure-suits?

1969 R. A HEmLEIM Let. 12 Nov. in R. A Heinlein | lured him=- by promising him that he could help develop pressure suits for fighter
& V. Heinlein Grumbles from Grave (1990) 196 planes--_Itled directly to him developing the first suit used on the Moon.

1969 R. A. HEmNLEIN Let. 12 Mov. in R. A. Heinlein | lured him-- by promising him that he could help develop pressure suits for fighter
& V. Heinlein Grumbles from Grave (1990) 196 planes--. Itled directly to him developing the first suit used on the Moon.

1976 C. HoLLaNnD Floating Worlds (1977) 461 Aman in a pressure suit jogged across the gray dust to the ship.
1992 V. VINGE Fire upon Deep 11. xxv. 189 The pressure suits he built had power packs and weapons stores.

1992 B. Bova Mars (1993) 3 Through the thick insulation of his pressure suit, Jamie could hear nothing except his
own excited breathing.

1994 B. Bova Craft of Writing Sci. Fict. that Sells iv. With a twist of his shoulders to settle the weight ofthe pressure suit's bulky backpack,

22 he shambled over to the packet of seismic instruments.

2004 P. F. HamiLTon Pandora's Stariv. 93 The last half had to be covered in pressure suits; and the only real view, sensational
though itwas, came from Aphrodite’s Seat, the cliftops just below the caldera plateau.

Fig. 11: Evidence for the expression pressure suit collected for the OED's science-fiction wiki site

We can take as an example the expression pressure suit (defined by the OED as “an all-
body garment that can be made airtight and inflated to protect the wearer against low ambi-
ent pressure (as in high-altitude flight)”). The previous printed version of the OED (1989)
offered an earliest use for the term from Flight magazine in 1936. Readers have contrib-
uted numerous further examples of the expression, the earliest of which from 1928.

In future it would be possible to extent the concept of dedicated (and controlled) subject-
specific wikis to other areas of language for which there is an active community of users
eager to contribute to the OED, or simply to publish their findings for others to see.

The earliest appeals to the public from the OED in the late 1850s requested volunteers to
read through specific texts extracting data that would be useful to a dictionary intended
to describe the English language throughout the world and over many centuries. But soon
these appeals turned into lists of desiderata, printed and circulated in the hope that mem-
bers of the public would know just that piece of information that the editors required.

More recently, appeals have also been made through other media, the most extensive
being the BBC2 television series Balderdash & Piffle, aired in 2006 and 2007. In this
series a set of words was issued as a challenge to the public, who were asked to provide
printed or other verifiable earlier evidence for the existence of the terms. The show was
very successful, with many of the appeals (such as ploughman's lunch, something for the
weekend, and made-up (= “happy, pleased”)) proving successful. In 2012 a new on-going
Appeal was launched. After starting with a handful of active appeals, new requests are
regularly added (blue-arsed fly, party animal, blues and twos, etc.) and findings are fed
back to the editor for incorporation in the dictionary.
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appeals Help record the history of our language

Home — Appeals = easy-peasy *

View OED entry [2

CaASY-PECASY ective cartier

This colloguialism for ‘extremely easy' was added to the dictionary in 2002. OED editors posted an
appeal for earlier evidence in our print newsletter back then. and we haven't given up. We're still
trying to find evidence earlier than our current first quotation:

1976 Evening Standard 20 July 19 (caption) I'm short of money
this week. How do | get to work? Easy peasy. | run to the
station, leap the barrier, clobber the train driver, dress up in his
clothes [etc.].

Earlier evidence may be available in print, or in new digital archives which were not available when we
initially researched the entry.

Posted by OED_Editor on 28 November 2012 10.12
Comments: =

Fig. 12: An online appeal launched by the OED in November 2012

In the light of the success of both these models, it is possible to imagine in future that
the dictionary will operate some form of wiki-based system for collecting information
from the public about any English word or meaning, while at the same time running
directed appeals for specific words for which editors actively need more data.

This is turn ties in with another idea which is in general circulation in the reference com-
munity, and that is the publication of so-called “stub” entries, as in Wikipedia. Publishers
and editors are aware that the expectations of readers have changed over the years with
their growing familiarity with information obtained from the Internet. Whereas previ-
ously the assumption was that published information should be fully researched and edit-
ed before it was released, there is now an expectation that although finalized, authorita-
tive text is required it may also be acceptable to show unfinished work, as long as it
1s properly identified. Readers would therefore be able to see which new words, for ex-
ample, might be edited in the near future (and for which they may be able to provide
additional information), or they may even be offered the chance to provide a new or
improved definition for a term (as they would expect to do in any case on projects such
as the Urban Dictionary).

This is not to signal a free-for-all in publishing. Information would need to be flagged
with regard to its level of authority, and all work would still be moving towards the fully
finalized entry. But readers would perhaps benefit from seeing how work is progressing,
and they could also contribute to moving the entry on to the next stage.
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At present the OED Online is provided on the basis of a subscription model. In the UK
and New Zealand most public libraries offer access free to their readers through separate
agreements with Oxford University Press. But the expectation of many on the Internet
now is that content should be provided free of charge to the end user. This appears to of-
fer content providers little scope for directly recouping costs — which can be substantial.

Different providers are examining different ways to overcome this obstacle. At the two
extremes we find funded bodies (often national language bodies or universities) posting
content without charge to the user. At the other extreme, substantial changes are levied
which often result in even large universities and other substantial organizations being
unable to afford important resources.

There are any number of options within these two alternatives. Charges can be levied on
individual searches or by results; shorter- or longer-term subscriptions can be offered;
the resources can be separated into ‘premium’ content, for which charges are incurred,
and regular content, which may be searched free, perhaps alongside paid advertisements.

There are major issues involving user satisfaction here. Whilst the user may appreciate
being able to run basic searches on an important resource, he or she may become in-
creasingly frustrated at being prevented from drilling down into results without further
payment drip-feed. But others will only ever need to look at one type of information
(perhaps definitions in the case of dictionaries), and so a publisher might be unwilling
to satisfy 100% of the needs of this class of user without any charge whatsoever.

The OED is still considering all of these options, as are many other data providers. We
would expect to emerge from this debate with new plans, but at present it is uncertain
what these would be.

3. Conclusion

The OED Online is a major resource for the documentation and study of the English lan-
guage. As a result of its most recent functional update it offers a broad range of search
strategies (often based around the notion of filtering down from previous results). It also
offers much additional discursive information on the dictionary and the language, and
digests of material analysed from the main dictionary database. Over the years we can
expect to see the diversity of this functionality and information extended.

Many of the issues addressed and being addressed by the OED are common to other
national historical dictionaries and, indeed, to any organization offering material on the
Internet. As well as enhancing the dictionary content by regular quarterly updates we
can expect further software development to expand the ways in which data can be ac-
cessed or displayed on the site. Furthermore, we might reasonably expect further links
to other historical dictionary sites outside the English-speaking world, and to other types
of sites (holding modern or historical text, encyclopaedic or other reference information,
images, etc.).

As well as this, data providers need to examine more closely the options for making
proprietary data available over the Internet, whether this is by fully open access, free ac-
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cess to restricted segments (however generated), premium charges for specialist data, or
by some other mechanism. This is not the sort of issue which has only one answer, and
we can expect to see different answers testing the water. Perhaps the final outcome will
be influenced by the fact that although we are data providers, at heart and at bottom we
are all users ourselves.






