
Word Recognition

What is a Word?

• Things in a dictionary? 

• The smallest unit of meaning in language? 

• The things we put spaces between when we write? 

• The things we could pause between when we talk?

What is a Word?
Things in a dictionary? 

• Which dictionary? 

• Who decides?  

• Why do they decide?  

—>Recent additions to Oxford Dictionary: cray, side 
boob, neckbeard, vape, bae 

• (Psst. New words get added because they’re ALREADY 
words.)

What is a Word?
The smallest unit of meaning in language? 

• No, that would be the morpheme 

• -ed, -s, … [<—are these words?]

What is a Word?
The things we put spaces/pauses between when we write or talk? 

• party animal, blackboard [<—two words?] 

• (‘cupboard’ used to be a board for storing cups) 

• dog, dogs [<—one word or two?] 

• student, student’s [<—one word or two?] 

• the student’s desk  

• the student in the back row’s desk [<—  ???]

What is a Word?
American Heritage Dictionary: 

A sound or a combination of sounds, or its representation in 
writing or printing, that symbolizes and communicates a 
meaning and may consist of a single morpheme or of a 

combination of morphemes
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What does “of” mean? 
You don’t need it: “morpheme combination” 

Is it not a word then?

What is a Word?
American Heritage Dictionary: 

A sound or a combination of sounds, or its representation in 
writing or printing, that symbolizes and communicates a 
meaning and may consist of a single morpheme or of a 

combination of morphemes

This whole paragraph is a “combination of morphemes” 
Is that a word?

Not all words are the same

• We don’t process them all the same.  Some types 
of words are treated quite different from others.

How many F’s? Count them:

FINISHED FILES ARE THE  
RESULT OF YEARS OF 

SCIENTIFIC STUDY  
COMBINED WITH THE 

EXPERIENCE OF YEARS.
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What’s in a Word?
• We we call words are fundamentally relational 

elements of language
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WORD“of, ’s, -ed” “cat, jump, tall”

Automatic <———————>Conscious

What’s in a Word?
• We we call words are fundamentally relational 

elements of language 

• From a linguistic standpoint, the concept of a “word” 
doesn’t do much theoretical work 

• “stems” and “affixes” do work (stem+ed=past) 

• grammatical categories (N, V, Adj) do work 

• Psycholinguists use the concept loosely, sometimes 
calling them Lexemes or Lemmas

The Word Wide Web
• Words (lexemes, 

lemmas, whatever they 
are) are not stored in 
your brain like they are in 
a dictionary 

• They are interrelated by 
meaning (semantics) 
and form (phonological 
similarity).



The Word Wide Web

• How do you spell shop?

The Word Wide Web

• I say doctor, you say ______ 

• I say table, you say ______

Priming

• form/phonological: shop-stop (similar sounding) 

• semantic: doctor-nurse (similar meaning/category) 

• associative: marshmellow-campfire

Common task: Lexical decision

Priming

• Word recognition is affected by the words we hear 
previously. 

• Facilitation (typically semantic/associated based) 

• Inhibition (typically form based)

