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Words are the starting point. Without words, children can’t talk about
people, places, or things, about actions, relations, or states. Without
words, children have no grammatical rules. Without words, there would
be no sound structure, no word structure, and no syntax. The lexicon,
then, is central in language, and in language acquisition.

Eve Clark’s book argues for this centrality and for the general
principles of conventionality and contrast at the core of language
acquisition. She looks at the hypotheses children draw on about possible
word meanings, and how they map their meanings onto forms. She starts
with children’s emerging knowledge of conventional words and their
meanings — the ontological categories they rely on for early meanings and
their strategies for mapping meanings onto forms. She then takes up their
growing knowledge of word structure as reflected in their formation of
new words, and shows that children learning different languages follow
similar paths as they learn about words and word structure.

The lexicon in acquisition is unusual in dealing with data from a large
variety of languages, in its emphasis on the general principles children
rely on as they analyse complex word-forms (transparency of meaning,
simplicity of form, and productivity), and in the broad perspective it takes
on lexical acquisition.
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1 The lexicon: words old and new

Words make a language. They are used to talk about everything, from bee-
keeping to bicycling, from navigation to international banking. They
supply us with the means for everyday talk about our surroundings and
activities, about people, objects, and places, about relations, properties,
and states of being. We need them to communicate about events and ideas,
technology, science, philosophy, and art. The stock of words speakers can
draw on in a language is the lexicon. The present study is concerned with
how children acquire a lexicon.

Words come first in language acquisition. Once children have some
words, they begin to make generalizations about kinds of words — words
for persons, places, and things, say, compared with words for actions and
states. Children need words to instantiate syntactic categories, whether at
the word level (noun, verb, adjective) or at the phrase level (noun phrase,
verb phrase). And they must have words to realize grammatical relations
like ‘subject-of” or ‘direct-object-of,” or mark such relations through
agreement between subject and verb, say, for number and person. Without
words, there would be no sound structure, no word structure, no syntax.
The lexicon is central in language, and central in the acquisition of
language.

The lexicon, as a result, offers a unique window on the process of
acquisition for language as a whole. Although researchers have looked
through this window at how children master the structure of sounds within
words (the phonology of the language), and at the inflections on words
(part of the morphology of a language), few have used this window to look
at how children find out about, make use of, and build on words and word
structure in lexical development. The present study makes such an attempt
by focussing first on children’s emerging knowledge of the conventional
lexicon and then on their growing knowledge of word structure reflected in
their formation of new words.

What do children have to learn when they learn the words of their

1



2 The lexicon: words old and new

language? They must learn the word forms in use among the speakers
around them, and they must the meanings those forms carry. More
precisely, for each word, they need to store all sorts of information in
memory. They must store the meanings for each word, the word class it
belongs to (whether it is a noun or a verb, for example), its internal
structure (whether it can be broken down into smaller parts), and how it is
pronounced. Before we can look at how children acquire the lexicon,
therefore, we must first look at what they have to learn. The focus of the
present chapter is on the nature of the lexicon.

The lexicon

The lexicon of a language is the stock of established words speakers can
draw on when they speak and have recourse to in understanding what they
hear. This stock is stored in memory in such a way that speakers can locate
the relevant units to use in both speaking and understanding. To do this,
of course, speakers have to be able to identify words either by looking them
up in memory (for comprehension) or by retrieving them as appropriate
forms for conveying specific meanings (for production).

Words constitute the smallest semantic units that can move around in an
utterance. They can move around to form new sequences with different
meanings. Compare The man chased the dog with The dog chased the man.
This mobility contrasts with the immobility of morphemes inside words.
Morpheme order is fixed, as in the word chased versus the non-word *ed-
chase,! or calmly versus *ly-calm. The grammatical category of a form may
suggest that two (or more) words have the same form. Compare the verb
open in Rod opened the door or The door opened with the adjective open in
The open window or The door is standing open. Occasionally, even in the
same grammatical setting, a word may have such distinct meanings that
one posits two (or more) distinct words, for example bank in He fished from
the river bank versus That bank is a good example of art deco.

These expressions must be stored in memory. But just what sort of
information goes into memory with each one? How is this mental lexicon
organized ? One can think of this vast memory store as being organized like
a dictionary —a mental list of lexical items together with detailed
information about each one. The lexical items can be words (cat, shell,
rowan) or idiomatic phrases (cook someone’s goose, do someone in, go to bat

! An asterisk (*) is used to mark forms as ungrammatical.



