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What is a dictionary?

According to Wisegeek

―A dictionary is a reference book that 

focuses on defining words and 

phrases, including multiple meanings. 

The most frequently used dictionary is 

a language dictionary that includes 

the majority of frequently used words 

in a language. Language dictionaries 

are made for different types of users: 

scholars, office workers, schools, and 

second language learners.‖

http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-dictionary.htm

http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-dictionary.htm
http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-second-language.htm
http://www.wisegeek.com/
http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-dictionary.htm
http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-dictionary.htm
http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-dictionary.htm
http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-dictionary.htm
http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-dictionary.htm
http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-dictionary.htm
http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-a-dictionary.htm
http://www.wisegeek.org/what-is-a-dictionary.htm
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What do we use dictionaries for?

http://www.cartoonstock.com/directory/d/dictionary_gifts.asp
http://www.cartoonstock.com/directory/d/dictionary.asp
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What’s a dictionary for?

English professor at Wits school of literature 

and language studies, Victor Houliston, said: 

―The underlying question is: ‗what is a 

dictionary for?‘ Is it to prescribe how words 

should be used, or is it merely a guide to the 

way words are actually used?‖

• FYI, The Oxford Dictionary and sms slang are 

now BFFs by Natalia Ribeiro March 31, 2011 

http://witsvuvuzela.com/author/natalia/
http://witsvuvuzela.com/author/natalia/
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Goes back to Jonathan Swift

In his ―Proposal for Correcting, 

Improving, and Ascertaining the 

English Tongue‖, Jonathan Swift 

called for the creation of an

Academy similar to the Académie

Française, to watch over the Engliash language The 

list of duties by the Academy include: to fix 

the grammar, throw out words not useful in the 

language, settle the good words there are, and 

―restore‖ words that have been ―antiquicated‖

Swift and the English Language by ~suture, May 15, 2004, 11:58:41 PM 

http://suture.deviantart.com/art/Swift-and-the-English-Language-7313482
http://suture.deviantart.com/art/Swift-and-the-English-Language-7313482
http://suture.deviantart.com/
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Fixing the language?

An aim of historical dictionaries

You might think that a word‘s definite meaning, or its 

proper spelling, can be found in the dictionary. But these 

pages are a reminder that dictionaries are complicated 

things, and that words often have several meanings, and may 

have had several spellings. The dictionaries show us that 

language is always changing and that dictionary-makers 

(lexicographers) are there to record the words of their time -

even though some of them hope to set down rules and fix the 

language forever.

• Dictionaries and Meanings

http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/meanings.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/meanings.html
http://www.bl.uk/
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Examples of Early Dictionaries 1

1582 – Mulcaster‘s Elementarie

1604 – Cawdrey‘s Table 

Alphabeticall

http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/mul/title/titlepage.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/mul/elementarie.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/mul/elementarie.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/mul/elementarie.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/caw/1613cawdrey.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/caw/1613cawdrey.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/meanings.html
http://www.library.utoronto.ca/utel/ret/cawdrey/cawdrey0.html
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Examples of Early Dictionaries 2

1673 – Head‘s Canting Academy

1656 – Blount‘s Glossographia

http://www.bl.uk/learning/images/texts/dict/large1348.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/head/canting1673.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/blount/1656blountsglossographia.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/blount/1656blountsglossographia.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/meanings.html
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The first real 

lexicographer

Nathanael Bailey

Nathan Bailey was an English schoolmaster, philologist and 

lexicographer. His Universal Etymological English Dictionary of 

1721 went through some thirty editions; his 1730 Dictionarium 

Britannicum was a massive folio dictionary that Samuel Johnson 

used as a basis for his own dictionary. Bailey included 

etymologies, rudimentary pronunciations, proverbs, and many 

woodcut illustrations. Esoteric Latinisms were excluded, but 

common words were defined. The Britannicum had about 48,000 

entries, many more than any of its predecessors, and even more 

than Johnson, at about 42,000. 

http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html

http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html
http://photos1.blogger.com/hello/11/11541/640/bailey.0.jpg
http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html
http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html
http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html
http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html
http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html
http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html
http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html
http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html
http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html
http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html
http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html
http://www.one-eternal-day.com/2006/09/sdb-history-nathanael-bailey.html
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Nathan[ael] Bailey’s main dictionary 