Other things that affect word 
recognition

• Lexical frequency — dog faster than bog 

• Neighborhood density — cat slower than orange

Check out web activity 7.2



Newspaper Headlines
• EYE DROPS OFF SHELF 

• PROSTITUTES APPEAL TO POPE 

• KIDS MAKE NUTRITIOUS SNACKS 

• STOLEN PAINTING FOUND BY TREE 

• LUNG CANCER IN WOMEN MUSHROOMS 

• QUEEN MARY HAVING BOTTOM SCRAPED 

• DEALERS WILL HEAR CAR TALK AT NOON 

• MINERS REFUSE TO WORK AFTER DEATH 

• MILK DRINKERS ARE TURNING TO POWDER 

• DRUNK GETS NINE MONTHS IN VIOLIN CASE 

• JUVENILE COURT TO TRY SHOOTING DEFENDANT 

• COMPLAINTS ABOUT NBA REFEREES GROWING UGLY 

• PANDA MATING FAILS; VETERINARIAN TAKES OVER 

• POLICE BEGIN CAMPAIGN TO RUN DOWN JAYWALKERS 

• 12 ON THEIR WAY TO CRUISE AMONG DEAD IN PLANE 
CRASH 

• SAFETY EXPERTS SAY SCHOOL BUS PASSENGERS SHOULD BE 
BELTED 

• 2 SISTERS REUNITED AFTER 18 YEARS AT CHECKOUT COUNTER 

• MAN EATING PIRANHA MISTAKENLY SOLD AS PET FISH 

• ASTRONAUT TAKES BLAME FOR GAS IN SPACECRAFT 

• QUARTER OF A MILLION CHINESE LIVE ON WATER 

• INCLUDE YOUR CHILDREN WHEN BAKING COOKIES 

• OLD SCHOOL PILLARS ARE REPLACED BY ALUMNI 

• GRANDMOTHER OF EIGHT MAKES HOLE IN ONE 

• HOSPITALS ARE SUED BY 7 FOOT DOCTORS 

• LAWMEN FROM MEXICO BARBECUE GUESTS 

• TWO SOVIET SHIPS COLLIDE, ONE DIES 

• ENRAGED COW INJURES FARMER WITH AX 

• LACK OF BRAINS HINDERS RESEARCH 

• RED TAPE HOLDS UP NEW BRIDGE 

• SQUAD HELPS DOG BITE VICTIM 

• IRAQI HEAD SEEKS ARMS 

• HERSHEY BARS PROTEST

Homophones, homographs, 
& polysemy

• homophones—same sound pattern, different 
meaning: write, right, rite  

• homographs—same spelling (not always same 
sound), different meaning: take a bow, tie a bow 

• polysemous words—general term meaning many 
meanings (book defines them as related meanings) 

Bugs, Bugs, Bugs

David Swinney

Bugs, Bugs, Bugs

The man was not surprised when he found several spiders, 
roaches, and other bugs in the corner of the room

spy 
ant

antPriming:

WHAT’S IT MEAN?
• We access multiple meanings initially 
• But quickly use context to converge on the appropriate 

one

Why Ambiguity?
• If language is a means to implant ideas in other 

people’s head (and vise versa), shouldn’t unambiguity 
be the goal?  

• There are enough sound combinations to have a 
unique word for each concept. 

• But we don’t need to. Context does a good job of 
disambiguating.  

• And this might ease the load on our speech production 
system (it recycles rather than uses new sequences)

Word Recognition Models
• Fundamental principles of perception 

• Bottom-up or top-down?

Context 
Phrase 
Word 

Syllable 
Phoneme 

Acoustic features

Bottom 
up

Top 
down



Word Recognition Models
• Fundamental principles of perception 

• Bottom-up or top-down? 

• Research question: does higher-level info 
influence the perception of lower-level features?

Context 
Phrase 
Word 

Syllable 
Phoneme 

Acoustic features

Bottom 
up

Top 
down

Bugs, Bugs, Bugs

The man was not surprised when he found several spiders, 
roaches, and other bugs in the corner of the room

spy 
ant

antPriming:

NO                   YES



Most researchers now agree 
that processing is both 

bottom up and top down

Brain evidence also supports 
top-down + bottom-up

There are as many feedback as feedforward connections

The Cohort Model
• Word onset driven recognition (onsets are special) 

• Word recognition happens at the “uniqueness 
point”

The TRACE Model
• An application of 

“connectionist 
modeling” to speech 
recognition 

• Within layer competition 
(lateral inhibition) 

• Top-down activation 
from word to phoneme 
layers

The Neighborhood 
Activation Model (NAM)

• Attempts to deal 
with frequency and 
neighborhood 
effects on word 
recognition 

• Goal is not to 
identify phonemes 
but recognize words

no phonemes!