The lexicon 3

for someone, blow one’s own trumpet), each with its own “entry” in the
mental lexicon.

Lexical entries
Lexical entries must include at least four kinds of information about each
item: (a) the meaning, (b) the syntactic form, (c) the morphological
structure, and (d) the phonological shape. The lexical entry for skier, for
instance, might be outlined as follows:

SKIER:
(a) meaning: ‘one who skis’
(b) syntax: category Noun, count
(©) morphology: word root + -er

(d) phonology: /skiar/

The information in (a) and (b) together comprise the LEMMA and the
information in (c) and (d) the ForM for a word (Levelt 1989). So the lemma
and form together make up the information associated with the lexical
entry for each word or phrase in the lexicon.

The meaning in a lexical entry can be characterized broadly as the
conceptual information that is tagged or pointed to by the lexical item in
question. If we take the perspective of a speaker planning to talk, then the
meaning may be a set of conceptual conditions that must hold for a
particular word or phrase to be selected. In the case of a listener, the word
points to a particular piece of conceptual knowledge. The meaning
specified in the lexical entry is a shorthand for the pertinent conceptual
information, as in the possible glosses offered for the meaning of skier:
‘someone who skis’ or ‘someone who moves over snow by means of skis.’
(Notice that glosses like these do not enlighten anyone who does not
already know what skis or snow are.)

The meaning in a lexical entry is linked internally to other parts of the
entry. It’s closely linked to the set of syntactic properties, that is, to all the
aspects of structure relevant to the possible syntactic environments. In
the case of skier, this includes the syntactic category, namely NOUN, with
the further specification that it is a count noun. The meaning portion
of the entry is also linked to the morphology. The noun skier is built from
the word ski combined with an affix, -er. This affix is further specified as
indicating the agent of the action denoted by the verb root ski, and as
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attaching to a verb (or noun) to form a noun. Lastly, the meaning is linked
to the phonological specification of the form in terms of the segments
(/s-k-i-o-1/), syllables (ski+er), and word stress (on the first syllable).

Lexical entries may also include information about the status of lexical
items. They may indicate that an expression is dialectal, that is, not from
the same dialect as the speaker’s other vocabulary; that a term is
characteristic of a special register or style of speech (baby talk, foreigner
talk, formal speech, and so on); that it bears specific connotations, as in the
differences between statesman and politician, attempt and try, or skinny and
slim (Waldron 1979); or entries may contain information about usage, as
for expressions like break a leg, hello, or youw’re welcome.

Lexical entries for verbs include more elaborate syntactic information
than for most nouns. In addition to specifying the syntactic category as
VERB, the entry also specifies the number of arguments. For a transitive
verb, for example, there are two arguments, and these realize the
grammatical relations of SUBJ (subject-of) and oy (direct-object-of). The
lexical entry also indicates which roles are carried by the arguments (e.g.,
AGENT, PATIENT/THEME, LOCATION, and so on). So an intransitive verb like
run would list a single argument (subject) in the syntactic portion of its
entry, with the role of agent, as in The boy runs; transitive read would list
two arguments, subject and direct object, with the roles agent and theme
respectively, as in The child read the book; and transitive put would list
three arguments (subject, direct object, and oblique) with the roles agent,
theme, and location, as in The woman put the flowers on the table.

The morphological portion of the entry contains all the variant forms of
each word. It identifies the root form (e.g., run or give), or the constituent
parts of forms like white-wash or compartmentalize. In addition, for the
verb give, it would include the forms give, gives (third singular, present
tense), gave (past tense), and given (past participle). That is, this part of the
lexical entry captures the intuition that the same word is involved in all uses
of the verb give (give, gives, giving, give, gave, given); in all uses of the noun
horse (horse, horses), or all uses of the pronoun we (we, us, our, ours). All
the INFLECTED forms of a word belong to the same lexical entry.

Lexical items, then, are grouped into sets that link all the inflected forms
of the same word within a single lexical entry. In a language like English,
the inflections mark only the singular/plural distinction in nouns, and
aspect, tense, and number in verbs. Case in English is marginal, and
appears only in the subject and object forms of some pronouns (e.g., I/me,
he/him, she/her, they/them). Adjectives in English can be inflected for
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degree, so forms like red, redder, reddest would belong in the same lexical
entry. In other languages, nouns (and adjectives) may be inflected for case
and gender in addition to number, and verbs may mark person, gender,
and number in addition to tense and aspect. The range of distinctions in
each of these inflectional categories varies across languages.