1730 - Bailey's 

Dictionarium 

Britannicum

Sample entry 

from Universal 

Etymological 

English 

Dictionary from

Scanned 

Images, Engravi

ngs and Pictures 

From Old 

Books

http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/bailey/1730bailey.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/langlit/dic/bailey/1730bailey.html
http://www.bl.uk/learning/images/texts/dict/large1380.html
http://www.fromoldbooks.org/NathanBailey-UniversalEtymologicalDictionary/g/goat.html
http://www.fromoldbooks.org/NathanBailey-UniversalEtymologicalDictionary/
http://www.fromoldbooks.org/NathanBailey-UniversalEtymologicalDictionary/
http://www.fromoldbooks.org/NathanBailey-UniversalEtymologicalDictionary/
http://www.fromoldbooks.org/NathanBailey-UniversalEtymologicalDictionary/
http://www.fromoldbooks.org/
http://www.fromoldbooks.org/
http://www.fromoldbooks.org/
http://www.fromoldbooks.org/
http://www.fromoldbooks.org/
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Bailey’s more famous 

successor

Samuel Johnson:

―The chief intent of [the dictionary] is to 

preserve the purity, and ascertain the 

meaning of our English idiom . . . 

[However,] it is not enough that a 

dictionary delights the critick, unless, 

at the same time, it instructs the learner; as it is to little purpose 

that an engine amuses the philosopher by the subtilty of its 

mechanism, if it requires so much knowledge in its application as 

to be of no advantage to the common workman.‖

• The Plan of an English Dictionary (1747)

http://andromeda.rutgers.edu/~jlynch/Johnson
http://newark.rutgers.edu/~jlynch/Texts/plan.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Samuel_Johnson_by_Joshua_Reynolds_2.png
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Johnson’s Dictionary

http://www.worldwidewords.org/weirdwords/ww-

vel2.htm

http://openlibrary.org/books/OL14003960M/A_Dictionary_of_the_English_language
http://www.notablebiographies.com/Jo-Ki/Johnson-Samuel.html
http://www.cartoonstock.com/directory/d/dictionary.asp
http://www.worldwidewords.org/index.htm
http://www.worldwidewords.org/weirdwords/ww-vel2.htm
http://www.worldwidewords.org/weirdwords/ww-vel2.htm
http://www.worldwidewords.org/weirdwords/ww-vel2.htm
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The American Answer to 

Johnson

Noah Webster (1758-1843) 

Webster began writing his dictionary at the 

age of 43. It took him more than 27 years to 

write it. In this first ―American‖ dictionary, 

Webster introduced distinctively American words such as 

―skunk‖ and ―hickory‖ and ―chowder.‖ In addition, he 

introduced American spellings such as ―color‖ and ―music,‖ 

derivations of the English spellings ―colour‖ and ―musick.‖

But not all Webster spellings from that first dictionary stuck! For 

example, ―tung‖ (tongue) and ―wimmen‖ (women) aren‘t used 

today -- even if they are more true to their pronunciation.

• Happy Birthday, Noah Webster!

http://www.educationworld.com/a_lesson/lesson/lesson027.shtml
http://www.educationworld.com/index.shtml
http://www.lexrex.com/bios/nwebster.htm
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Webster’s dictionaries

1806 A Compendious Dictionary of the English 

Language, the first truly American dictionary. 

A Sample Glossary from A Compendious Dictionary of the English Language

1828 American Dictionary of the English Language

―. . . his magnum opus, An American Dictionary of the English 

Language, for which he learned 26 languages, including Anglo-

Saxon and Sanskrit, in order to research the origins of his own 

country‘s tongue. This book, published in 1828, embodied a new 

standard of lexicography; it was a dictionary with 70,000 entries 

that was felt by many to have surpassed Samuel Johnson‘s 1755 

British masterpiece not only in scope but in authority as well.‖

• Noah Webster and America‘s First Dictionary

http://www.m-w.com/info/reform-glossary.htm
http://www.m-w.com/info/noah.htm
http://1828.mshaffer.com/
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Post-Webster:  Dictionary Wars and the 

Merriam brothers

Webster vs. Worcester

Worcester vs. Webster came to mean not only linguistic conservatives and 

moderates vs radicals and liberals, but, with some inevitable extremist 

distortion and oversimplification, Anglophiles vs. Americanizers, Boston-

Cambridge-Harvard vs. New Haven-Yale, upperclass elegance vs. underbred 

Yankee uncouthness.[8]

Merriam-Webster

The Merriam brothers desired a continuity of editorship that would link Noah 

Webster's efforts with their own editions, so they selected Chauncey A. 

Goodrich, Webster's son-in-law and literary heir, who had been trained in 

lexicography by Webster himself, to be their editor in chief. Webster's son 

William also served as an editor of that first Merriam-Webster dictionary, 

which was published on September 24, 1847. 

