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Foreword

Professor Henry Widdowson

It happens that the publication of this, the seventh edition of the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary,
comes 250 years after the appearance of the first comprehensive dictionary of the English language,
compiled by Samuel Johnson. Much has changed since then. The English that Johnson described in
1755 was relatively well defined, still essentially the national property of the British. Since then, it has
dispersed and diversified, has been adopted and adapted as an international means of communication
by communities all over the globe. English is now the name given to an immensely diverse variety

of different usages. This obviously poses a problem of selection for the dictionary maker: which words
are to be included in a dictionary, and thus granted recognition as more centrally

or essentially English than the words that are left out?

Johnson did not have to deal with such diversity, but he too was exercised with this question. In his
Plan of an English Dictionary, published in 1747, he considers which words it is proper to include in his
dictionary; whether ‘terms of particular professions’, for example, were eligible, particularly since
many of them had been derived from other languages. ‘Of such words,’ he says, ‘all are not equally to
be considered as parts of our language, for some of them are naturalized and incorporated, but others
still continue aliens...”. Which words are deemed to be sufficiently naturalized or incorporated to count
as ‘parts of our language’, ‘real’ or proper English, and thus worthy of inclusion in a dictionary of the
language, remains, of course, a controversial matter. Interestingly enough, even for Johnson the status
of a word in the language was not the only, nor indeed the most important consideration. For being
alien did not itself disqualify words from inclusion: in a remark which has considerable current
resonance he adds: ‘some seem necessary to be retained, because the purchaser of the dictionary will
expect to find them’. And, crucially, the expectations that people have of a dictionary are based on
what they want to use it for. What Johnson says of his own dictionary would apply very aptly to OALD:
‘The value of a work must be estimated by its use: It is not enough that a dictionary delights the critic,
unless at the same time it instructs the learner...".

Instructing the learner is what OALD is all about. Its value, as with any learner’s dictionary, must be
estimated by its use, that it is to say its usefulness for learning. This is something that recent
developments in language description might distract us into forgetting. Computers have now
revolutionized the collection and analysis of language data, and the information about words that
Johnson spent years of dedicated drudgery to compile is now made available in a matter of seconds:
information in precise detail about word frequencies, for example, common patterns of collocation,
and so on. Now that all these new descriptive facts are at our disposal, it seems self-evident that they
should be recorded in the dictionary. They are, after all, ‘naturalized’, ‘parts of the language’,
properties of actually occurring, ‘real’ English. But if the value of the work is to be estimated by its use,
we need to consider how far this information about usage is relevant to the learner’s purposes.

The importance of words and meanings for the learner of English cannot simply be measured by their
frequency in current native-speaker usage. For one thing, infrequent words are always likely to make
an unexpected appearance, and to pose problems of receptive understanding. And there are words
which may not show up as being of very common occurrence overall, but which are prominent in
certain domains of use which learners will need to engage with, or have become current in
communities of users of English as an international language. We also need to bear in mind that a
corpus of contemporary written texts will only tell us about what has been currently written, not what
is currently read. Learners of English will often need to read texts which are not recent, where they
will encounter words of literary or outdated usage. They will, reasonably enough, expect to find
infrequent words of this kind in a dictionary that claims to be designed to meet their needs. They will
find words of this kind in this edition of OALD.

Descriptive facts have to be related to pedagogic factors. This applies not only to what information
about words and meanings it is appropriate to include, but also how it is to be presented. OALD, like
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other dictionaries, deals with word meanings in two ways: by explanation and by exemplification. In a
learner’s dictionary especially, it is obviously necessary to explain the meaning of a word by defining it
in simple terms. One way of doing this is to compile a restricted list of words which is custom-made for
defining purposes. OALD makes use of such a defining vocabulary (the Oxford 3000). Many of these, of
course, are high-frequency words that occur across a wide range of usage. But again, frequency is not
the only criterion. The Oxford 3000 is not simply a list of the 3000 most frequent words of English. It
includes words which would fall outside such a list, but which are useful for learning as well as
relevant for defining purposes. It is again usefulness that is the deciding factor.

Although explanations make use of words of high frequency in naturally occurring usage, they
themselves bear little resemblance to what naturally occurs, and there is no reason why they should.
With exemplification, however, it is precisely such usage that has to be exemplified. The convention in
the past was to cite authentic examples of written language, especially that produced by the ‘best’
writers. In recent dictionaries, authenticity remains a prime consideration, but it is no longer linked
with the authority of prestigious written texts. Corpus analysis now makes it possible to draw
authentic examples from a vast range of attested contemporary usage. A concordance will display
hundreds or thousands of them to choose from. The question is whether there is any particular reason
for choosing one rather than another.

A corpus is an abundant source of samples of English usage. If they are to function as examples,
however, then we need to ask just what it is they are intended to be examples of. If this is to be of the
meaning that has been previously explained in the entry, they cannot just be picked out of the corpus
at random. This is because the context in which the sample of usage originally occurs will usually
make it unnecessary to spell the meaning out. Samples of the language, isolated from their natural
context of use, will not normally exemplify word meanings, but will simply show one instance, among
innumerable others, of the word’s actual occurrence, which, in itself, is of little if any help to the
learner.

It is not only the previously explained meaning of the word that we might want a sample to exemplify,
however, but also its collocational tendencies, how it commonly co-occurs with others. Again, similar
problems arise. If learners were presented with a range of samples displayed in a concordance, they
might be able to infer what these tendencies are by effectively converting samples to examples. But
they clearly cannot do this on the basis of only a sample or two in a dictionary entry.

In view of these obvious difficulties, rather than insist on the use of authentic samples, it would seem
to make more sense for a learner’s dictionary to follow the quite different principle of pedagogic
appropriateness and to provide, as OALD does, examples that are designed for the express purpose of
exemplification. This does not mean that any less account is taken of the findings of corpus
descriptions, but only that they are taken into account in ways which make them more accessible and
relevant to learners.

Again it is the needs of the learner that are given priority, and this is what, from its early beginnings,
has always marked OALD as distinctive. Although, in a way, all dictionaries of English date back to
1755, OALD has its own unique origins in a dictionary published by Oxford University Press in 1948,
with A S Hornby as its principal editor. It bore the title: A Learner’s Dictionary of Current English.
Though the title has changed, OALD follows the same basic principle: how much of the English now
current in the world is to be included, and how it is to be presented, will depend on who the
dictionary is designed for. OALD is not just another dictionary of current English, but essentially a
learner’s dictionary. And this makes all the difference.
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