New Terms Project
English 375, History of the English Language, Gruenler

Due Tuesday, Dec. 1
Here’s your chance to play lexicographer, and perhaps become a contributor to the next edition of the Oxford English Dictionary, or at least www.urbandictionary.com: collect four new terms and supply definitions of them. I say “terms” because they do not have to be single words in the sense that they are spelled with no break or with a hyphen; they can be idiomatic phrases that are words in the larger sense of having a meaning that is not obvious from the meanings of their morphological parts (e.g. “blows chunks” or “mouse potato”). They can be new in any of the senses included in the description of the Atlantic Monthly’s old “Word Watch” column: “terms that have newly been coined [“baboso”], that have recently acquired new currency [“ick”], or that have taken on new meanings [“digits”].” Feel free to draw on any source, oral or written. Anything is fair game, including slang and jargon. Usage of the terms you find will probably be limited, but it should go beyond the members of a single extended family.

Format

With each entry, include:
1.  Spelling(s). This is what dictionary makers call the “main entry.” If you have only heard the term and not seen it in print, you’ll need to make up the spelling. Here’s your chance to leave a permanent mark on the language.

2.  Pronunciation (unless the term is already familiar in other senses or a compound of familiar words). Use the phonetic symbols for U.S. English from the new (third) edition of the OED at http://dictionary.oed.com/help/pronunciation-3e.html. These are below the set of symbols given for British English. Use a hyphen to indicate a syllable break and an apostrophe before a syllable to indicate that it receives the primary accent or stress.

3.  Functional label: part of speech and, if it is a verb, whether it is transitive (requires a grammatical object) or intransitive (does not require an object). The discussion of parts of speech in Curran, pp. 103-105, may be helpful.

4.  Definition. If you’re recording a new meaning of an old term, you need not give the old meanings here. You’ll discover what an art there is to writing clear, precise, succinct definitions.

5.  Comments on usage, such as if it is most commonly used in a particular context or in combination with particular expressions. Dictionaries often use words such as “jargon,” “archaic,” or “slang” to indicate aspects of usage. Also, describe as precisely as you can who uses the term (given that certainty is not possible). Few terms are in equal use among all English speakers, and new terms always begin among a particular community of users.

6.  Background. Of course you won’t be able to write with the authority of the Oxford University Press lexicographers, but you should include anything you know or can guess about the origin and spread of the term. This might also include its relations to other words or previous meanings (such as how it developed from previous meanings of the same term or its constituent morphemes). Make a guess about the process by which the word originated using the descriptions of typical processes of word formation in Crystal, pp 454-461.

7.  Example of usage. This may be quoted from a printed or oral source. If you found the term in print or in a recording (like song or movie), please quote that source (with adequate citation). If you only have a live oral source, do the best you can to provide an example that is close to the uses you’ve heard, though you may not be able to quote one exactly. Only one example is necessary, but you may include more for clarity. Good examples help show the connotation and typical usage of the word, in addition to the precise description of denotation given in the definition.

Here are some good examples from past years: 

baboso /baboso/ n.  A tactless person. One who performs tasteless activities. Borrowed from the Spanish adj. “babosa” meaning “drooling.” Term is used among young people in school hallways. “I can’t believe he cursed in front of the priest. What a baboso.”
digits  n. A phone number. Slang for phone number, mainly used by teenagers. Commonly used to refer to phone numbers exchanged with romantic intentions. Developed because a phone number is composed of digits (numbers). “Can I get your digits?” “Look, Cher, he’s getting her digits.” (movie “Clueless,” 1995)

ick /ik/ n.  The state of realization where a female or male determines that they do not want to pursue a relationship and are happy being single. This word and its definition were taken directly from an episode of Ally McBeal. “I’ve hit ick. I don’t think I want anything out of this relationship. It is just not worth pursuing” (not a direct quote).
mouse potato  n.  A person who spends too much time surfing the internet. Formed by analogy with the term couch potato for someone who spends too much time watching TV. Found in Experience Magazine, September 1999.  “Matt is such a mouse potato.  He has spent all day with his IBM.”  

Criteria for Inclusion

How do you tell whether your term is really new? You’ll need to check several dictionaries, since the most complete historical dictionary, the Oxford English Dictionary, is not so good for keeping up with contemporary usage. Besides the current, online edition of the OED, check all of the following dictionaries, which are shelved in the reference section of Van Wylen. If a term is in any of them (with the meaning that you have in mind), it doesn’t count.
 New Oxford American Dictionary. Ref PE 1628.N429 2005. The most recent big American dictionary.
 American Heritage Dictionary, Fourth Edition. Latest, 2006 version available online through the library’s Credo reference service. You can also look it up on HopeCat to find a link.
 Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the English Language, PE1625 .W36. Still the most comprehensive American dictionary.

 NTC's Dictionary of American Slang and Colloquial Expressions, 3rd ed., Richard A. Spears, PE2846 .S64 2000.

 Dictionary of American Regional English, PE2843.D52 1985. In case what you think is new is just a regional expression. But if you find something outside of the region documented here, you can count it and include your findings in the background section of the definition. Note that the volumes that have so far been published (last I checked) cover only words beginning with A through Sk-.
 www.urbandictionary.com. This has become the largest slang dictionary on the planet. Anyone can add entries, and there seems to be very little editing. It would be a good place to look first.
 The previous lists from this class, old version available at http://www.hope.edu/academic/english/gruenler/newterms.htm and updated version soon to be available either on my web page or on the Moodle site (I’ll let you know).

Please do not take your terms from another dictionary or list of terms. There are lots of these available, especially on the Internet, and there’s no way to require you not to duplicate them, but I would ask you not to use them as a source.

Tip: For some ideas about where to look for new terms, you might read the introduction to the Oxford Dictionary of New Words.

Grading criteria: For an A assignment, all of the entries will be as complete and accurate as is reasonably possible and will also show a little creative flair. Humor is encouraged. You may turn in up to 5 extra words for up to 3 points of extra credit each.

Plus: If any of your terms are unique to part of Michigan, try submitting them to the Michigan Accent Pronunciation Guide web site at http://www.michigannative.com/ma_additions.shtml. I also encourage you to add your words to www.urbandictionary.com, but don’t do it until I’ve marked them or I’ll think you cheated.
