Getting to know the Oxford English Dictionary

The purpose of this exercise is to familiarize you with the various features of the Oxford English Dictionary by asking you to explore some words with interesting histories. It also encourages you to read critically rather than accepting each verdict of a lexicographer as infallible. 
If a word appears in more than one part of speech (e.g., noun and verb) go to the first form listed, which is the older one.

Look up the words below and answer the accompanying questions. Word groupings are assigned by birth month. If your birth month is January-March, answer the questions for Group I; April-June, Group II; July-September, Group III; October-December, Group IV.


Group I:

	aftermath
	Is the -math from the same root as mathematics? If not, what is it?

	girl
	Read the fine print about the obscure etymology and the speculations about it. Are you familiar with all the subsenses? Would you add more?—That is, do you know a way that “girl” is used today that isn’t captured by the OED’s entry?

	schedule
	Read the “Etymology” note. Can you make a case that both the American and British pronunciations are historically incorrect? What role does Noah Webster play?

	vaccine
	Why does this word have the Latin “cow” in its etymology?

	midwife
	What is the older sense of each element in this word? Does seeing the etymology change your understanding of midwife? How?

	garlic
	Follow the etymology to find out what this word has to do with a weapon.

	amok
	After noting the etymology, compare the noun, verb, and adv./adj. entries. Where do you find the phrase “run amok”?

	enthusiasm
	What is its earliest meaning? Briefly chart a sequence of steps showing how the sense changes from the earliest form to its common understanding today.










Group II:

	contribute
	Look at the pronunciation options. In your own experience have you heard the option with the word stress on the first syllable? Where? Check out the link for the 1989 entry: what does it indicate about pronunciation?

	gay
	Read the fine print about the word’s etymology and its recent use as “gay” in the sense contained in LGBTQ. Find the quotation by Gertrude Stein. Note the sequence of senses beginning 4.a. to 4.d (where the Stein quotation is found). Would you recommend revising the entry to the editors of the OED? How? Is it merely a question of being out of date?

	meme
	Who invented this word? When? Why? Is its sense changing in today’s world?

	gospel
	What are the original two words that make up this compound? What is the relation of gospel to evangelist?

	bridegroom
	Notice how second element of the word was “remodeled” using groom. Does the older form have anything to do with grooming? What does the older guma mean? (Hint: follow the link to † gome, n.1.)

	nightmare
	What is the earliest meaning of this word? Follow the link to the etymon mare n.2. What does it mean? Does it survive in any other form?

	decimate (verb)
	What is the connection to Roman history? Where in the entry do you find the most common meaning today?

	silly
	Chart the changes in meaning over time in its various uses (looking at the main senses, not necessarily subsenses). How has it changed from “worthy, good” and “Auspicious, fortunate” to later meanings? Follow the link to seely, adj. From there follow the link to i-seli adj. How do you use silly?



















Group III:

	either
	Note the two pronunciations. Expand the “Forms” link and find the Scottish pronunciation. Go to the 1989 link. Read the fine print about the pronunciation options. Is one more historical than the other?

	issue (noun and verb)
	Is there a clear distinction between British and American pronunciation? Note the fine print about British pronouncing dictionaries.

	filibuster
	This word has a strange etymology. What does it have to do with piracy?

	womb
	Chart the changes in meaning over the main senses: 1, 2, 3, and 4.

	warlock
	Does this word have anything to do with MnE war or lock?

	ketchup
	What language(s) does the word come from? Does it have anything to do with tomatoes?

	buxom
	Are you surprised at all by the original sense of the word?

	juggernaut
	What is the original meaning of this word? How have you heard it used in this manner?




Group IV:

	genius
	What is its earliest meaning? Briefly chart a sequence of steps showing how the meaning changes from the earliest form to its common meaning today. It’s genius!

	pandemonium
	Who invented this word? Why? What does it mean from its etymology?

	okay
	Note the various proposed etymologies. What do you think about the objection that some proposed origins “lack any form of acceptable documentation.”

	bridal
	What’s the etymological surprise in the last syllable?

	daisy
	Enjoy the poetic etymology of daisy. Which metaphorical body part has been obscured by modern spelling convention?

	pajama
	What is the OED’s preferred spelling? Note the languages the word derives from. If you could advise the editors of the OED about the division of senses, what would you change? (Also, are you disappointed not to see “pajama party”?)

	blog
	Check the etymology. What does a piece of wood have to do with the etymology?

	weird
	How has the meaning changed from its Old English roots? Consider why the noun form of the word has fallen out of use when compared to the adjectival form.









Everyone! Create your own dictionary entry. It’s time to put on your lexicographer hat! For the word below, from what you’ve learned in the first part of this exercise, look up the word below and come up with a dictionary entry for the provided term.

 
	troll (verb)
	What does to “troll” mean to you? What is the earliest occurrence of the word that you can find? Where would you look to find early attestations of the term?



