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A puzzle

o An average English-speaking adult
knows the meanings of 60,000
words.

o Many educated speakers know
100,000+ words.

How is such knowledge acquired?
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Basic vocabulary:
concrete nouns

Look!
A cat!

Basic vocabulary: relational words
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Non-basic vocabulary

o Words for abstract
concepts: future,
idea, think, aware

o Words
encountered in
written texts:
scurry, capacious,
promontory, ogle

Advanced learners have fewer opportunities
for learning words in face-to-face contexts

o Hayes and Ahrens 1988

Children’s books contain 50% more
rare words than adult television or
conversation (even educated adults)

Popular magazines contain 3 times
more rare words than adult
television or conversation

o Vocabulary growth faster in late
childhood/early adolescence (Anglin
1993)

o Must learn in non-face-to-face
contexts!
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But how?

English verbs
of bipedal locomotion

limp hobble
march stride
strut swagger
amble saunter
sidle trudge

scurry scramble

stagger
pace
prance
slink
plod
bolt
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Verbal definitions
are not very helpful...

Some student definitions

1. People do this when they are being big-
headed or feeling particularly pleased with
themselves.

Move in a dance-like manner.
Jump around in the manner of a loony! To be
br(])uncy, overexcited. Performing reindeer do
this.

4. Walk in an extravagant, showy, arrogant
manner, usually in order to attract attention.

5. Move affectedly. Most often associated with
people taking the mickey out of ballerinas or
camp men. The most common situation would
be a camp man trying to get attention.

Mystery verb: prance
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Dictionary definitions
(Collins English Dictionary)

prance - ‘swagger or strut’

strut - ‘walk in @ pompous manner;
swagger’

swagger — ‘walk or behave in an
arrogant manner’
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Children not very good at learning
words from definitions

Miller and Gildea (1987):
vocabulary-building programme
designed to teach children new
words using explicit definitions
I was meticulous about falling off the cliff.
Our family erodes a lot.

Mrs Morrow stimulated the soup.
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Non-basic words are learned through
incidental exposure in (written) texts

o Computational models (LSA, HAL)

o Correlations between vocabulary
size and amount of reading (but not
TV) (Anderson et al. 1988, West et
al. 1993)

o Experimental studies (Nagy et al.
1987, Robbins & Ehri 1994,
Schwanenflugel 1997)
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Word learning from context:
Experimental studies

o Pretest
o Reading task
o Post-test (immediate or delayed)

Probability of learning: about 0.05
Slow incremental process
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Sources of information

o General knowledge + linguistic context

The pain was alleviated as a result of the
drugs suggested by the doctor.

NB: Explains correlation between
vocabulary and IQ (.80)

o Syntactic frame (Gleitman 1990; Gleitman
& Gillette 1995)

He gorped to the park.
He tammed that she had left.

o Typical collocations
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The collocation hypothesis

Speakers acquire non-basic
vocabulary by generalizing over
typical collocations encountered in
(written) texts.

o cf. lexicographers (Atkins 1994, Atkins
and Levin 1995)

0 also helps to explain how speakers
learn to distinguish between pairs of
near-synonyms

16
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Example: trudge

(a) walk
(b) slowly
(c) with heavy steps

(e) walker often tired

the top of the hi

(1) I trudged up the stairs.
(2) She trudged through blinding snow.

(3) There was a stream of refugees trudging
up the valley towards the border.

(4) He trudged wearily along the path.
(5) We trudged a/onﬁy the muddy track to

(d) effort: difficult terrain, upward path, or
carrying something heavy
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Lexical representation of the verb

trudge
(TIRED) WALK SLOWLY OVER DIFFICULT
HUMAN WITH HEAVY STEPS TERRAIN

trads
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The intransitive motion construction

TR MOVE PATH
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Advantages of the ‘words as
constructions’ view

o It allows a unified treatment of various
aspects of lexical knowledge
(subcategorization frames, selectional
restrictions, typical collocations).

o It allows a unified treatment of early
lexical and grammatical development
(constructions as ‘big words’).

o It explains how words can be learned
from (written) linguistic context

20
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What do English speakers know about

verbs of walking and running?
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Preliminary study

alking/ | walking/ | cutting looking |other
unning |running

hobble strut cleave gaze quiver
stagger |limp slash gape allege
stride march gash peep nudge
swagger |pace prune behold coax
bolt plod trim goggle poke
trudge prance whittle ogle prod
sidle saunter |lop gawp curb
slink scurry pare
amble scramble | hew 2
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Study 1: Elicited production

British first year undergraduates asked
to use each verb in a sentence
illustrating its meaning.
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Stagger v. hobble v. limp
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First 10 sentences with stagger

1. He staggered out of the bar, resisting his friends’
attempts to help him.

The old man staggered out of the pub.

I was completely f...ed and staggered home from
the Kingdom last night.

4. The drunken boy staggered up the steps to his
house.

He staggered back from the pub.

The drunk man staggered out of the pub.

The youths staggered out of the pub.

He staggered home exhausted and soaking wet.

After a heavy night out, the student staggered
home.

10. He staggers home from the party.

© ® N U
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Stagger: a summary

Agent
human 100%
drunk 35% (75%)
Path

out of the pub/bar 40%
(back) home 40%
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First 10 sentences with hobble
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He hobbled over to his chair and sat down with a
sigh of relief.

She hobbled tentatively on her right ankle.
He hobbled across the road.

The old man hobbled out of the pub.

The old lady hobbled down the street.

