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- Abstract

Since the introduction of monolingual learners’ dictionaries, about six decades ago, 1986-2006 was the
period in the history of lexicography that saw the greatest number of new developments in this field.
Some of the areas in which changes took place are the semi-bilingualization of learners’ dictionaries,
the incorporation of user-friendly features in learners’ dictionaries, the creation of word corpora on
which learners’ dictionaries can be based, the development of software programs for dictionary writing
and manipulation, the invention of electronic applications of lexicography data bases, the emergence of
a highly competitive market for publishers of learners’ dictionaries, the flowering of academic lexicog-
raphy, such as university departments and courses, research in, and writing about the theory and prac-
tice of pedagogic lexicography, and last but not least, the multiplicity of neologisms. s it conceivable
that new developments will continue to evolve at such a breathtaking speed? What will dictionaries be
like ten more Euralex conferences from now, in 2026?

1 Introduction

A period of twenty years is a very short time in the history of lexicography. Indeed, it is
only a fraction of a lexicographer’s lifetime. Yet, the metamorphosis of dictionary design,
production and use in this past score of years is unparalleled in all dictionary history. I dis-
cuss eight areas in which profound changes have taken place. The selection is purely subjec-
tive, and additional areas may be suggested by participants in the discussion period.

2 The semi-bilingualization of learners’ dictionaries

The semi-bilingualization of learners’ dictionaries — which is providing a separate moth-
er-tongue translation of the headword, for each meaning of every entry and sub-entry —
could never have come about if the monolingual learner’s dictionary had not first been
invented. During the preceding four decades the groundwork had already been laid in devel-
oping monolingual learners’ dictionaries, with their easy-to-understand defining vocabular-
ies, examples of typical use, and learning notes, by pioneers such as A.S. Hornby and pub-
lishers such as Longman and Oxford. [See OALDI1 and LDOCE1.] These dictionaries, of
course, were monolingual, and so relied on the users’ ability to understand everything they
read, even though they were foreign language dictionaries.

From there, it was a short jump to satisfy language learners’ psychological and practical
needs for a translation into the language they are actually thinking in, while learning a new
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language and using a dictionary. Previously, Panmun Book Company, Ltd. of Korea had tried
translating almost the entire text of Oxford Advanced Dictionary of Current English into Ko-
rean [See OALD English-Korean edition]. But ‘over-translating’ turned out to be self-defeat-
ing, because then users tend to read only the translation, without reading the text in the target
language, and so, they do not think in the target language. Nevertheless, it was a step.away
from the Direct Method in foreign language teaching (total immersion in the target language)
and a return to the recognition of the importance of the use of the mother-tongue.

Semi-bilingualization, the first serious attempt of which appeared in 1986, heralded a
new phase in the concept of language-learning dictionaries [See OSDHS1, 1986).

3 The incorporation of user-friendly features in learners’ dictionaries

An integral aspect of semi-bilingual dictionaries for language learners is their learner-
friendly features, which make dictionaries easier to use. Look at this page from AOLD3,
whose contents are no more user-friendly than its appearance. Notice how crowded it is —
how jam-packed with abbreviations, signs and symbols. This dictionary uses over 75 abbre-
viations, signs and symbols, and has 40 pages explaining how to use it, including 10 pages
of tables of verb patterns. Such a volume must have turned off most users. Moreover, since
each dictionary had its own system (as is still the case), even if you managed to learn the
system of one dictionary, you would still not be able to use another.

Compare this page with any modern dictionary. [See OALD7, and MED.] Modern-day
dictionaries are designed to have text that is less crowded and more legible. Selected items
are highlighted by color, font or positioning. The text is not over-crowded, making it easier
to find the desired entries and the appropriate meanings. The pages are attractively planned
and are visually appealing. The contents are clear, comprehensible, and considerate of the
language level of the user. Some of these contemporary dictionaries not only provide infor-
mation, but explain it in such a way that they may be considered language teaching tools.

Unfortunately, in an attempt to out-do one ‘another, there is a tendency in some of the
present editions to provide an over-abundance of information about usage — more than is
necessary for learning purposes.

4 The creation of word corpora on which learners’ dictionaries can be based

The development of computers and computer programs made it possible for steps to be
taken in many languages to create data bases in which the uses in that particular language of
words, phrases and expressions are analyzed and categorized for frequency, meaning, collo-
cation, etc. Some of these were developed by publishers for their own particular needs,
sometimes in conjunction with a university, such as Oxford Corpus Collection, and
Longman Corpus Network, and some are available publicly, such as Bank of English, and
British National Corpus. New dictionaries have been written which, instead of being based
solely on human experience, derive confirmation from computer-ordered frequency lists and
actual citations from current texts.

