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Abstract

 

This paper presents data collected from students from a product naming project where
 

groups were responsible for naming four novel products. The product names were then
 

analyzed and compared to a set of standard values for how new words typically enter the
 

English language. This paper also discusses briefly how new words enter a language and
 

the word formation process as it applies to the English language. Finally,implications of
 

the results are discussed and consideration is given to how students could benefit by such
 

product naming projects and having explicit knowledge about the word formation process
 

in English.

1. Introduction
 

The English language,like any living language,is constantly undergoing change to adapt to
 

the needs of English speakers to communicate with other English speakers in an ever-changing
 

world. In order to keep up with the times, the English lexicon must somehow expand to
 

accommodate a vast array of new innovations and concepts ranging from consumer products to
 

computers and internet technology;from modern literature to medical research. These changes
 

are not strictly for native speakers but also for second language speakers who use English as a
 

common language to communicate with people in different parts of the world. The fact that the
 

English language has become the Lingua Franca of world communication has resulted in even
 

more pressure for the language to evolve and adapt with the times.

If there is such a demand for new words,the obvious question then is where do these new
 

words come from?Is there a process for making new words to accommodate gaps in the lexicon
 

that result from change and innovation?If there is a process,do speakers of the language,or in
 

this case speakers of English as a Foreign Language,intuitively understand and can apply the
 

process?

The answer is yes,there is a process and I will summarize the common ways in which new
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words come into being. To answer the final question,a group of English as a Foreign Language
 

students were asked to name four unusual products in a product naming activity. The resulting
 

names were then analyzed yielding interesting results. In this article,I will talk about the results
 

and the implications.

2.Changing Lexicon:Semantic Change,Borrowing and
 

Word Formation
 

In order to accommodate the demand for new lexicon,Algeo and Pyles(1993)claim there are
 

three general sources from where new words emerge:semantic change,where pre-existing words
 

take on new meaning;borrowing,the process of adopting foreign loan words;and word formation
 

which is the creation of new words from pre-existing word“elements” or morphemes. Each of
 

these processes will be explained in greater detail below.

Semantic change refers to a number of processes that are responsible for changing the
 

meaning of a word from its original sense to a new,sometimes completely different meaning.

Some of the processes are gradual,perhaps taking several generations whereas others occur more
 

rapidly. For example,the word‘mouse’which commonly means‘small rodent’has taken on the
 

additional meaning of a ‘computer periphery devise used for input’in a short period of time.

Commonization is the term given when common words are used to represent new objects or ideas
 

as the above example demonstrates. Commonization is a very popular method used in product
 

naming,for example automobile manufacturers often name their new car models with common
 

names such as‘Mustang’,‘Forester’and‘Swift’with the intent of portraying their products with
 

the favorable image that the name implies.

To understand how semantic change occurs however, it is important to understand that a
 

word has both meaning and connotations. For example,the words‘mother’,‘mom’,‘ma’,and‘old
 

lady’are synonymous;however,each have different connotations ranging from formal,casual to
 

slang. Changes in meaning and/or connotation often result in words having different meanings
 

from their cognates.

One of the main mechanisms for change in meaning is through generalization and specializa-

tion. Generalization and specialization occur when the variables to which the word refers to are
 

either decreased (generalization)or increased (specialization). For example in Old English the
 

word‘tail’was likely to mean‘hairy caudal appendage’like that of a horse. Over the years the
 

variable of hairiness has been dropped giving the meaning of the word greater scope, thus the
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word in Modern English simply means‘caudal appendage’. An opposite example is that of the
 

word ‘meat’which in Old English referred to ‘flesh’as it does today but was also used in the
 

general sense to refer to‘food’. Another interesting example is the difference in meaning of the
 

word‘corn’in the UK and North America. ‘Corn’was originally used to refer to‘grain’including
 

wheat,barley,oats and other cultivated cereal grains and in the UK the word still carries this
 

meaning,whereas in North America‘corn’has become specialized to refer to‘maize’.

