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The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) is in the early stages of planning a new, large, high-quality 
corpus of historical English, with a dual purpose: to facilitate work on editing the OED, and—in 
collaboration with partners in the wider academic community—to develop a key new resource for 
scholarly research across the full geographical and chronological span of English. The project has 
an ambitious scope, bringing together into a single resource English language data from 1500 to 
the present day, covering as many varieties of the language in as much historical depth as possible. 
 
This new corpus project seeks to fill the gaps in data that restrict the ability of researchers in World 
Englishes to track long-term linguistic trends and carry out cross-varietal diachronic investigations. 
It aims to vastly increase the diversity of high-quality corpus data available to World Englishes 
scholars by providing such data not only for established, high-resource varieties with a large 
number of speakers, but also for low-resource varieties spoken by smaller populations. This will 
enable ground-breaking and innovative research projects not only in lexicography and linguistics, 
but also in fields such as history, literature, and social sciences. 
 
Historical sources for the new corpus will be selected to meet different criteria for historical and 
geographical coverage, with additional factors such as genre, domain, and register also informing 
sourcing decisions. It will be created in collaboration with various individual and institutional 
partners to ensure a high level of data quality to cover a wide range of research use cases.  
 
The large scale of the project brings technical challenges which will be approached with a 
combination of traditional and novel natural language processing methods, which could include 
techniques based on machine learning and large language models. Areas being actively considered 
include lemmatization, part-of-speech tagging, semantic tagging at the word level, and automatic 
domain recognition at the text level. The methods chosen to perform these NLP tasks will be 
selected for and adapted to the different periods and geographical areas represented in the corpus. 
 
A prototype of the new historical corpus will be created initially for internal use, with the breadth 
of the content to be built out in the following years. Eventually, the corpus will be made available 
alongside the OED.com platform, allowing people querying the dictionary to access additional 
corpus-based information, and vice versa, for a richer user experience. The new corpus will be 
transformative in enabling new research into the historical development of different varieties of 
English, as well as in improving the accuracy and diversity of the OED’s editorial work. 
 


