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Mediums of access to the Oxford English Dictionary

The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) was not the first of the great national historical 
dictionaries edited in the nineteenth century, but it has been one of the most successful. 
This paper examines how the contents of the dictionary can be manipulated computa-
tionally to offer the user new modes of access for investigating the language. These 
methods are of course relevant not only to dictionaries of the English language, and 
similar techniques are being followed by lexicographical scholars and computational 
linguists throughout the world.1

1. The basics

A dictionary needs a tight editorial policy (covering the selection of entries, its defining 
and etymological methodology, etc.) and a formally established structure in which the 
lexical information is held.

The following illustration shows a typical single-sense OED entry for a borrowed word, 
in this case the word puttony (a kind of basket used in the wine trade) from Hungarian. 
A short examination of the entry reveals the marriage of content and structure. We need 
to understand the structure of the content before we can appreciate what is feasible 
computationally.

The headword form puttony shows us the dictionary spelling of the word, based on an 
analysis of the evidence of the word's usage available to the editors.

This is followed immediately by the pronunciation, offering a standardized British and 
American English variety. This isn't ‘absolute’ information, but is a guide to how the 
word is or might typically be pronounced in both regions. After this, there is inflectional 
information on ways in which (in this case) the plural form may be written. For a term 
which is still recognized as a foreign word, it is not surprising that both the Hungarian 
plural and a standardized English plural form is provided.

The etymology is more extensive, and is one of the features of any entry that presents 
additional hooks for computational analysis. In this case we see that the English word 
comes from modern Hungarian (we use the same spelling form in English), and that the 
Hungarian word derives from the regional German Butten recorded in Austria and Ba-
varia. Several additional notes supplement the detailed information of the word's form 
and pronunciation. The etymology is significant in reminding us of the historical links 
between Hungarian and German. A word would not pass from the southern German 
dialects into Hungarian without some reason, and of course geographical propinquity 
and common industrial and trade interests provide possible reasons.

1 OED Online images are copyright to Oxford University Press and are reprinted by permission of the 
Secretary to the Delegates of Oxford University Press.
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The definition is generally regarded as the heart of a dictionary entry, though in a na-
tional dictionary such as the OED it has to fight for this billing alongside several other 
major information sections. Here, we see that the definition immediately remarks that 
the sense is known principally in Hungary (so that readers are not misled into thinking 
it may have more widespread currency). The basket is defined concisely and appropri-
ately, and its function is then briefly described. A secondary definition is added, arising 
from the documentary evidence of the quotation paragraph. This definition is not for a 
form of basket but a measure (a basketful) of dried grapes used in the manufacture of 
the wine Tokay.

Fig. 1: The OED Online entry for puttony n.
“puttony, n.” OED Online. December 2012. Oxford University Press. 2 January 2013
www.oed.com/view/Entry/155284?rskey=SKKWxt&result=22&isAdvanced=true

Finally, the entry structure is completed by the paragraph of illustrative quotations. 
These document the occurrence and use of the word (or each sense of a word) in Eng-
lish, from the earliest appearance up to the date of editing (or of the term's obsolescence). 
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In the case of puttony we can see that it is at present first recorded in English in 1940, in 
the context of wine-making and wine-drinking, and it continues in this use into the 21st 
century, moving out of the highly specialized register of wine guides to the slightly less 
ethereal wine pages of the newspapers.

In multi-sense entries definition and quotation sections are repeated to accommodate 
each sense.

From this short explanation of a rather minor entry in the register of the English lan-
guage it is possible to suggest the wealth of information classified in many of the much 
larger entries. With competent computational retrieval and display tools it should be 
possible to generate significant information about the language. 

But this is not the only aim of the online dictionary. Historical dictionaries tell us not 
simply about words, but about the people who use them and the times and places in 
which they are used. If we question the dictionary properly, then we may be surprised at 
the amount of social and cultural data we can extract and analyse. Having said that, we 
should also bear in mind that the current software does not necessarily enable us to 
discover everything we would like to know from the data, and that future technological 
developments are likely to improve the quality of the information we can uncover from 
the dictionary's entries.

