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Abstract

We have created a Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) about dictionaries and dictionary-making, to be 
hosted by FutureLearn. This paper discusses the design and development of this course, which is pitched at 
high school and undergraduate level participants as well as language enthusiasts around the world. The MOOC 
will answer questions such as: how dictionaries are made and how this process has changed over time; what 
goes into a dictionary and who decides; and what kinds of language evidence underpin the information which 
dictionaries provide. Participants will be encouraged to compare the quantity and quality of information in dif-
ferent types of dictionary, and will investigate corpus-based and computational lexicographic methods. It will 
also consider dictionary users’ attitudes and common misconceptions, taking into account the requirements 
and habits of English language learners as well as fluent speakers. By the end of the course, participants will 
know about some of the latest trends in lexicographic research, the roles of language technology, corpora and 
crowdsourcing in the dictionary compilation process, the range of possible dictionary entry components, lexi-
cographical choices and computational methods surrounding the selection and ordering of word meanings, and 
the content and wording of definitions.
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1	 Introduction

This paper describes the design and development of a Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) on 
dictionaries, provided by FutureLearn and produced by Coventry University in collaboration with 
the Alan Turing Institute and Macmillan Dictionaries. The MOOC aims to provide an introduction 
to the world of dictionaries to a broad, non-technical audience, which includes language teachers 
and students but also laypeople with an interest in dictionaries and language. It is due to run for the 
first time in the autumn of 2018, and to the best of our knowledge it is the first MOOC in the field 
of lexicography.

FutureLearn is a private company owned by The Open University which provides a platform for a 
variety of courses created at other (mostly UK) universities and institutions. FutureLearn courses 
generally run from between two to eight weeks and are repeated at regular intervals. Participants en-
roll for free, although in most cases they can pay a small fee to retain access to the course materials 
after the course has ended. Institutions hope to gain a reputational advantage from their investment in 
FutureLearn course development, for example by establishing a positive relationship with users and 
attracting them onto related fee-paying programs offering certification. 
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FutureLearn takes a constructionist approach to knowledge acquisition, as described by Sharples 
(2018) and Sharples et al. (2012), and is based on the view that all human learning involves inter-
action. FutureLearn courses therefore restrict teacher input while maximizing the opportunities for 
peer-to-peer conversation. Source materials are generally expected to be provocative and short, and 
are always followed by at least one task requiring learners to post their own responses and comment 
on contributions from other learners. Video and audio recordings typically last no longer than four 
minutes, and more often are less than two minutes long. Written ‘articles’ are generally only a few 
paragraphs in length, providing a summary of the key ideas under discussion; links can be made to 
more extensive open-access material, but learners are not expected to have the skills to negotiate 
longer texts unaided: further reading activities are usually heavily guided.

MOOC tasks generally fall into two categories; feedback is either provided by peers (a model suited 
to the sharing of experiences and opinions), or automatically in response to quiz questions (a model 
more suited to the acquisition of factual information). Participants can pay to receive a certificate if 
they have completed the course, but they are not graded in any way, and do not produce assignments 
that require evaluation by a subject expert. This approach suits FutureLearn MOOC environments, 
where the number of online learners vastly exceeds the number of available moderators; it works 
best when the focal learning outcome is either an alteration in learner attitudes or the acquisition of 
factual knowledge, neither of which require scaffolding from experienced practitioners over an ex-
tended period of time. However FutureLearn MOOCs can be embedded within more conventional 
educational programs, such as face-to-face degree modules, and can thus be used to supplement and 
expand the learning experiences of students working towards the acquisition of more complex skills. 
Our dictionary MOOC might be incorporated not only into linguistics or lexicography courses, but 
also into courses in many other disciplines where an understanding of dictionary types and contents 
would help learners to communicate and study more effectively.

