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Abstract
CambridgeDictionariesOnline hasprovided a rangeof learners’dictionariesonline for free. While
demonstratingthis service,we will discussthe challengesandbenefitsof online dictionariesover and
againsttheirpaperandCD-ROM cousins.

In July 1999, CambridgeUniversity Presslaunchedan online dictionary service.At that
stage,therewerealreadyonline dictionaries,e.g. from Merriam-Websterhttp://m-w.com
Collins Cobuild http://springbank.linguistics.ruhr-uni-bochum.de/ccsd and
Newbury Househttp://nhd.heinle.com - since then, the Oxford English Dictionary
http://oed.com hasgoneonline, thoughby subscriptiononly. Most of theseresourcesare
aimedat the native speaker ratherthan the languagelearner. To the bestof our knowledge,
CambridgeDictionariesOnline is currentlyuniquein providing accessto a completerangeof
learners’dictionariesincludingacomprehensiveadvancedlearners’dictionary. By April 2000,
it hadalreadyattractedover two million searches,with morethan10,000searcheseachday.

To date,salesof electronicdictionarieshavebeenrathermodest.Paperdictionariesareportable,
easyto browse,anddon’t requirea computerto be switchedon. Online dictionariesnot only
requirethecomputerto beswitchedonbut alsorequireit to beconnectedvia thetelephoneline
(at not inconsiderableexpensein many countries)to the Internet.CD-ROM dictionarieshave
hardlytakenoff in abig way, sowhy botherwith thedevelopmentof onlinedictionaries?

Well, onlinedictionariesarecheaperif not free,andshouldbemoreup-to-date.Theconsumer
canunderstandthat,but whataboutthepublisher?Interneteconomicsarestill developing,but
evenwithout any directcharging, thepublishergainsa large,easilyaccessiblecustomerbase,
freefeedbackandresearch,andadvertisingopportunities.But will onlinedictionariesstopcus-
tomersbuyingtheirprint andCD-ROM cousins?I wouldsuggestthat,for themarketasawhole,
thatmay inevitably bethecase.Thewheelcan’t beturnedback- onlinedictionariesexist and
arenotgoingto goaway. But whencustomersdowantto gooutandbuy adictionary, in print or
on CD-ROM, they would ratherpick onethatthey have hadtheopportunityto testthoroughly
first.

Electronicformatshavebig advantagesoverpaperformats,a factthathastoo oftenbeensadly
ignoredwhenelectronicdictionarieshave provided little morethansearchableversionsof the
printedtext. No needto compresstext into crampedparagraphs- eachdefinitionandexample
sentencecanstarton a new line. No needfor obscurecodes- fuller descriptionsbecomepos-
sible (e.g.partsof speechandgrammardescriptionsno longerneedto be abbreviatedto save
space),with hyperlinksto moredetailedinformation.No needto excludepossibleinclusions
or extra examplesentenceson groundsof space.Yet, careis still neededin design- too much
informationwritten out in full form with lots of new lines canbe just asconfusingascom-
pressedparagraphspacked with detail. The importantthing to note is that it is a whole new
designprocess.
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This clarity of approachshouldbejust asobviousin thedesignof theuserinterface.Learners’
dictionariespridethemselveson their simplicity andclarity - lots of examples,definitionsonly
usingwordsin coredefiningvocabularies- andthe sameneedsto be just astrue for the user
interface:the instructionsandthe way itemsaresearchedfor andselected.Justas too much
informationin entriescanbeconfusing,too many optionsor too many links canjust serve to
confuse.Thepurposeof any link or optionshouldbeself-evident.Simplybecausesomethingis
possiblein multimedia,thatdoesn’t meanweshouldnecessarilydo it. Sometimeslessis more.

With print, you can guaranteethat eachreaderwill seethe samething. With the Internet,
thingsare not so simple: differentmakesof computer, differentoperatingsystems,different
colour/font/charactersettings,differentbrowsersoftware,differentwindow sizes.So it is not
only awholenew designprocessbut a technicallycomplex oneaswell.

CambridgeDictionariesOnline hasbeendescribedas"fully searchableandspeciallywritten
for learnersof Englisharoundthe world. It’ s a straightforward servicewith no frills andno
thumbing.Extremelyuseful."(BBC WebGuidehttp://www.bbc.co.uk/webguide)

Thereare3 corescreens.On thefirst, theuserselectsadictionaryandtypesin aword to search
for:
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On thesecondscreen,theuseris shown all theplaceswherethesearchword is definedin the
dictionary. TheCambridge International Dictionary of English usesguidewordsto distinguish
differentsenses.Thesework even betterin electronicform thanin print becausethey canbe
seenin asinglelist ratherthanwithin thedictionarytext:
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Thethird screengivesthedefinitionsandexamplesfor thesensethattheuserhaschosen:

Usersareencouragedto commenton entriesandsuggestnew words.Besidesthis direct feed-
back,all searchesare logged.We can thus instantly find out what wordsaremost often not
found(biogeographer!),andwhatwordsaremostoftensearchedfor (idiom, pedagogue,ubiq-
uitous,serendipity, eponymous).A numberof wordshavebeenaddeddueto theirpopularityin
onlinesearches(e.g.segue).

In researchingspecificallyfor learners’dictionaries,it is importantto beawarethatmany if not
mostof theonlinedictionaryusersarenativespeakersof English.While a searchof theusers’
Internetdomainscanhelpwith this,somany usersworldwidemakeuseof globalservicessuch
ashotmail.comandaol.comthatgeographicaldomainalonecannotbereliedupon.If this is an
importantissue,onlineregistrationwill benecessary, thoughthis will put someusersoff.

For reasonsof speedandexpense,thereis still a placefor CD-ROM dictionaries,andin fact
onlinedictionariesmaywell provideanentryinto theelectronicdictionaryarenafor many users.
Usersstartto longfor offline accessandextrafunctionality. While almostall extrafunctionality
could be provided online, it makessenseat presentfor the publisherto preserve the bestfor
the purchasedCD-ROM or for payingsubscribers.At CambridgeUniversity Press,we have
recentlypublishedtheCD-ROM versionsof theCambridge International Dictionary of English
andCambridge Dictionary of American English, andarehopingto seemany electronicusers
purchasetheCD-ROM versionto complementtheir useof theonlinedictionaries.
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