Fig. 2: Entry “profile” for put (OED Online)
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1.1 An entry “profile”

Dictionaries can seem dry and unwieldy. One of the advantages of having access to a big 
dictionary online is that you can often choose “views” of the data with which you feel 
comfortable. Near to puttony we have the enormous entry for the verb put – one of the 
biggest entries in the whole of the OED. For every entry in the online OED there exists 
an entry “profile” generated from the data within the entry. If any feature of the entry 
changes when the database is regularly updated, then these changes will also be applied 
to the “profile”.

The entry “profile” for put (see Fig. 2) is quite extensive. It starts with some general in-
formation about the word: it dates from the Old English period, and is (according to the 
OED) one of the oldest 3% of words recorded in English. The OED also gives you access 
to other words first recorded in the same decade (1050-1059), such as accent, mind, and 
shadow. The word's position as one of the oldest words in the language is plotted on a 
timeline (the dark needle at the left).

Not shown here, the “profile” continues with a further digest of information: a visual 
representation of the emergence of new senses of put over time; lists of words referred 
to and referring to put; etc. By using computational means, we can select and display 
information which the reader requires before launching head first into a substantial entry.

1.2 Filtering results

One of today's computational idioms is the “filter”. This process of interrogation involves 
iteratively creating subsets of subsets until you arrive at the level you require.

Fig. 3: Graph showing OED entries from Italian, arranged on a timeline 
based on their earliest reference in English
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This means of access has been applied to numerous areas of the OED Online. We can 
take languages as an example. It is now possible to ask the database to report back on 
each of the entries which derive immediately from, say, Italian. Formerly this search 
would have included any entry which mentions the word “Italian” anywhere within the 
etymology text of an entry. But more recently the tagging of etymologies has been 
strengthened so that the software is able to disregard chance references to “Italian” and 
locate only those entries deriving directly from the language.

The results are revealing. Disregarding outliers (which are often problematic), the graph 
shows that although a number of Italian words entered English in the fifteenth and early 
sixteenth century, the first substantial influx occurred in the late sixteenth century. We 
can plot this against our real-world knowledge of when the influence of the European 
Renaissance started to have a substantial effect in Britain, and when we might expect the 
vocabulary of the Renaissance to begin to emerge in English texts.

Fig. 4: Graph showing OED entries from French, arranged on a timeline 
based on their earliest reference in English

Note also that if the cursor is allowed to float over any of the columns of the graph, then 
a small box appears listing some of the Italian words which entered English in this time 
period (the span of which can be altered). A full click on any column will take the reader 
to a traditional-style word-list of all of the words from Italian which are recorded by the 
dictionary as entering English at this time. The possibilities for this sort of display in 
schools, for example, are easy to see. Students could be asked to compare the sorts of 
words which entered English from Italian (or any other language) in, say, the late six-



John Simpson100

teenth century and the late nineteenth century. What do the different types of words illus-
trated in these two time periods tell us about the relationship between Britain (or the Eng-
lish-speaking world) and Italy then? What types of new vocabulary are characteristic of 
each period? And so on.

A wider picture can then be obtained by comparing the picture for Italian words with 
that of French words which entered English, as documented by the OED. The picture 
is, as you might expect, slightly different from the Italian picture. The shape of the graph 
is different, with an earlier peak for French in the late fourteenth century, documenting 
a different type of relationship between the two languages and the two countries. This is 
also hinted at by the bare numbers: although there are 2,077 Italian words recorded as 
the basis of English words, the number of French words is far higher, at 23,098. And the 
types of words introduced from Italian differ in kind from their French counterparts. 
Altogether, an analysis and comparison of each graph allows us insights into the rela-
tionship between the languages over time.

We might also note that a stronger picture would emerge if we had comparable informa-
tion on Italian loans to and from French (and vice versa), to complete the triangle of lan-
guages. We can hope that in future more information may become available about the 
relationship between other languages.

The issue of filtering does not stop here. One can, for example, take the English words 
from French and request a timeline graph restricted simply to scientific (or political, or 
colloquial) vocabulary. Here is the graph for scientific terms:

Fig. 5: Graph showing OED entries from French which are also categorized as scientific, 
arranged on a timeline based on their earliest reference in English

Here the peak has shifted to the late nineteenth century, but with a solid series of results 
from the late fourteenth showing a continuing involvement by the English in scientific 
words deriving from French.