FutureLearn courses are divided into ‘Weeks’, described as “personally meaningful study periods” 
(Sharples, 2017 ); the MOOC we describe here consists of six Weeks, each providing about four 
hours of study time. The content of each Week is generally characterized by a ‘big question’, de-
signed to stimulate participants’ interest, and it is broken up into several topics or ‘Activities’, each 
with a defined goal. Within each Activity there are a series of learning tasks or ‘Steps’, each lasting 
about 20 minutes, which lead the way to the designated learning outcome. Activities are often intro-
duced in a provocative way, and the first Step in an Activity is typically an invitation to discuss the 
topic. Reading or listening to input comes after this initial collaborative task, and is always followed 
by discussion and reflection. Later Steps in the Activity may include problem-solving, search engine 
browsing, investigating materials or authentic situations and co-creating or sharing artefacts. Learn-
ers on our MOOC will be asked to explore dictionary sites, for example, and create and share their 
own lexicographical material. Introductory textbooks such as Mugglestone (2011) cover some of the 
same ground, but the interactivity and interconnectivity of the MOOC makes for a rather different 
learning experience, adaptable to the learners’ own dictionary-using habits and contexts.

Participants work at their own pace and can access any part of the course at any point, so the 
MOOC learning environment changes constantly as more and more contributions are submitted. 
One or more moderators see to the day-to-day management of these contributions, although on 
courses with high participation rates they cannot be expected to read all the comments that users 
post. The Week’s activities are generally concluded with a round-up Step, asking participants to 
discuss what they think they have learnt so far. The course educators may also contribute summary 
postings at key points in the course.

Our MOOC is emphatically not a training course in dictionary-making or in the theoretical and com-
putational research which underpins contemporary lexicography. Rather, it is intended to provide a 
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lively introduction to a topic about which non-experts often have strong opinions but little real knowl-
edge. The course aims to bring users up to speed with recent developments in this rapidly-changing 
field. It will also challenge common misconceptions about dictionaries, such as the notion that it is 
a dictionary’s role to pronounce on “correct” usage, or that a word’s inclusion in “The Dictionary” 
confers some kind of official approbation. As well as explaining the kinds of information that dic-
tionaries contain (much of which is often ignored by dictionary users), we focus especially on the 
evidence base of dictionaries, on issues around meaning and how it is encoded and understood, and 
on the technologies which are transforming dictionary-making and dictionary-publishing.

2	 Week 1: Why Use Dictionaries?

We anticipate that the MOOC will attract a wide variety of participants from different educational 
backgrounds, and with different levels of linguistic and lexicographical expertise. The first Week of 
the course therefore starts by asking “Why use dictionaries when you can use search engines?”, a 
question designed to provoke more conventional, and possibly older, dictionary-using participants, 
and also to acknowledge the reservations about dictionaries that other, possibly younger, participants 
might feel. Questionnaire findings suggest that learners do not always choose to use highly-regard-
ed monolingual dictionaries, even if they consider these to be the best sources of information about 
words. We hope our ‘big question’ will indicate to participants that the MOOC is a non-judgmental 
environment, and will encourage honest reflection on possibly contradictory behavior and attitudes. 
The question may also expose differences of opinion regarding what actually constitutes a ‘diction-
ary’ and what constitutes a ‘search engine’. The distinction might be puzzling to users if their search 
engine queries about word meaning or translation lead directly to online dictionary entries, without 
any need to specify a particular type of dictionary or to include mention of dictionaries in the query. 
Further confusion might be caused by the fact that, in some regions of the world, bilingual electronic 
dictionaries are not considered as ‘dictionaries’ at all, but are described simply as ‘translators’. 

The first Steps serve to introduce learners to the course educators and moderators and to each other. 
Following on from this, a series of Steps encourage consideration of possible reasons for dictionary 
use, as suggested in interviews with a representative selection of users, and in summaries of findings 
from various user surveys, from Barnhart (1962) and Quirk (1975), through to the recent large scale 
European survey on dictionary use. A central aim of the MOOC is to alter the participants’ percep-
tions of the role of dictionaries in society. A poll will be taken in Week 1 to ascertain attitudes at the 
start of the course, and again in Week 6, so that participants can see if their own and others’ attitudes 
have changed. The authority of dictionaries, differences between ‘landmark’ dictionaries such as the 
Oxford English Dictionary and less conventional products such the Urban Dictionary, and the rise of 
collaborative and crowdsourced dictionaries are all topics introduced in Week 1, to prepare the way 
for more in-depth investigations of dictionary content in later Weeks. We anticipate that as partici-
pants develop their ideas about the authority of different types of dictionary they will become more 
critically aware, and better able to distinguish between good and bad lexicographical practices.