There are various other ways a transfer of meaning occurs in words. One example is the use
 

of metaphors such as with the word ‘foot’to refer to the base or lowest point as in ‘foot of a
 

mountain’or‘foot of a tree’. Also,the meaning of the word‘foot’has been adapted to mean a
 

form of measurement (approximate length of a human foot):this is an example of metonymy
 

where a word takes on an additional meaning to refer to a type of measurement. The term
 

synesthesia refers to a transfer of meaning from one sensory faculty to another as in ‘These
 

flowers smell sweet’. Also a change in meaning may come about from an association of ideas.

For example,the word‘pen’comes from the Latin‘penna’which means‘feather’. Since feather
 

quilts were used as early ink writing instruments,the word‘pen’was adopted to refer to newer
 

mechanical ink writing instruments.

Other factors which change the meaning and use of words result from changes in connotation.

A word may either gain respectability (amelioration) or fall out of grace (pejoration). For
 

example, the word ‘vulgar’which currently means ‘rude’or ‘obscene’comes from the Latin

‘valgus’to mean‘common people’. The Latin‘nescius’meaning ‘ignorant’has had a better fate
 

evolving to the current word‘nice’to describe a pleasant personality. An interesting agent for
 

pejoration which may result in the loss of use of a word and/or the use of a‘better’sounding word
 

or phrase,referred to as euphemism,is because of a taboo against talking about the object or
 

concept the original word refers to. A good example of taboo and the use of euphemisms is with
 

the subject of death which is generally a sensitive topic in most cultures. In English,euphemisms
 

such as‘pass away’are used instead of the cold hard‘die’.

Also,the meaning of words may vary among groups. For example,the word‘smart’means

‘intelligent’but in the U.K. it also carries the meaning of being fashionable. It’s interesting to
 

note that the loanword‘sumato’in Japanese comes from the English‘smart’;however,the word
 

has come to mean‘slender’.

Semantic change,though an important agent in the evolving English lexicon,is insufficient
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to provide the vocabulary necessary to meet the demand for new words. A different strategy
 

which has had a profound effect on the English language since it became the common language
 

in most parts of Britain some time between 500 AD to 700 AD, has been the introduction of
 

loanwords from foreign languages. The volume of loanwords introduced from foreign languages
 

such as French,Greek and Latin through the process of borrowing,is profound. It is estimated
 

that more than half of the total number of words in English can be traced to foreign cognates.

With such a high number of loan words it is natural to question the integrity of the English
 

language;however,it is important to remember that loan words have been adapted to English
 

pronunciation and must conform to English grammatical rules. Also, there is a distinction
 

between popular loanwords which are commonly used in everyday oral communication such as

‘dinner’(from French),‘alcohol’(from Arabic)and‘piano’(from Italian)and learned loanwords
 

which have been adopted for scholarly purposes and are used less frequently. Finally,even with
 

the high number of loanwords, the majority of high frequency words used in daily life have
 

descended from Old English.

Several languages have had an impact on the English lexicon throughout history, often
 

providing sets of words to fill in newly created gaps in the lexicon. Initially,Latin words were
 

introduced into Old English via British Celts who acquired these words from the Romans. Some
 

examples are,‘city’,‘monastery’and‘harbor’to name a few. Scandinavian words influenced the
 

English lexicon as the Vikings repeatedly occupied large portions of England from the ninth
 

century to the eleventh century and integrated with its inhabitants. The greatest contribution to
 

the English language is the ‘th’third person pronouns such as ‘they’and ‘them’which are of
 

Scandinavian origin.

Perhaps the greatest influence a foreign language has had on English began with the battle
 

of Hastings in 1066 in which the Normans from Northern France invaded and conquered England.