He hobbled across the floor.

The old man hobbled to the shops.

The old lady hobbled up the steps.

An old woman hobbled to the kitchen to make a
cup of tea.

. The old lady hobbled across the road.
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Hobble: a summary

Agent
human 100%
old person 50%
injured/in pain 15%

uses crutches etc. 15%

Various paths
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First 10 sentences with limp

. The patient limped across the hospital ward.

With an empty stomach, the old beggar
limped back to his hovel.

The bird limped to its nest.

The woman limped out of the bedroom.

He limped along, ignoring the pain.

It was such a bad tackle, the footballer was
left to limp off the pitch.

Joe limped painfully off the pitch after a bad
tackle.

He limped off the pitch.
She limped to her front door.

10.The old war hero limped.
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Limp: a summary

Agent
injured/in pain 37%
foot/leg injury 26%
Path

off the pitch 32%
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Agent stagger hobble limp
RUNK 75 5 0
OLD 50 11
CRUTCHES 15 0
ETC.
INJURED/ 15 37
IN PAIN
FOOT/LEG 5 26
INJURY
Path stagger|hobble |limp
from/out of 40 5 0
pub/bar
home 40 0 0
off the pitch 0 5 32
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Amble v. saunter
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Amble v. saunter

New Oxford Dictionary of English:

amble - ‘walk or move at a slow
relaxed pace’

saunter - ‘walk in a slow relaxed
manner, without hurry or effort’
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Agent amble saunter
UMAN 100 100
MALE 20 60
OLD 15 0
PLURAL/ 70 5
COLLECTIVE
Path amble saunter
/into a room 0 25
up to PERSON 0 10
TOWARDS 0 15
OPPOSITE SEX
TOWARDS X 5 45
along (X) 35 10
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Setting amble saunter
INDOORS 5 45
OUTSIDE 80 40
COUNTRY 75 25

Ellicited versus corpus data: Subject

Students | Students |[BNC BNC

amble saunter |amble saunter
Human 100 100 81 94
Male 20 60 38 41
Old 15 0 2 0
Plural/ 70 5 26 23
collective
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Ellicited versus corpus data: Path

Students | Students |BNC BNC
amble saunter |amble saunter
in/into 0 25 5 6
ROOM
up to 0 10 1 1
SMN
TO OPP. 0 15 2 3
SEX
TO X 5 45 30 23
along (X) 35 10 14 8
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Elicited versus corpus data: Setting

Students | Students | BNC BNC
amble | saunter | amble | saunter
INSIDE 5 45 17 37
OUTSIDE 80 40 43 32
COUNTRY 75 25 14 2
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Trudge v. plod

Students | Students BNC

trudge plod trudge BNC plod
Human | g5 85 97 78
agent
through
NP 65 5 12 14
though 30 0 3 1
snow
on/ 5 35 17 30
along

Interim conclusions

o Speakers know about collocational

preferences of individual verbs
o Elicited data exaggerate tendencies found in

the corpus — easier to pinpoint semantic
differences
reflect what's typical

more representative of ordinary language users
(students v. published authors)
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Study 2: Comprehension

o Participants: 60 first year
undergraduates
o Three tasks
definitions
cloze
video clips
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Definitions

“move hurriedly with small quick steps” = scurry

“walk at a leisurely relaxed pace” = amble
3. “walk in a proud way, holding one’s body upright

and swinging one’s hips” = swagger

4. “walk first in one direction and then in the opposite
direction in an anxious way” = pace

HOBBLE SAUNTER SCURRY SCRAMBLE
STAGGER STRIDE SWAGGER BOLT
TRUDGE STRUT LIMP MARCH PACE
PLOD PRANCE SIDLE SLINK AMBLE
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Cloze 1
The male bird in front of the
female.
The winner forward to receive
his prize.
This honour entitled her to in front
of the marching band at football games.
A peacock was on the lawn.
The boys were around trying to

get the attention of a group of girls who
were nearby.

Mystery verb = strut
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Cloze 2

1. 1 round the country
roads for an hour.

2. He into the foyer.

3. The pony down the
lane.

4. He nonchalantly over
to the phone.

5. She was just along,

going nowhere in particular.
Mystery verb = amble
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Video clips 1

HOBBLE
SAUNTER
SCURRY
SCRAMBLE

o(Clip 1
o Clip 2
o Clip 3

STAGGER
STRIDE
SWAGGER
BOLT
TRUDGE
STRUT
LIMP
MARCH
PACE
PLOD
PRANCE
SIDLE
SLINK
AMBLE

Video clips 2

HOBBLE
SAUNTER
SCURRY
SCRAMBLE

oclip 1
o clip 2
o clip 3

STAGGER
STRIDE
SWAGGER
BOLT
TRUDGE
STRUT
LIMP
MARCH
PACE
PLOD
PRANCE
SIDLE
SLINK
AMBLE,
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Target responses

80+
70
60+
50+
40+
30+
20+
10+

04

B Cloze
W Definitions
E Video clips
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Correlations between
performance on the three tasks

Tasks Correlation p value
coefficient
Definitions & .15 0.243
Video clips
Cloze & .37 0.005
Definitions
Cloze & .37 0.004

Video clips
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Conclusions

o Speakers have very specific
knowledge about the collocations
and colligations of individual
verbs (even very low frequency
verbs).

o Knowledge about
collocates/colligates appears to
underlie knowledge about lexical
meaning.
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Further research

o Correlation is not causation: need
an experimental study

o Partial knowledge
o Individual differences
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