The concept of filtering is not, as we have seen, restricted to language words. The filter 
can operate on any of the defined subject/discipline categories covered by the dictionary, 
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on geographical spread, on register (slang, colloquial usage, etc.), and on a number of 
other criteria. Overall, it forms a very powerful tool for accessing the historical data 
locked in the OED.

1.3 Taking trips outside the OED

Looking inside the OED is rewarding work. Nowadays the focus of interest is not only 
the individual word but, through advances in computational lexicography, the language 
as a whole. We can at last find out information about linguistic trends, if we ask the right 
questions.

But there is also a world outside the dictionary. The more external resources that the 
dictionary can link to, the stronger it becomes. In 2009 Oxford University Press pub-
lished a Historical Thesaurus of the OED, which was the result of a long research pro-
gramme at the University of Glasgow. The dominant idea behind the thesaurus was to 
produce a reference tool which allowed the user to search by theme rather than by word. 
It might enable one, for example, to search for all of the legal terminology covered by 
the OED.

Fig. 6: Links from the OED's entry for microphone to a chronological list of synonyms 
or near-synonyms classified by the Historical Thesaurus of the OED

The project sought to achieve this not by the simplistic route of searching for all entries 
and senses explicitly labelled “Law” (which would have missed many legal terms which 
have not been explicitly labelled for one reason or another) but by adopting a more sys-
tematic approach. The procedure was to write out almost all of the meanings of words 
in the OED on to index cards, along with their date of first use. These cards were then 
ordered thematically. The result is that the book allows us to find all words in the OED 
relating, for example, to motor transport.
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One of the searches described above already uses this thesaurus, which has now been 
“plugged into” the OED computationally. We found all words of French origin in the 
dictionary, and then filtered that down to all scientific words of French origin. In order 
to isolate the ‘scientific’ words, the software used the thesaurus linkages.

These links can be seen at many entries throughout the dictionary. The illustration shows 
the OED's entry for microphone with links displayed as targets elsewhere in the diction-
ary. The Historical Thesaurus is able to show that at much the same time as the word 
microphone was coined (1878), English-speakers were using several other terms for the 
same concept (in this case carbon transmitter, carbon microphone, and pantelephone). 
With the power of hindsight we can say how pleased we are that the right word won out!

The online site also allows readers access to the framework of the thesaurus, and then 
– in the process of following up a lead or suggestion – back to the entry in the diction-
ary itself.

Fig. 7:  An extract from the list of words associated with the thesaurus head prison on the OED Online

This snapshot of the framework shows (on the left) how “prison” fits into this section of 
the thesaurus structure: under “imprisonment” and in turn within “punishment”. The list 
on the right shows some of the senses identified by the thesaurus software as more or 
less synonymous with “prison”. This structure may be found throughout the entire dic-
tionary, and therefore represents a significantly enhanced network of relationships avail-
able to the reader, in comparison to the cross-reference links which were the only form 
of linkage available previously.

It is now also possible to link outwards from an entry in the OED to equivalent entries in 
other dictionaries. This feature requires the user to have a subscription to the target text 
if one is necessary. So if the reader would like to find additional detailed information on 
a word current in the Middle English period, he or she would visit the relevant link in 
the central panel of the OED's entry, and click through to the equivalent entry in the 
Middle English Dictionary. The same linking functionality is available with the Diction-
ary of Old English (in progress in Toronto), from where it is also possible to link back 
into the OED. An extract from the OED's entry for god shows the links currently available 
outside the dictionary to other reference texts:
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Link from OED entry to 
other reference sources 

 
It would be a relatively simple matter to engineer links to other texts: to other major online 
dictionaries, to the texts of sources cited as quotations in the dictionary, and to other data which might 
be useful to the reader when investigating a particular word or trend in language. 

 

 

Additional information on authors and works is available through a clickable link in the short title 

We can end this brief survey of lexicographical functionality by looking at another area which has 
received extensive computational assistance, for the benefit of the reader. 