While English remained the tongue of the common folk, French became the official language
 

which was used in monarchy,aristocracy and official affairs. The vast number of loanwords from
 

French is overwhelming and in many cases filled huge gaps of the lexicon where no prior words
 

existed or displaced Old English words. For example,there are many words of French origin in
 

the above mentioned fields such as‘attorney’,‘chancellor’and‘prince’. During the time after the
 

Norman Conquest many French loanwords for food (e.g., ‘beef’,‘pork’)and food preparation

(‘fry’,‘roast’)came into common use.
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In Modern English,since the 16 century,many loan words of Greek and Latin origin came
 

into the English lexicon to describe higher learning such as in medicine and literature. For
 

example,the field of science has depended heavily on Latin roots,as in the word‘Biology’(study
 

of life), as a source of names. Even today English continues to borrow words from foreign
 

languages. With the prominence of Japan and the Japanese language,even Japanese loan words
 

such as‘karaoke’,‘tsunami’,and‘sushi’have entered English dictionaries.

The third and perhaps most important way for new words to come into common use is
 

through the formation of new words by changing and/or combining elements of existing words.

This process of word formation is the linguistic principal often used when creating new words for
 

new consumer products or naming new enterprises. Also,Plag (2003)suggests that some of the
 

processes described below are used intuitively by speakers to create new words in order to
 

communicate if the appropriate word is not found in one’s mental lexicon.

According to Kodani(2000),in order to understand how the word formation process works,

it is important to understand that English words can either be simple words or complex words.

Simple words such as‘good’,‘book’or‘go’are considered simple since they cannot be divided into
 

smaller parts. Complex words on the other hand consist of a base unit,usually a simple word,

another base unit and/or other units of meaning,morphemes,which may or may not be indepen-

dent words. For example the word ‘textbook’which is a compound noun (two words joined
 

together to make a new word)is a complex word as is the word‘unbelievable’with the base word

‘believe’joined with the prefix ‘un-’to give this word the opposite meaning and the suffix‘-able’

changing this word from a noun to an adjective. The two above examples are examples of two
 

of the most common methods for creating new words:compounding and affixation.

According to Algeo& Pyles (1993),compounding at 40% is the most common technique for
 

forming new words. As mentioned before,a compound is formed when two independent words
 

are combined to create a new word with a meaning different from the component words.

Compounding is very common in English and compound words are found in all parts of speech.

Compound words are spelled in three different ways:solid,hyphenated,or open(e.g.,‘greenhouse’,

‘laid-back’, ‘post office’) though often there are discrepancies and variations in spelling even
 

among dictionaries. With respect to pronunciation the first element is usually stressed indicating
 

a close relationship between the elements. In a relatively new field,such as computers,there is
 

a demand for new words to name new devices,concepts and actions;therefore,it is not surprising
 

to find examples of compound words (e.g.,‘floppy disc’,‘hard drive’,‘touch type’,etc.).
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The second most common form of word creation,affixing,is the combination of words with
 

either a prefix,suffix or both to form a new word. Many affixes cannot exist as independent
 

words thus affixing is different from compounding. The affixes found in Modern English either
 

originate from Old English or are of foreign origin, especially from Latin, French or Greek.

Prefixes change the mean of the base word such as‘un-‘which gives the opposite meaning as in

‘unlucky’or‘uncontrollable’. Suffixes on the other hand change the form of a word to a different
 

part of speech. For example, the suffix ‘-ly’changes an adjective to an adverb as in ‘slow’to

‘slowly’. (see Quark et al. (1985)for a comprehensive list of affixes).

Perhaps the third most common way new words are introduced to language is known as
 

functional shift in which the unaltered form of a word is used in a different part of speech.

Probably the most common function shift is from verb to noun for example,‘take a walk’or‘have
 

a talk’.

Another source of new words comes from the process of shortening which include clipping,

initialisms (alphabetism and acyonyms)and blending. The tendency to shorten long words is
 

common and in some cases the clipped form of a word may completely supplant the original form
 

altogether. For example, it is probably more common to refer to an advertisement in North
 

America as an‘ad’(‘advert’in the UK)rather than advertisement. Also it is highly unlikely to
 

hear a person refer to a pair of‘pants’by the unclipped form,‘pantaloons’.

