
 

The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) defines a word as “a single unit of language that means 

something and can be spoken or written.” However, most people would agree that words are anything 

but a simple unit of language: they have more than one meaning for different people, ranging from 

homophones and homonyms to regional dialects and slang. Words reflect and evolve with society, as 

the American Dialect Society (ADS) considers when it chooses a word of the year. In this essay, I am 

attempting to discuss some of their considerations and criteria.  

All human beings can understand a smile, tears, or a frown as well as a quick sketch, meaning that 
emoticons remove language barriers, although the ADS has yet to select an emoticon as a word of 
the year. This is even though they faze in and out of popularity and meaning, as well as qualifying as 
a word, by my interpretation of the OED’s definition. Some though might argue that an emoticon is 
just a meaningless drawing. After all, when teachers draw a sad face on an assessment, it does not 
represent a grade, merely their subjective feeling at that time. However, the phrase “a picture paints a 
thousand words” suggests that emoticons are not just there for the sake of illustrating a text. Emojis 
could be called a global lingua franca on the basis that anyone can understand their basic meaning, 
although they cannot be spoken but can be acted out, therefore I believe that they do fulfil the OED’s 
definition of a word.   

Language evolves with communication, as illustrated in the 21st century by the role social media plays 
in the life of the younger generations. Older generations tend to use newspapers, television, and radio 
more frequently. Each of these forms of media use language very differently. They are all popular 
forms of communication which reflect recent events and result in social change and raise awareness 
of social imbalance or injustice, such as the Black Lives Matter movement. Social media will often 
contain abbreviations and slang, whilst broadsheets will use more stiff and formal language. This has 
an impact on how generations communicate. Younger members will be familiar with tagging 
messages, using tags like #blacklivesmatter.  Hashtags would once have been limited to coding or 
sharps in music notation. The Black Lives Matter movement isn’t isolated to social media platforms, 
but also holds marches, which often are covered by the press. Younger generations are more likely to 
follow the movement’s page where the marches could be announced, and so are more likely to be in 
attendance. Older generations are more likely to have heard about the movement on the news due to 
the march coverage and choose to research it further.  

The ADS’ word of the year also responds to the events of that year, for example, #blacklivesmatter 
with regards to the rising awareness of racism. The use of “they” as a singular pronoun and the plural 
noun “pronouns” shows society developing and accepting the LGBTQ+ community.  The plethora of 
cries of “fake news” that the US presidential elections brought remained popular, especially as the 
then-president repeated it throughout his term as president. This term then became a form of inside 
joke: comedians laughed about it whilst school children joked to one another in lessons. In short, the 
ADS bases its choice of new words dependent on their frequency of use that year and notably, how 
the word sprung up. 

In this essay on language evolution, I have discussed how the ADS chooses a word of the year and 
some of the relevant criteria involved.  The ADS focuses primarily on fashionable, short, and compact 
phrases or words. This has led me to conclude that the ADS defines a word as a word or short phrase 
with a specific meaning that usually stems from period of its most frequent usage, reflecting major 
events or social changes.  
 
 

 

 

 