The inflected forms of a word are gathered into a single lexical entry.
Words that are derived from a single form, though, are generally each
sufficiently specialized in meaning to have their own lexical entries. For
instance, curious and curiosity have separate entries, as do eat, eater, and
eatery; or act, active, and action. For derived forms, both meaning and
morphology interconnect all the lexical entries that contain a particular
root (e.g., paint in paint, painter, painting). There are also interconnections
among lexical entries that contain the same derivational affixes (e.g., all the
words with -er, with -tion, with -ity, or with -ness). These interconnections
link lexical entries through meaning (for each affix), syntax (the resultant
syntactic category of the derived word), and morphology. But although
word meanings in the lexical entries may be related through the root in
each of the derived forms, the syntax often differs considerably (e.g., for
nouns versus verbs, or for adjectives versus nouns).

At the same time, some lexical items with similar meanings may show
parallels in their syntax and morphology. For example, syntactically, verbs
with causative meanings (e.g., bring, feed, break) are all transitive and so
have two arguments, assigned to the grammatical relations subject and
object; these arguments mark the thematic roles of agent and theme or
patient. Causativity itself may also be marked in the morphology with
affixes like -ify and -ize (e.g., causativize, nullify). Similarly, nouns with the
meaning ‘state of being ADJ’ may be marked by the affix -ness combined
with an adjective (green, silky) as in greenness, silkiness. Affixes, then, mark
part of speech and added meaning for the derived word in the lexical entry.

Some meaning units are larger than words. Idioms like have a bee in one’s
bonnet (be obsessed), go west (get lost), be off one’s rocker (go crazy) require
their own lexical entries. With each of these, the meaning of the whole
(glossed in parentheses) differs from any meaning constructible from the
parts (but see Wasow, Sag, and Nunberg 1983). Compare the idiom kick
the bucket (meaning ‘ die”) with the non-idiomatic phrase kick the bucket to
describe an act of kicking. The idiomatic interpretation is often restricted
syntactically compared with the non-idiomatic one. One can use the idiom
in the simple present, future, and past tense, but not with progressive
aspect (?The old man’s kicking the bucket), and not in the passive (*The
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bucket was kicked by the old man). Syntactic restrictions on idioms vary
from one idiom to another. Some are very restricted. Break a leg, for
example, is only used in the imperative in its idiomatic sense, but blow one’s
own trumpet (with the sense ‘boast’), provided it retains own, can occur in
a much larger range of constructions (e.g., Fraser 1974).

Word formation and innovation

The kinds of lexical entries considered so far constitute the stock of
established words and phrases speakers draw on. These established terms
are conventional in that all speakers in a community agree on how to use
such terms. But the lexical store is not fixed in size or unchanging in
membership. Words get added and lost over time. Speakers coin new
words to fill gaps in the established lexicon. These coinages may be used on
only one occasion (nonce uses) or may answer some need common to a
larger community and eventually be added to the established lexicon.
Speakers typically choose the forms for such words from existing resources.
The options they draw on fall into two major classes of word-formation —
COMPOUNDING and DERIVATION.

Compounds are usually divided into types according to the syntactic
class of the resultant word. In English, one finds compound nouns formed
from combinations of roots only, and hence often called root compounds
(e.g., established sun-rise, push-chair, dog-sled). One also finds compound
verbs (e.g., to white-wash, to side-step), and compound adjectives (e.g.,
gray-eyed). Compounds may include affixes, as in the nouns clock-mender
and washing-machine. These are sometimes called synthetic compounds (in
contrast to root compounds). Compound nouns, like snow-flake, contain a
head (-flake) and a modifying element (snow-), with the head carrying
number agreement, and, in other languages, case and gender as well. In
compound verbs, like to dry-clean, the head (-clean) carries aspect and
tense as well as any agreement for person, number, and gender. In English,
the head is the rightmost member of the compound (-flake in snow-flake),
and compounds generally carry primary stress on the modifier and tertiary
stress on the head.

Derivations are words formed with affixation added to a word or root.
Affixes (prefixes, suffixes, or infixes) may maintain or change syntactic
word class (e.g., re- with no change in redraw versus -ize for a noun to verb
change in hospitalize). Derivational affixes can be divided into two classes:
primary or Class I affixes which typically require some modification of the
root they are added to, and secondary or Class II affixes which do not