Another form of shortening is the use of the first letters from words in a phrase where each
 

letter is pronounced individually. Words of this sort usually stand for an idea,group or institution
 

such as‘BBC’(pronounced‘bee-bee-cee’)for British Broadcasting Corporation. An acronym is
 

a similar type of abbreviation;however,instead of pronouncing each letter individually,the set
 

of letters is pronounced as a word. For example ‘NATO’, the abbreviated form for ‘North
 

Atlantic Treaty Organization’is pronounced‘Nay-toe’.

Blending,which as the name implies,is the blending of two existing words to form one new
 

word. Typically,blending is used to create a new word to describe a combination of things,ideas
 

or an intermediate form. Common words that have resulted due to blending include ‘smog’

(‘smoke’＋ ‘fog’)and‘brunch’(‘breakfast’＋ ‘lunch’).

In discussing the formation of new words,it is interesting to note that the actual creation of
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words (root creations)without any association with existing words or morphemes is quite rare.

One classic example of a root creation is the word‘Kodak’created by George Eastman to name
 

his company and product. Eastman claimed that word is completely arbitrary(Algeo & Pyles

(1993)) One interesting class of root creations,echoic words,are words based on sound such as
 

the words ‘burp’and ‘splash’. Echoic words are quite common is some languages such as
 

Japanese;however,they are rarely found in English.

3.The Project:Product Naming
 

3.1 Overview
 

In groups of four,students were given four pictures of unusual objects (unusual inventions)

(see appendix 1)and were asked to provide three names for each object and give a reason for each
 

name. This project took place in the spring of 2004.

3.2 The Subjects
 

The subjects were students at Kanda Gaigo Kakuen which is a language college in central
 

Tokyo. The class consisted of 16 students (15 female and 1 male)most of whom were 19 years
 

old. The students’L1 is Japanese and their approximate English language ability is upper-

beginner/low-intermediate(TOEIC 350-450)

3.3 Procedure
 

The students were arranged in groups of four and given a handout (see appendix 2)and were
 

told to follow the steps outlined on the handout:

Step 1:Take a look at the inventions and decide what their uses could be.

Step 2:Work with a partner and decide on three possible names for each product. You can
 

choose any names you want but you have to give the reason why you chose a
 

particular name.

Step 3:You are going to review the names created for the products by other groups. In your
 

group,decide on the best name(you cannot choose one of your group’s names!).Give
 

the reason why you chose this name.
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3.4 Data

 

Name  Reason given  Word formation process

 

Table 1:Student Data

 

Product A
 

Compounding While you listen to music you can clean your room Music Cleaner
 

Compounding You can find someone, if you put a CD ROM which
 

includes his/her Picture. The stick part is a camera.
Searching Machine

 

Compounding
(Commonization)

You can use ordinary light and outdoor light.Light and Left

 

Compounding You can record sounds from two side microphones Portable Recorder
 

Borrowing(scarecrow in Japanese)Because this looks like an ostrich
 

so if you put it up in a rice field you can scare away birds
 

Kaka-shi

 

PWC (portable world
 

component)
The big antenna can receive radio from all over the world. Shortening

 
Cocktail Shaker  Compounding

 

Compounding It looks like a speaker Potable Component
 

Borrowing
(Compounding)

The parts of mop spin Korokoro Mop

 

Borrowing
(Blending)

“DAS” means duster,“KIN” means cloth in Japanese Daskin

 

Compounding It cleans shoes Shoes Duster

 

Product B

 

Stone Key Ring  You will not lose your keys because it weighs 2 kg. Compounding

 

Secret Object  If you have an important key you can hide it inside the
 

strange object
 

Compounding

 

Compounding It can store keys in this stone Key receiver
 

Blending“SE”means security,“COM”means company.Secom

 

