
WHAT’S IN A WORD? 

Shakespeare (1597) Romeo and Juliet. What’s in a name?

de Saussure  (1916) Thought-Sound.  Signification

Firth (1957) “You shall know a word by the company it keeps”

Wittgenstein (1953) “In most cases meaning is use”

Where are these ideas now?  Educational implications?      
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Shakespeare Romeo and Juliet (1597) What’s in a name?

Bally Gill as Romeo and Karen Fishwick as Juliet in Erica Whyman's 2018 production of Romeo and Juliet with the Royal Shakespeare Company.
ncellis@umich.edu



Shakespeare (1597) What’s in a name?

Rose by any other name. Symbols arbitrary

Associative learning

Not all words are equal – (hand / Montague)

The ‘learning burdens’ can be quite different

ncellis@umich.edu



https://www.insightsmix.com/artificial-intelligence/gpt-alternative-top-large-language-models/

WHAT’S IN A WORD? 
Cognitive-linguistic, Neuroscientific, AI, 
Psycholinguistic, and Usage-based perspectives

Nick Ellis
Vocab@Vic 2023

ncellis@umich.edu



Embodiment
Sight

Perceptual symbol systems
Hand 

Umwelt
Poke push put… VOL

Social Cognition

Ellis, N. C. (2019). Essentials of a theory of language cognition. Modern Language Journal, 103 (Supplement 2019), 39-60. 

Primates 55 million years.  Human language 200,000 years
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de Saussure  (1916) Thought-Sound.  Signification

Words as Sign

Arbitrariness of Signs - Associative learning

Factors affecting Explicit learning & Memory

Attention

Depth of Processing

Desirable difficulties – self-testing, spaced practice, interleaving, ..
ncellis@umich.edu
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Ellis, N. C. (1994). Vocabulary acquisition: The implicit ins and outs of explicit cognitive mediation In N. Ellis (Ed.) Implicit 
and explicit learning of languages (pp. 211-282). London: Academic Press.
Ellis, N. C. (2006). Language acquisition as rational contingency learning.  Applied Linguistics. 27 (1), 1-24. 
Ellis, N. C. (2015). Implicit AND explicit learning: Their dynamic interface and complexity. In P. Rebuschat  (Ed.), Implicit 
and explicit learning of languages (pp. 3-23). Amsterdam: John Benjamins

Implicit and Explicit Vocabulary Learning

Noticing
Attention

ncellis@umich.edu
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Routine Psycholinguistic determinants of Learning
The Construction to be learned

cue:

outcome

Construction

today

at the 
present period 

of time

The Psychology of Learning

• Frequency
• Prototypicality of Meaning
• Contingency
• Salience / Length / Regularity
• Imageability
• Redundancy, Overshadowing
• Attention
• Transfer, Blocking, Interference

Ellis, N. C. (1995). The psychology of foreign language acquisition: Implications for CALL. International Journal of Computer 
Assisted Language Learning (CALL), 8, 103-128.
Ellis, N. C., & Beaton, A. (1993). Psycholinguistic determinants of foreign language vocabulary learning. Language Learning, 
43, 559-617.
Ellis, N. C. (2006). Language acquisition as rational contingency learning.  Applied Linguistics. 27 (1), 1-24.
Berger, C., Crossley, S., Skalicky ,S.. (2019). Using lexical features to investigate second language lexical decision 
performance. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 41, 911-935.ncellis@umich.edu



Signification Neuroscience  Jack Gallant

https://aeon.co/videos/see-how-our-brains-group-
words-by-meaning-in-surprisingly-complex-
semantic-maps

https://gallantlab.org/viewer-deniz-2019/

ncellis@umich.edu

https://aeon.co/videos/see-how-our-brains-group-words-by-meaning-in-surprisingly-complex-semantic-maps
https://aeon.co/videos/see-how-our-brains-group-words-by-meaning-in-surprisingly-complex-semantic-maps
https://aeon.co/videos/see-how-our-brains-group-words-by-meaning-in-surprisingly-complex-semantic-maps


Signification -  Current Neuroscience   Ev Fedoronko

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uE9AiYuCwdE&t=2s&ab_channel=MAINConference

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sSr152-vOLc&ab_channel=InnovatorsCogNeuro

ncellis@umich.edu

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uE9AiYuCwdE&t=2s&ab_channel=MAINConference
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sSr152-vOLc&ab_channel=InnovatorsCogNeuro


Firth (1957) “You shall know a word by the company it keeps”

Sinclair (1991, p. 110) Principle of Idiom:
“a language user has available to him or her a large number of semi-
preconstructed phrases that constitute single choices, even though they 
might appear to be analyzable into segments.