3	 Week 2: What’s in a Dictionary Entry?

Week 2 examines the dictionary entry, and considers what kinds of information dictionaries need to 
provide for different types of word, and for different types of users engaging in different types of task. 
It begins provocatively, by suggesting that information encoded within an entry might be difficult 
to understand, and might often be ignored. Once again, this critical attitude towards well-respected 
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dictionaries is likely to surprise certain more traditional participants, but is also likely to reassure 
those who have themselves had difficulty interpreting dictionary entries; it should remind them that 
all kinds of opinion, including criticism of established practices, will add value to the discussion.

The tasks for Week 2 introduce participants to the basic components of the dictionary entry – the 
information that enables users to understand a word’s meaning and use it appropriately. Partici-
pants will look at standard defining practices and their alternatives, which might involve illustrations, 
sounds, and perhaps even smells!. They will also be asked to consider the challenges of creating 
entries for words whose usage is restricted in some way, for example in terms of register, region, 
prosody or phraseology. Having broadened their understanding of the range of information that might 
be included, participants will examine specific dictionary entries, and consider the appropriacy of the 
information provided, and its accessibility to the user.

Of course dictionary users’ information needs depend on the tasks they are engaged in at the time of 
dictionary consultation, so Week 2 includes consideration of the contexts of dictionary use, bearing in 
mind the portability of mobile phones and recent technological advances in speech production and voice 
recognition. Participants will be invited to share their experiences of dictionary use in both conventional 
and less-conventional settings (for example when speaking to shop assistants, or asking for directions on 
the street). A discussion of the value of different types of dictionary entry for different types of activity 
should also activate opinions concerning monolingual versus bilingual dictionaries, print versus e-dic-
tionaries, and learner dictionaries versus those intended for fluent users of the language. 

Thus, as well as introducing participants to some basic concepts, to be explored in greater depth in 
Week 5, the work in Week 2 helps to develop participants’ critical faculties, and may challenge some 
of their long-held views about the authority of dictionaries.

4	 Week 3: Evidence and Method: Where Does the Information in Dictionaries 
Come From?

Week 3 is dedicated to illustrating the evidence and the methods used by lexicographers. This is 
intended as an introduction to the dictionary-making process for non-specialists, as we believe that 
learning about evidence sources for lexicography can raise the participants’ proficiency as dictionary 
users too. This Week builds on the previous ones, particularly the introduction to the content of dic-
tionary entries in Week 2, and prepares the ground for the following weeks, particularly the dictionary 
inclusion criteria described in Week 4 and the definition-writing process explained in Week 5. 

We encourage participants to reflect on the sources that could be relied on to create dictionary en-
tries, before introducing them to an overview of evidence sources in lexicography. We then provide a 
historical  overview of the use of evidence sources in lexicography, starting from pre-computational 
approaches based on paper slips, with reference to the Oxford English Dictionary. Following on from 
this we explain the “corpus revolution” and show how it brought fundamental changes to the diction-
ary-making process. Participants’ engagement is facilitated by a series of tasks aimed at raising their 
awareness of the role played by corpora in lexicography, and a deeper understanding of the nature of 
dictionary content and its relation to linguistic evidence. The tasks include a comparison between a 
dictionary entry and concordances of the headword in a corpus, with the aim of discovering gaps in 
the dictionary entry, as well as exercises about using corpus data to create a dictionary entry and iden-
tifying the corpus evidence relative to different components of dictionary entries. All this is aimed at 
triggering a critical discussion of the relationship between dictionaries and language data, and appre-
ciating some of the subtle points regarding admissible and suitable evidence in lexicography. This 
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way, the course participants will reach a fuller understanding of the nature of dictionary content and 
its relation to language.

We also cover the various stages in corpus-based lexicography, from corpus design and text collec-
tion, to corpus annotation and ‘word sketches’, so that participants see how linguistic analysis levels, 
such as morphological or syntactic and so on, can be surfaced in the lexicographic process, become 
familiar with such a critical aspect of dictionary-making practice, and recognize the challenges of 
dictionary-making. We finish by presenting the role played by corpora and quantitative information 
in understanding language and therefore describing it in dictionaries, and a comparison of how corpus 
evidence is reflected in different dictionaries. This will relate to the participants’ personal experience 
with dictionaries and encourage them to be more aware users of dictionaries.