• Merriam-Webster Continues Noah Webster's Legacy

http://www.historyhouse.com/in_history/worcester
http://www.historyhouse.com/in_history/worcester/
http://www.historyhouse.com/in_history/worcester/
http://www.historyhouse.com/in_history/merriam
http://www.historyhouse.com/in_history/merriam
http://www.historyhouse.com/in_history/merriam
http://www.m-w.com/info/legacy.htm
http://www.m-w.com/info/legacy.htm
http://www.m-w.com/info/legacy.htm
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Unabridged—abridged 

abridged (uh BRIJD)

1. Shortened; to decrease, condense, 

digest: ―The book was abridged to a more readable length.‖ 

2. Restrict, limit, curtail, diminish, deprive one of, take away: ―No 

one should be allowed to abridge citizens of their legal rights.‖

unabridged (un" uh BRIJD)

Entire, in full, not shortened, complete: ―There is an 

unabridged dictionary on the library table; as well as an 

unabridged book about etymologies.‖

• abridged, unabridged

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Webster's_Dictionary
http://www.wordinfo.info/words/index.php?v=info&a=view_results&s=abridged
http://www.wordinfo.info/
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The Webster name

Are all Webster‘s dictionaries alike?

No. After Noah Webster's death in 1843 and throughout the 

19th century, Merriam-Webster produced the finest American 

dictionaries, building the reputation of the name ―Webster‘s‖ 

to a point where it became a byword for quality dictionaries. 

But in the late 1800s and early 1900s, legal difficulties 

concerning the copyright and trademark of the name Webster 

arose, and eventually many different publishers—some rather 

unscrupulous—began putting dictionaries on the market 

under the Webster‘s name. 

• Merriam-Webster FAQ See also Webster's Dictionary on 

http://www.m-w.com/info/faq.htm
http://www.m-w.com/info/faq.htm
http://www.m-w.com/info/faq.htm
http://www.everything2.com/index.pl?node=Webster's Dictionary
http://www.everything2.com/index.pl?node=Webster's Dictionary
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Another famous dictionary



How it began 1857: The Philological Society of 

London calls for a new English Dictionary

More work than they thought 1884: Five years into a 

proposed ten-year project, the editors reach ant

One step at a time 1884-1928: The Dictionary is 

published in fascicles

Keeping it current 1933-1986: Supplements to 

the OED

Making it modern 1980s: The Supplements are 

integrated with the OED to produce its Second 

Edition

Into the electronic age 1992: The first CD-ROM 

version of the OED is published

The future has begun The present: The OED is now 

being fully revised, with new material published in 

parts online

http://public.oed.com/history-of-the-oed/
http://public.oed.com/history-of-the-oed/
http://public.oed.com/history-of-the-oed/
http://public.oed.com/history-of-the-oed/
http://public.oed.com/history-of-the-oed/
http://public.oed.com/history-of-the-oed/
http://public.oed.com/history-of-the-oed/
http://public.oed.com/history-of-the-oed/
http://public.oed.com/history-of-the-oed/
http://oed.com/
http://www.oxforddnb.com/public/dnb/35163.html
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The OED and the Madman

Broadmoor‘s word-finder

Opened in 1863, Broadmoor Criminal Lunatic Asylum, as it was 

then known, has been home to some of England‘s most notorious 

criminals. In 1872 it admitted one of its most famous patients 

ever: Dr William Chester Minor, an American surgeon. 

For around 20 years, Minor dedicated his life to collecting 

quotations for the first Oxford English Dictionary. His work led 

to a lasting friendship with one of the dictionary‘s editors, Dr 

James Murray

More...

Further Reading: 'The Surgeon of 

Crowthorne: A Tale of 

Murder, Madness and the Love of 

Words', by Simon Winchester

http://www.bbc.co.uk/legacies/myths_legends/england/berkshire/article_1.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/legacies/myths_legends/england/berkshire/article_1.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/legacies/myths_legends/england/berkshire/article_1.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/legacies/myths_legends/england/berkshire/article_1.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/legacies/myths_legends/england/berkshire/article_1.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/legacies/myths_legends/england/berkshire/article_1.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/legacies/myths_legends/england/berkshire/article_1.shtml
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Two Kinds of Dictionaries 

Descriptive and Prescriptive Dictionaries

Descriptive dictionaries describe the language. They include 

words that are commonly used even if they are nonstandard. 

They will often include nonstandard spellings. 

Prescriptive dictionaries tend to be more concerned about 

correct or standard English. They prescribe the proper usage 

and spelling of words. That school dictionary in which I found 

ain’t was a descriptive dictionary.

• English Plus+ News, November 2000 

http://englishplus.com/news/news1100.htm
http://englishplus.com/news/news1100.htm
http://englishplus.com/news/news1100.htm
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What’s a thesaurus?

What is a thesaurus?