Compounding Put in a key and put in your garden. Other people won’t
 

think it’s a key.
Security Stone

 

Compounding This stone can hide a room key Dummy Stone

 

Compounding This stone changes into a big house.Big House
 

Compounding Put the key into the lock the Bookstone will talk to you.Bookstone Doll

 

Compounding You never forget if you put your key in the stone Key-Keep
 

Compounding If you put your important things in this, it will never
 

break.
Precious Protector

 

Compounding Pocket＋ Monster Pocket Monster

 

Commonization It looks like a UFO. Pink Lady is a group of singers who
 

sing UFO
 

Pink Lady

 

Blending Polish＋ shoes Polishoes

 

Compounding It makes a person who loses his/her key happy.Smile Stone
 

Product C
 

All-Around
 

Clothesline
 

You can hang wet shirts on this to dry even fish  Compounding
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Word formation process Reason given Name

 

Compounding It can dry quickly Quick Warmer
 

Product D

 

Compounding This clothes prop has a heat function. We can use it on
 

rainy days or very cold days
 

Indoor Clothes Prop

 

Compounding I thought it looked a hot pipe.Hot Clothesline

 

Commonization This machine creates stripes so if you want to change your
 

plain clothes,just hang them on this.
Zebra

 

Compounding Clothes hang on the bar.Clothes Prop

 

Compounding If you hang a wet shirt on this,it will dry easily because
 

minus ions are emitted from the bottom.
Easy Drier

 

Hip-Hop  This machine is an exercise machine. You roll from side
 

to side.
Compounding

 

Move with your mind You can move this by your thinking. If you think that you
 

want to turn left in your mind, this machine turns left
 

automatically.

Compounding

 

Flying Car  Turn the seat and the engine will start  Compounding

 

Compounding You can go wherever you want to go.Octopus Chair
 

Functional
 

Shifting
 

Just sit and move automatically Move

 

Foot Bike  Children move it by their feet. They can build up their
 

legs.
Compounding

 

Gardening Chair  Many old farmers can’t bend over. Compounding

 

Compounding It can be cozy when you do gardening Cozy Garden
 

Commonization It has three wheels Triplet

 

Compounding It looks so strange Strange Tricycle

［Note:the term standard is used here to refer to a set of values derived over years of research with new word creation among native speakers of English. The term“stan-
dard”used here does not imply that the same experiment using the same pictures was used for a group of native speakers as a control.］

Total  41
 

Commonization  3  7.3  No Data
 

0 0

 

5 4.9
 

2 7.3

 

17 2.4
 

8 2.4

(Percent)(Percentage)

Standard Test Results

 

28 0
 

40 75.6 31 Compounding
 

0 Affixation

 

Test Results Type

(Number)

Shortening  1
 

Shifting  1

 

Borrowing  3
 

Blending  2

 

0 Creating

 

Table 2:The Distribution of Student Generated Results vs. Standard Distribu
 

tion of New Words(Taken from The Origins and Development of the
 

English Language by Thomas Pyles and John Algen. P.285)

-
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4.Results
 

After the product naming activity,the student generated product names were collected and
 

the process of how the words were formed was determined. (see table 1). Table 2 shows The
 

Distribution of Student Generated Results vs. the Standard Distribution of New Words(Taken
 

from The Origins and Development of the English Language by Thomas Pyles and John Algen.

P. 285). The results from this project are significantly different from the standard in many
 

respects;however,there are some similarities. As with the published values,compounding was
 

the most common way of making new words;however,the test results were significantly higher

(75.6% verses 40%)indicating that the students obviously had a strong conscious or subconscious
 

preference to this method of word formation. Examples of borrowing are slightly more than
 

expected (7.3% verses 2%) and the result for blending is approximately consistent with the
 

standard value(4.9% verses 5%). There were no examples of creating which corresponds to the
 

standard indicating that original names are indeed rare.

On the other hand, fewer words than expected were formed by affixation, shifting or
 

shortening, giving the opposite indication: the students generally avoided these strategies.