There are now over three million illustrative quotations in the OED, cited normally by date of 
publication, author, work-title, and other bibliographical apparatus. Traditionally much of this 
information has been abbreviated, to save space in the print dictionary. Space is certainly still an 
issue; the modern lexicographer needs to present data in a concise and elegant manner to the reader, 
and not to use the amount of memory space available to allow the content to become loose. But there 
are other ways to expand this shortened data. 

At present most bibliographical short titles in the text of dictionary entries have hyperlinks. If we look 
at the quotation dated 1678 at sense 6a of GOD n., we see it is from “R. Cudworth”, and in particular 
his “True Intell. Syst. Universe”. If we click on the short-title a small box appears on the screen with 
additional information about the author and text. We learn that the author is Ralph Cudworth (1617-

Fig. 8: Link from OED entry to 
other reference sources

It would be a relatively simple matter to engineer links to other texts: to other major on-
line dictionaries, to the texts of sources cited as quotations in the dictionary, and to other 
data which might be useful to the reader when investigating a particular word or trend 
in language.

Fig. 9: Additional information on authors and works is available 
through a clickable link in the short title

We can end this brief survey of lexicographical functionality by looking at another area 
which has received extensive computational assistance, for the benefit of the reader.

There are now over three million illustrative quotations in the OED, cited normally by 
date of publication, author, work-title, and other bibliographical apparatus. Tradition-
ally much of this information has been abbreviated, to save space in the print dictionary. 
Space is certainly still an issue; the modern lexicographer needs to present data in a 
concise and elegant manner to the reader, and not to use the amount of memory space 
available to allow the content to become loose. But there are other ways to expand this 
shortened data.

At present most bibliographical short titles in the text of dictionary entries have hyper-
links. If we look at the quotation dated 1678 at sense 6a of GOD n., we see it is from 
“R. Cudworth”, and in particular his “True Intell. Syst. Universe”. If we click on the 
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short-title a small box appears on the screen with additional information about the au-
thor and text. We learn that the author is Ralph Cudworth (1617-1688), and that his book 
is called “The True Intellectual System of the Universe”, published in one volume in 
1678. Brief notes indicate that Cudworth was a philosopher and theologian, and we are 
invited to click another link to read his full biography in the Oxford Dictionary of Na-
tional Biography. Further links allow you to access a specific page for Cudworth (also 
accessible through the “Sources” link of Top 1,000 authors and works cited in the dic-
tionary) and to read that Cudworth is the 337th most frequently quoted source in the 
OED, with a total of 1,280 quotations in all. We also see that he is currently registered by 
the OED as the first recorded source for 197 words and 191 senses and compounds. It is 
also possible to click through to the quotations themselves. The reader should note that 
these numbers (and their accompanying data) may change at each three-monthly update 
of the OED Online database.

As a final comment we might note that the 1,141 quotations from Cudworth's True Intel-
lectual System (89% of all Cudworth quotations in the OED) are by a long way the largest 
block of quotations taken from a single Cudworth work. We might then want to consider 
what this means: whether Cudworth is a particularly significant writer in terms of the 
language he uses, or whether his work was read by one of the dictionary's more dogged 
readers, or whether there are some other factors involved.

2. Accessing the dictionary in the future

So far we have been looking at new ways of accessing data within the dictionary and 
linking to external sources. We can now take a step back and examine broader issues 
relating to access in the future.

2.1 Access on new devices

When the OED was first released in machine-readable form in the early 1990s it was on 
the new medium of CD-ROM. This instantly brought a new tier of users to the dictionary 
and provided a means of advanced access to the data of a kind that simply wasn't pos-
sible previously. In the mid 1990s we experimented with options for establishing a 
searchable web site for the OED – in the early days of web-searchable databases – and 
finally went live with this in the year 2000.

Since then the readership – or usership – of the dictionary has broadened considerably, 
and we are thinking about how best to provide information for these new constituencies 
without prejudicing the quality of the content.

These are early days. The OED can of course be accessed on tablet computers, and it 
reads well on, for example, an iPad. The structure of the dictionary translates well to 
electronic devices. At present a mobile version of the OED is not available, and it is 
uncertain whether it would be satisfactory to try to represent the full content of the dic-
tionary on a small mobile screen. If this proves not to be an option, then there is the pos-
sibility to presenting reduced “views” of the data in this format, with the full picture 
only available on larger devices.
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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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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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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  
is 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.