Pattern Grammar.  Cobuild project. Collocation, Colligation, Semantic 
Prosody, Lexical Priming

Sinclair – ‘The phrase, the whole phrase, and nothing but the phrase’

Corpus Linguistics

Cognitive Linguistics

ncellis@umich.edu



12

Cognitive Linguistics
Usage-Based Grammar
We learn Constructions

q Constructions as basic symbolic units 
of language representation: 
q Form meaning mappings
q Conventionalized in the speech 

community
q Entrenched as language knowledge in 

the learner’s mind 
q Usage-based acquisition

q We learn constructions through using 
language, engaging in communication. 

q Emergence
q Creative linguistic competence emerges 

from the collaboration of the memories 
of all of the utterances in a learner’s 
entire history of language use and the 
frequency-biased abstraction of 
regularities within them

morphological, syntactic, lexical, phrasal form 

    semantic, pragmatic, discourse functions

q Cognitive Linguistics 
q Functional Linguistics
q Psycholinguistics
q Corpus Linguistics
q Can’t separate:

q Grammar from lexis 
q Form from meaning
q Meaning from context
q Structure from Usage

q Applied Linguistics 

Ellis, N. C. (2006). Cognitive perspectives on SLA: The Associative-Cognitive CREED.  AILA Review, 19, 100-12
Ellis, N. C., Römer, U. & O’Donnell, M. B. (2016). Usage-based Approaches to Language Acquisition and Processing: 
Cognitive and Corpus Investigations of Construction Grammar. Language Learning Monograph Series. Wiley-Blackwell.

la “pensée-son”
de Saussure (1916)

A word’s company….

prediction

ncellis@umich.edu
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LLMs, Deep Learning, GenAI, Thinking Machines, GPT-4

No embodiment – No skin in the game
LLMs as castles in the sky ………………………………………………..
Hallucinations 
LLMs produce essays that are Turing-test-indistinguishable from human authors’
The language produced by LLMs is meaningful to the humans that read it, but not 
to the LLMs themselves.
The better they are at bullshitting, the better they will replicate
Batesian mimicry in the memeosphere

BUT – They have cracked Language form
They can certainly talk the talk

AI in the classroom…

A word’s company…

prediction

ncellis@umich.edu



A word’s company - LLMs

https://aeon.co/videos/see-how-our-brains-group-words-by-meaning-in-surprisingly-complex-semantic-maps

DigiDan

Predictionncellis@umich.edu

https://aeon.co/videos/see-how-our-brains-group-words-by-meaning-in-surprisingly-complex-semantic-maps


Wittgenstein (1953) “In most cases meaning is use”

We’ve moved on to ideas which are much more complex and abstract than 
‘hand’:
‘Montague’, ‘LLMs’, ‘memeosphere’ / ‘symbolosphere’, ’desirable difficulties’….
We can only sort their meaning through usage

Educational implications?:
Read
Communities of practice
Choose the right school
Choose the right conversation partner
Choose the right summer school & conference

Douglas Fir Group (2016). A transdisciplinary framework for SLA in a multilingual world. Modern Language Journal, 100, 19-
47
Ellis, N. C. (2019). Essentials of a theory of language cognition. Modern Language Journal, 103 (Supplement 2019), 39-60. ncellis@umich.edu
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four equal strands of meaning focused input, meaning focused output, language 
focused learning, and fluency development. 95% coverage

Graeme Kennedy

Vocab@Vic 2023 VUW

Averil Coxhead
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