5	 Week 4: What Goes into a Dictionary - Who Decides, and How?

Week 4 of the MOOC invites participants to explore what goes into a dictionary, who decides what is 
included, and how those decisions are made. This is done through a focus on the selection processes fol-
lowed by dictionaries of various types (both ‘traditional’ dictionaries such as bilingual, monolingual and 
learner, and ‘less-conventional’ ones such as Wiktionary and the Urban Dictionary). Although inclusion 
criteria are more relaxed for less-conventional dictionaries than for their traditional counterparts, partic-
ipants will be led to realize that attestation of real-world usage is crucial when differentiating genuine 
neologisms from ‘buzzwords’ (defined by Neuman, Nave and Dolev as ‘fashion words that enter the 
language and rapidly acquire great popularity’ (2010: 58, 67), yet regularly fade into obscurity). 

We begin by asking learners  to compare their estimates of the number of new words entering ‘tradition-
al’ dictionaries each year with the figures given in the publicity material produced by renowned publish-
ers of English dictionaries. From here participants are asked to consider why some words are accepted 
into dictionaries, while others are rejected. This will encourage discussion of the way some of  the dic-
tionary-making processes introduced in previous Weeks are put into practice, and will also  introduce 
participants to some of the key issues facing lexicographers and collaborative dictionary contributors. 

Participants are then asked to decide whether or not some newly-created words should be included 
in a dictionary of their choice, and to produce and discuss their own inclusion criteria,  bringing their 
own practical knowledge and experience to bear. To support this discussion, we provide dictionary 
inclusion criteria from published sources, and input from professional lexicographers regarding the 
factors which actually influence the acceptance and rejection of new words or new meanings in a 
dictionary. The activity takes into account the  different needs of different types of user: the Oxford 
English Dictionary, for example, focuses on those words deemed most likely to survive long term, 
rather than those which are most current (Algeo 1993: 283), while entries into Wiktionary tend to be 
more fluid. Of course, neologisms are not the only words added to dictionaries, so participants will 
also be introduced to other types of candidate, including borrowings, and words which have under-
gone a change of meaning or word class.  

Finally, the Activities in Week 4 show participants how the lines between ‘traditional’ and ‘less-con-
ventional’ dictionaries are becoming blurred, and how the use of crowdsourcing and user-generated 
content can add value to the former by incorporating elements of the latter. The concept of true 
‘crowdsourcing’ and its application to dictionary-making is explored, along with the distinction be-
tween crowdsourced and strictly ‘collaborative’ dictionaries, and participants are asked to consider 
what collaborative and/or crowdsourced dictionaries are available in their own home countries, which 
ones they use, and why. 
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6	 Week 5: Meanings and Definitions

Week 5 is perhaps the most intellectually-challenging part of the course. In this section, we tackle the 
subject of meaning: how meanings are created, why some words have more than one meaning, how 
lexicographers identify meanings, and how meanings are explained in a dictionary. 

One of the big lessons of corpus linguistics is that the neatly-divided numbered “senses” in diction-
aries imply a level of certainty around meaning which is not always supported by the evidence of 
language in use. So a major objective in this part of the course is to encourage participants to confront 
the reality that meanings are often less stable and less discrete than dictionaries suggest. As in much 
else of this MOOC, the message we want participants to absorb is that these things are not fixed “from 
above”, but often require difficult judgement calls on the part of lexicographers.

We start by asking the question “How do we know what words mean?”, and this is developed through 
a number of tasks, short articles, and videos. In one exercise, participants are presented with a series 
of (corpus-derived) sentences illustrating several uses of a polysemous word. Their task is to assign 
each sentence to a specific numbered sense in a dictionary entry, and it quickly becomes clear that such 
mappings are not always straightforward. In another Step, participants are introduced to the concept of 
polysemy, and they are asked to explain why this does not (as might be expected) lead to ambiguity and 
confusion among speakers and listeners (or writers and readers). We demonstrate that, in normal com-
municative interactions, fluent users of a language reliably identify the “right” intended meaning (when 
several possibilities exist), and we ask how they do this. Participants analyze corpus data to match a 
given instance with a specific meaning, and are then asked to find the contextual clues (syntactic, col-
locational, phraseological, and so on) which led them to associate each occurrence of a word with its 
dictionary meaning. This leads participants to the discovery that context almost always resolves any 
potential ambiguity. Following this, participants build up an inventory of criteria for distinguishing the 
various meanings of a complex word, and thus gain an understanding of how lexicographers approach 
the task of word sense disambiguation. This part of Week 5 ends with an article summarizing what has 
been learned about the relationship between meanings in the real world and “senses” in a dictionary.