Examples of shifting and shortening are fewer than expected;however,the sample size of names
 

created is considerably small which could have skewed the results somewhat. There were no
 

examples of affixation out of the 41 product names collected which is surprising considering it is
 

the second most common occurring form of new word creation according to the standard.

5.Discussion
 

There are several possible reasons why the student generated results are different from the
 

standard. First of all, the subjects are all native speakers of Japanese with limited language
 

ability in English,therefore their knowledge of the different methods on how to create new words
 

is limited. Most native speakers lack explicit knowledge on how to create new words but have
 

gained implicit knowledge through extensive exposure. In the standard, affixing accounts for
 

28% of the new words created by native speakers whereas none of the new words generated by
 

the students fall under this category. The reasons for this,in my opinion,is that the students lack
 

explicit knowledge about affixes in English along with a limited vocabulary in general preventing
 

them from forming their own hypotheses.

The vast majority of the new words created by the students was through compounding and
 

this is no surprise as it is the most common way to create new words even among native speakers.
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Compounding is common in many other languages, including Japanese which explains the
 

students’preference to this method of word formation. In fact, Jackenoff (2002) suggests
 

compounding is one of the most fundamental mental strategies for word formation where there
 

is a natural tendency for speakers to combine words for the economy of communication. Also
 

compounding in English is common in Japan as evident by consumer products such as‘walkman’,

‘super dry’,etc.

The data for borrowing was higher than the standard data which is to be expected since it
 

would seem reasonable to assume that the students would consider using their native language in
 

the naming process. It is interesting to note that one of the examples, ‘Korokoro Mop’is a
 

compound made up of the Japanese word‘korokoro’(to spin)and the English word‘mop’.

As for implications in the classroom,it would be reasonable to expect that explicit knowl-

edge of the word formation process would benefit students learning English as a Foreign
 

Language,particularly knowledge of affixes. Kodani(2000)agrees with this assumption stating
 

that even if affixes are incorrectly used such as‘miscooked’the meaning would in all likelihood
 

still be conveyed.

Clearly, knowledge of affixes greatly expands a student’s vocabulary;however, there is
 

another way this knowledge should improve comprehension. The ability to guess the meaning of
 

words through context is a valuable skill and the knowledge of affixes should provide students
 

with a necessary tool to do so. For example,if a student were to come across an unknown word
 

such as‘antiestablishment’,knowledge that the prefix ‘anti’means against and the suffix ‘ment’

changes a verb to a noun,the student should have a better chance of guessing the meaning of this
 

word in context.

Over the last twenty years communicative language teaching has emphasized language
 

instruction which focuses on communication rather than the explicit instruction of grammar.

Students usually benefit from communicative language learning, such as task based activities,

especially in speaking fluency. However, in an appropriate situation, such as a course which
 

emphasizes reading skills,explicit instruction on the word formation process,especially affixing,

should help to increase vocabulary along with providing students with additional skills,including
 

a greater ability to guess the meaning of new words in context.
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Product D Product C

 

Product B Product A

 

Appendix 1:Products
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Appendix 2:

Product Naming
 

Back ground:Your company has just invented several new products and it’s your job,along with
 

your partners,to name these products.

Step 1:Take a look at the inventions and decide what their uses could be.

Step 2:Work with a partner and decide on three possible names for each product.You can choose
 

any names you want but you have to give the reason why you chose a particular name.

Step 3:You are going to review the names created for the products by other groups. In your
 

group,decide on the best name(you cannot choose one of your group’s name!).Give the
 

reason why you chose this name.

Product A
 
Name  Reason

 
1.

2.

3.

Product B
 
Name  Reason

 
1.

2.

3

 

Product C
 
Name  Reason

 
1.

2.

3.
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Product D
 
Name  Reason

 
1.

2.

3.

Final Choices  Reason
 

Product A:

Product B:

Product C:

Product D:
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