
Learning phase: Teach participants meanings of stems and 
suffixes, distribution of phonological rule application, and 
create artificial frequency distribution
Stimuli associated with meanings via simultaneous 
presentation of image, audio, and orthography (White et al. 2018; 
Jarosz et al. 2025)

Stems and suffixed forms presented in particular ratio which 
encourages or discourages decomposition for a given suffix

Stems > derived forms = decomposed parse, 
derived > stem forms = whole-word parse

Conditions (between-subjects):
1. Baseline: No relative frequency differences, only regular 
and exceptional suffixes 
2. Congruent: Regular suffix = whole-word parse; 
exceptional suffix = decomposed parse
3. Incongruent: Regular suffix = decomposed parse, 
exceptional suffix = whole-word parse

Verification phase: Shows learning phase images and asks 
participants to verify correct pronunciations 
Two pronunciations given and forced-choice task 

Must get 75% correct to move on to next phase

Test phase: Presents novel words/images and asks 
participants to generalize pattern to new items
Results evaluate accuracy of responses in test phase
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1. Alternations and Decomposition

Rules applied across morpheme boundaries can vary
(1) English Stress Shift: Word prominence shifts rightward

when suffixes are added
a. rígid + ity à [rigíd-ity]    b. rígid + ness à [rígid-ness] 

regular application J no application L
Previous accounts rely on pre-determined a priori 
categorization of affixes (e.g. Chomsky and Halle 1968; Kiparsky 1982)

Alternative accounts find correlation between decomposition 
during lexical access and exceptional affixes (Dabouis 2019; Zuraw
et al. 2021; Grachek 2025)

Decomposed complex words recognized as composite parts, 
while non-decomposed recognized as whole-word forms

Decomposition is abstract, but can be reliably predicted using 
token relative frequency (Hay 2001; Hay and Baayen 2002; 2003)

Decomposed parse           vs        Whole-word parse     
/move/  +  /-ment/              vs /movement/
Base freq. > derived freq.  vs       Derived freq. > base freq.

Exceptional forms correlated with decomposed parse,
regular forms correlated with whole-word parse

PROBLEM: Correlation could be result of diachrony, not 
active use of distributional lexical information

4. Results and Conclusion3. Procedure

Artificial Language Learning task (ALL) designed using PCIbex
(Zehr and Schwarz 2018)

36 native English-speaking USC undergraduates recruited
Received course credit (100-300 level linguistics courses)
Excluded 10 non-native speakers à 26 participants

Nonsense word stems (CVCVC) and 2 nonce suffixes (VCV)
Stem-final voicing assimilation process applies with one suffix 
but not the other 

[porap] + [-iso] à [porab-iso] (assimilation applies – regular)
[porap] + [-ifa]  à [porap-ifa]  (no assimilation – exceptional)

All stimuli associated with meanings 
Stem = objects and animals, suffix 1 = ‘small’, suffix 2 =  ‘big’

Suffix meanings and regularity/exceptionality counterbalanced
88 learning phase trials, 20 verification phase trials, 30 test 
phase trials = 138 total stimuli

2. Participants and Stimuli Prediction: Test phase response accuracy in 
congruent condition > incongruent condition

Main question: Is lexical decomposition (indicated
by relative freq.) used to enhance learning of
morpho-phonologically varied alternation?

prefix suffix

Figure 3: Response accuracy between conditions 
for regular and exceptional items (pilot)

Find me here!
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Takeaways: When suffixes in varied alternation are:
Decomposed (base > derived) and exceptional, or
whole-word parsed and regular (derived > base),
response accuracy in ALL improves, especially for
exceptional items
May suggest that lexical parsing processes like
decomposition play active role in helping speakers
learn whether complex word undergoes/fails to
undergo variable morpho-phonological alternation

Figure 2: Response accuracy between conditions (pilot)

Figure 1: Example of test phase trial

Baseline Congruent Incongruent

Baseline Congruent Incongruent
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