But, as often occurs when embracing new ideas too enthusiastically, the pendulum made
a complete sweep, partly disregarding human experience and knowledge, as well as peda-
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gogic considerations. Now the pendulum is slowly creeping back towards the middle, more
ready to accept active human intervention in the use of corpora. At the same time, attempts
are being made to compile learners’ corpora, which, hopefully, will be better suited for use
in compiling learners’ dictionaries, as they will emphasize more the particular language that
the learner encounters and requires.

5 The development of software programs for dictionary writing and manipulation

Dictionaries are no longer written on slips of paper, but right onto computers, and direct-
ly into software programs designed to accept, store and process the information so that it can
subsequently be used in a multiplicity of ways. We can discuss this point further in the dis-
cussion period.

6 The invention of electronic applications of lexicography data bases

Paper dictionaries are being challenged by electronic dictionaries in half a dozen elec-
tronic forms: hand-held battery-operated devices, computer software containing dictionary
data bases, Internet-based (on-line) dictionaries, dictionaries on CD ROMSs, and soon in cell
phones. The competition from electronic sources is so intense that some printed dictionaries
can also be found in one or more electronic forms, such as a CD ROM, neatly tucked away
in the inside pocket of the back cover, (as with OALD7, for example), or providing on-line
access to the printed material.

7 The emergence of a highly competitive market for publishers of learners’ dictionaries

Whereas two decades ago there was only a small number of serious publishers who
enjoyed the monolingual learners’ dictionary market, competitors have appeared — serious
contenders — creating a highly competitive market, and bringing with them all the advan-
tages and disadvantages of competition. Today there are five major large-size learners’ dic-
tionaries. They are commonly referred to as “the big five”: Oxford, Longman, Macmillan,
Cambridge and Cobuild). My company is now working on a sixth. In addition, there is a
large number of medium-size and smaller dictionaries, many of which are derived from “the
big five”. '

8 The flowering of university departments and courses, research and writing about the
theory and practice of pedagogic lexicography

. The past two decades have seen many universities setting up departments, courses, semi-
nars or workshops for lexicography in general and pedagogic lexicography in particular. A
large number of doctoral theses have been written on lexicography and related topics. And
an unprecedented number of research projects have been undertaken. National and interna-
tional conferences have taken place, books, conference proceedings and articles have been
published, and dictionary societies, associations and other groups have come into existence.
These developments have contributed substantially to the expansion of lexicography as a
profession.
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In addition to national and local organizations for lexicographers and their fellow travel-
ers, there are dictionary societies that encompass whole continents: Euralex, Asialex,
Afrilex, Australex, and DSNA. We are only waiting now for Globalex — the global dictio-
nary organization that will encompass all dictionary organizations.

Special mention should be made of the great giants of lexicography, who have spanned
this period. I refrain from mentioning names, as most are still alive, and many are still
active. But without their contributions lexicography would not be where it is today.

9 The multiplicity of neologisms

By neologisms I mean not only new words, but new meanings acquired by already exist-
ing words. The past two decades have seen the adoption of more neologisms than any other
period.

Each new edition of every dictionary is a replica-in-language-form of the society whose
language it documents. Actually, the documentation of words and their uses is the most
accurate reflection of a society that it is possible to attain. No other form of writing can
achieve such a close-to-perfect image of any sector of a society (no less society in its totali-
ty) than a dictionary can — neither fiction, history books nor even encyclopedias. No other
form of human creativity — whether poetry, music, art, photography, theater or dance — no
activity, whether mechanical, technological or electronic ~ can delve into every nook and
cranny of humankind, as does a dictionary’s representation of a language’s words and their
uses. People do not think of dictionaries as history books, but that is exactly what they are.
Each new word or meaning describes a change in society. Likewise, each word or meaning
that drops out of use, reflects its own particular societal change.

Dictionaries are ' mankind’s most effective means of recording social change. By entering
into the minutest variance of the subtleties of individual words, phrases, collocations, fluctu-
ations in grammatical use and syntax, dictionaries record society at the time they are last
edited. And the differences between two editions of any given dictionary record the changes
in society in the period between the two editions. Words come into the dictionary, and their
meanings are changed; other words drop out.

This transformation has taken place in these past two decades more than at any other
equivalent period of time in the entire history of dictionaries.

10 What does the future have in store?

Competition will bring forth new ideas (assuming there are ideas that have not yet been
thought of and tried out). And the market will re-shape itself in order to accommodate other
dictionaries. Regarding the ‘threat’ of electronics to paper dictionaries, it seems that paper
dictionaries will continue to hold out for a long time to come.
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Figure 1. The New Method English Dictionary, Michael West and James Endicott, Longman, 1935.

Figure 2. The Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English,
A.S. Hornby, E.V. Gatenby, and H. Wakefield, Oxford University Press, 1948.
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Figure 3. Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English,

Figure 4. Oxford Student’s Dictionary for Hebrew Speakers,
A.S. Homnby and J.A. Reif, Kernerman Publishing and Lonnie Kahn, 1986.
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