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ABSTRACT

It is well­established that a word’s phonological
neighbourhood is relevant for many aspects of
phonetic processing. The current study investigated
whether this is true of nonwords too. In the exposure
phase, participants (N=198, English­speaking) were
shown pairings of novel words and novel items. In
the test phase, participants were presented with a
word–item pairing and asked if the item was named
correctly or not. Overall accuracy was high (79.2%).
Nonwords were learned with higher accuracy, and
responded to with faster reaction times, if they
had more neighbours, and if their neighbours were
more well­connected, relative to nonwords which
had fewer neighbours and whose neighbours were
less well­connected. These results demonstrate that
existing words in the lexicon can exert an influence
on the acquisition and processing of novel words.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Several studies have shown that the phonological
neighbours of a word—all the words that differ from
that word only in terms of a single phoneme—can
influence that word’s processing, both in terms of
perception and production [1]. This finding has
been extended, to some extent, to the processing
of nonwords too. For example, lexical decision
reaction time task is modulated by the number
of neighbours of nonword stimuli [2, 3], and
nonword neighbourhoods can influence phoneme
identification [4].

It is less clear, however, how neighbourhood
properties affect the learnability of novel words. By
definition, a word which has not yet been learned is
functionally equivalent to a nonword. This paper
examines how neighbourhood properties influence
novel word learning.

Figure 1: Example novel item stimulus image.

2. METHOD

2.1. Materials

Wuggy [5] was used to generate several hundred
British English nonwords, of which 47 were selected
for use in the experiment. The stimuli were recorded
by a native speaker of British English. Images of
48 novel items with low familiarity ratings were
selected from the NOUN database [6]. An example
image is provided in Figure 1. The nonword stimuli
were as follows:

bɒsp bjuːf bjuːp bjuːʃ
bjuːʒ bjʊә bræb bræmpt bræv
ðiːd ðiːpt druːʤ eɪf fɜːʧ
flɔːʧ fruːm fwɑːθ ɡjuːʃ ɡlæɡ
ɡlaɪb ɡleɪm ɡrʌlpt hjuːf huːls
jɜːft klɒm krɪnθ kwɛmpt pɜːb
plɛsp pwiːθ skwaɪs skwɒf slæʤ
slәʊɡ smɪd spliːʃ splʌnd stʌɡ
swɒsk ʃnæm ʃpiːɡ traʊd vjuːt
zɛft θrɒmps θwæʃt

2.2. Neighbourhood properties

Several recent studies conceive of the phonological
lexicon as a complex network, where words,
represented as nodes in a network, are connected
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