In the second part of Week 5 we move on to the topic of definition, and think about how dictionaries 
explain meaning. Participants are first encouraged to give their own definitions of familiar objects and 
concepts, and then to share and discuss their output. This gives them an insight into the challenges 
involved, promotes an understanding that there may be several quite different ways of achieving the 
same result, and leads them to think about what definitions are actually for. 

We then look at a range of dictionary definitions for the same “simple” word (such as the name of a 
familiar animal): why aren’t these definitions all the same, and what factors account for the differenc-
es among them? This leads on to a discussion of the needs, prior knowledge, language proficiency and 
so on of different types of dictionary user, and how this affects the structure and content of definitions. 
This point is consolidated through a task where participants evaluate different definitions for the same 
word, and give their views on which is best (and what “best” means in this context).

The issue of what makes a good definition is further developed through a number of Steps (articles, 
videos, exercises). Looking at a range of definitions in well-known dictionaries, we focus first on the 
informational content required for a definition which will resolve a user’s communicative problems: 
how much is enough, and is there such a thing as too much information? We introduce participants to 
the idea of the definition as a “typification”, rather than an attempt to account for every conceivable 
use of a word in text. This leads to the recognition that the word “definition” itself is problematic: 
the Latin root implies a level of certainty and precision which is in unattainable for most items of 
everyday vocabulary.
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Moving on to the language and structure of definitions, participants are introduced to a range of de-
fining styles, from the most traditional (“the act of x-ing, etc.”), through folk-defining techniques, to 
more contemporary approaches such as full-sentence definitions. The relative merits of these different 
styles are evaluated. We also address the issue of dictionaries’ supposed objectivity – and its limits. 
The Urban Dictionary provides clear cases where a definition conveys opinions rather than facts, but 
although “serious” lexicographers strive to avoid subjective judgements when writing definitions, 
there are certain types of word where culture-specific norms are difficult to avoid – words such as 
disabled, marriage, civilization, or god.

In a final exercise, participants consolidate what they have learned by writing – and then discussing 
– their own definitions for selected words. A video in which the educators reflect on the main issues 
covered during the Week concludes this part of the course.

7	 Week 6: What Does the Future Hold?

The final Week of the course is devoted to new research trends in computational lexicography (in-
cluding automatic neologism detection and new sense detection) and dictionary use, as well as a 
summary of the course and a look at the future of dictionaries. The content is highly interactive, 
encouraging participants to reflect on their learning and how the course has changed their view of 
dictionaries. Participants will also be invited to discuss what the role of dictionaries in today’s and 
tomorrow’s world should and will be.

8	 Conclusion

We have described what we believe to be the first ever MOOC devoted to dictionaries. We see this 
as a significant development, which will familiarize non-experts with the challenges faced by lexi-
cographers and introduce them to the wide range of activity within our field – as well as, hopefully, 
dispelling some common misconceptions about dictionaries and how they are made. 

The course will be offered free of charge, and is open to everyone, so some participants will probably 
choose to study it independently and on a voluntary basis. These might include language teachers 
and teacher trainees, and laypeople with an interest in language issues. However we believe that  a 
significant number of participants will take the course as part of a credit-bearing program within their 
school or university, and we anticipate that some institutions will blend our online course content 
with input from their own teachers, to create modules tailored to the specific needs of their students. 
Clearly there is scope for learners to progress beyond the content of this MOOC to more advanced 
lexicography and dictionary user research. Once the MOOC is running, we will be able to monitor its 
effects on participants, and perhaps consider developing a second stage. 

Although the course’s primary purpose is pedagogical, the inclusion of tasks requiring participants to 
upload information about their own dictionaries, and (later) their own dictionary-using habits, could 
provide a rich source of research data, available not only to us, the course developers, but also to any 
participant who enrolls. If the MOOC is embedded within a formal university program, for example, 
this data could be used in student assignments, mini research projects, or even dissertations or the-
ses, and the Terms and Conditions set by FutureLearn allow the anonymous data collected from the 
course to be used in this way.
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In addition, we hope to gain valuable insights from participants’ feedback and discussions throughout 
the course. This could well have value in informing dictionary content, developing teaching materials 
in relation to dictionary use, and as a data source for researchers at all levels.
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