A thesaurus is a collection of synonyms (words which have 

basically the same meaning) and antonyms (words which have 

basically opposite meanings).

What are the two forms of a thesaurus?

In dictionary form, words are in alphabetical order, so you 

look ―very‖ up under V. 

In index form, words are classified by meaning, and you would 

have to look up ―very‖ in the index at the back of the book. 

The index would guide you to the page or pages where ―very‖ 

appears.

• How to Use a Thesaurus 

http://leo.stcloudstate.edu/style/thesaurus.html
http://leo.stcloudstate.edu/style/thesaurus.html
http://leo.stcloudstate.edu/style/thesaurus.html
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Roget’s?

Roget‘s Thesaurus

Roget's Thesaurus is a widely-used English thesaurus, created 

by Dr. Peter Mark Roget (1779–1869) in 1805 and was released 

to the public on 29 April, 1852. The original edition had 15,000 

words, and each new edition has been larger. The Karpeles

Manuscript Library houses the original manuscript in its 

collection.

The name ―Roget‖ is not trademarked. Use of the name 

―Roget‖ in the title of a thesaurus does not necessarily indicate 

any relationship to Dr. Roget or the original Roget’s 

Thesaurus. It has come to be seen as a generic thesaurus name, 

like ―Webster‖ for dictionaries.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roget's_Thesaurus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thesaurus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Roget
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1779
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1869
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1805
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1852
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Word
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Karpeles_Manuscript_Library&action=edit
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Karpeles_Manuscript_Library&action=edit
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Karpeles_Manuscript_Library&action=edit
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trademark
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noah_Webster
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dictionary
http://en.wikipedia.org/
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Websites for dictionary skills

All About Words: 

Dictionary Activities!

Dictionary Crossword Puzzle

Dictionary Word Search

Answer Keys for Crossword & Word 

Search

Grade Level(s): 3-5, 6-8 

By: Upsadaisy

http://www.educationworld.com/a_lesson/lesson/lesson206.shtml
http://www.educationworld.com/a_lesson/lesson/lesson206.shtml
http://www.educationworld.com/a_lesson/lesson/lesson206.shtml
http://www.educationworld.com/a_lesson/lesson/lesson206.shtml
http://www.education-world.com/a_lesson/TM/WS_crossword.shtml
http://www.education-world.com/a_lesson/TM/WS_wordsearch.shtml
http://www.education-world.com/a_lesson/TM/WS_dictanswers.shtml
http://www.education-world.com/a_lesson/TM/WS_dictanswers.shtml
http://www.atozteacherstuff.com/
http://www.wordcentral.com/
http://www.aasd.k12.wi.us/staff/boldtkatherine/ReadingFun3-6/ReadingFun_DictionarySkills.htm
http://lessons.atozteacherstuff.com/340/dictionary-skills/
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Print dictionaries

https://www.stanford.edu/group/ic/cgi-bin/drupal2/node/752
http://www.merriam-webster.com/cgi-bin/book.pl?w3.htm
http://www.hstreasures.com/1828dictionary.html
http://www.randomhouse.com/catalog/display.pperl?isbn=9780375425998&ref=rec&name=display
http://www.dictionarybuilder.com/a/webster-s-new-world-college-dictionary-fourth-edition-book-with-cd-rom.html
http://www.hmhco.com/shop/books/the-american-heritage-dictionary-of-the-english-language-fifth-edition/9780547041018
http://www.wiley.com/WileyCDA/Section/id-310809.html
http://www.wiley.com/
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Print Thesauri

http://www.wiley.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-0028631226.html
http://www.randomhouse.com/book/7840/random-house-rogets-thesaurus-by-ballantine
http://www.randomhouse.com/catalog/display.pperl?isbn=9780385338950
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SOME ONLINE SITES

http://dictionary.reference.com/
http://thesaurus.reference.com/
http://www.thefreedictionary.com/
http://www.alphadictionary.com/index.shtml
http://gws.ala.org/
http://gws.ala.org/category/reference-desk
http://oxforddictionaries.com/
http://www.merriam-webster.com/
http://www.urbandictionary.com/
http://www.wordsmyth.net/
http://www.yourdictionary.com/
http://www.websters-online-dictionary.org/
http://www.onelook.com/
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/us
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Words online

The Rap Dictionary

http://www.word-detective.com/
http://www.aaaugh.com/dictionary
http://www.wordassault.com/
http://www.infovisual.info/
http://www.wordiq.com/
http://www.rapdict.org/Main_Page
http://www.rapdict.org/Main_Page
http://www.netlingo.com/
http://wordsmith.org/anagram
http://www.oneletterwords.com/
http://www.wordspy.com/
http://www.aaaugh.com/


Look it up!


