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ABSTRACT 

acceptability of compound denominal verbs. The study recruits six advanced L2 
learners of English whose native language is Chinese and one English native 
speaker. A timed Acceptability Judgement Task (AJT) and a verbal production 

use of compound denominal verbs. Using the Corpus of Contemporary American 
English (COCA), the target words in the AJT and the verbal production task are 
categorized into high-frequency words group and low-frequency words group. 
Furthermore, all the words including the novel use of words are divided into low 
contingency and high contingency according to their forms. The target words are 
incorporated into 36 sentences as the stimuli for the AJT and the verbal production 
task. The results of these two tasks have shown that, firstly, contingency is 
associated with L2 learners' acceptability of denominal verbs or deverbal nouns. 
Participants tend to accept the usage of denominal verbs or deverbal nouns when 

denominal verbs and deverbal nouns is also related to the frequency of compound 
words. In high-frequency compound words, participants are more likely to accept 
the novel use of high contingency compound words. But in low-frequency 

acceptability of novel word usage and the contingency of the word form. 
Moreover, compared to high-frequency compound words, the novel usage of low-
frequency compound words is more likely to be accepted by L2 learners. 

Keywords: English Denominal Verbs, Second Language Acquisition, 
Chinese L2 learners of English 

INTRODUCTION 

The innovative use of words for fulfilling various communication needs is a 
remarkable aspect of human language. Deriving verbs from nouns and nouns from 
verbs is a very common way to form new words in many languages [1]. For 

speakers in recent years. Verbs that are derived from nouns are called denominal 
verbs. In this study, compound denominal verbs are the focused construction. 
Under the framework of usage-based studies, this study examines whether L2 
learners are capable of using novel constructions creatively such as compound 
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denominal verbs. The aim of this study is to investigate whether contingency 

acceptability of novel word usage because the study might be beneficial for 
language learning of L2 learners. So far, few studies have focused on advanced 
Chinese ESL learners and applied contingency effects to investigate learners' use 
of denominal verbs and deverbal nouns. Therefore, the study is motivated by this 
research gap and aims to delve into whether the contingency of associative 
relationships influences the usage of compound words. 

THE PRESENT STUDY 

Considering the paucity of research on the impact of contingency on English 
compound words, the current study focuses on whether contingency influences 
Chinese ESL learners' use of compound words. Research questions are as 
follows:  

1. Does contingency influence L2 learners' acceptability of verbs 
derived from nouns or nouns derived from verbs?   

2. How does contingency (form-form mapping and form-function 
mapping) influence L2 learners' acquisition of words being used as 
denominal verbs or deverbal nouns? 

METHODS 

Participants 

The study recruits six highly proficient L2 learners of English and one 

and 25 years old, whose first language is Chinese mandarin. Their overall score 
of IELTS (International English Language Testing System) varies from 7 to 7.5, 
equivalent to the C1 level of the CEFR (Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages) scale. One native speaker who was born and raised in 
the United States at the age of 21 participates in the study to establish a baseline 
of the native-speaker norm. 

Instruments 

This study uses a timed Acceptability Judgement Task (AJT) and a verbal 

Eighteen compound words are categorized into two groups, namely high 
frequency and low frequency, and each group has nine words to achieve a 
counterbalance with 18 words and 36 sentences. The figure of raw frequency is 
obtained from the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). The 
frequency of word counts higher than 5000 is classed as a high-frequency word, 
whereas those above 5000 are considered to be low-frequency words. 
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Furthermore, all the words are divided into low contingency and high contingency 
according to their forms. For instance, when searching the word 'photographed' in 
COCA, the result shows that the token frequency of photographed is up to 6056, 
however, the relative frequency of 'a photograph' is lower (4548). Therefore, it is 
concluded that the photograph has a high contingency when used in a verb rather 
than in a noun.  

The AJT task includes 36 sentences that are adapted from the COCA; for 
example, two police officers put handcuffs on him, participants are required to 
rate the sentence as acceptable or unacceptable. All the sentences in the task are 
grammatically correct. AJT aims to investigate participants' implicit knowledge 
of compound word usage. The second task is to ask participants to record a simple 
sentence verbally using the word within twenty seconds, i.e., please make a simple 
sentence with the word "nickname," and participants should be provided with two 
sample sentences, for example, books have soft covers. The samples and 

and Mai [3]. The purpose of the production task is to test participants' implicit 
knowledge of compound word usage.  

Procedure 

Participants complete a survey about their language background and personal 
information before starting. Two Qualtrics links are allocated to participants, and 
they need to complete the AJT before the production task. AJT aims to test their 
acceptability of eighteen compound words used as verbs and nouns. The 

practice sentences are given before the test. For the second task, participants 
record 18 sentences by using selected compound words. Before recording, 
participants are allowed to do two practices.  

Scoring  

Overall, 378 responses are collected by applying two tasks (252 answers of 
the AJT and 126 answers of the production task). For the AJT, the results are 

to an acceptable answer and F given to an unacceptable answer. Mean and average 
acceptance is calculated according to test item categories in a table (see Figure 1). 
Classified by low frequency and high frequency, the acceptance of an individual 
compound word is plotted in bar charts.   

For the production task, the recorded data from the verbal production task are 
transcribed into a broad orthographic transcription. The speech data are coded by 
one of the researchers according to three parameters (grammatical accuracy, part 
of speech, and sentence length). The raw data are coded in the number of 
participants. Some representative words which show significant preference (the 
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difference is 
plotted in bar charts. In order to quantify, all the data are presented as percentages. 

THEORY 

Denominal verbs and Deverbal Nouns 

D
-Takane, deverbal nouns are 

nouns that are derived from verbs while verbs that are derived from nouns are 
called denominal verbs; and the original nouns that are derived are called parent 
nouns. There are few studies about this target construction [1]. 

Cheng and Lasnik explain three major asymmetries between Mandarin and 
English denominal verbs, which are typological, aspectual, and quantitative in 

Mandarin and English denominal verbs correlate with the different functions of 
-Takane 

use an intermodal preferential looking paradigm to investigate when children 
acquire rules for denominal verbs as well as deverbal nouns [1]. They choose 2.5-
year-old and 3-year-old French-speaking children as their participants. Their 
study shows that as long as French-s
words that are derived, there is no age difference for them to be able to understand 
novel denominal verbs and deverbal nouns. Clark and Clark assert that the 

vention that he or she means 
to denote the kind of state, event, or process that he or she assumes the listener 

for the meaning and acceptability of innovative verbs in vario
p.767]. They also argue that denominal verbs do not allow a unified semantic 
description despite the fact that they belong to a unified morphological family. 
Gerdts and Marlett introduce denominal verbs and ally constructions by outlining 
their morphological, syntactic, and semantic properties [6]. They mention that 
denominal verbs are different from noun incorporation and noun stripping 
although they have some shared syntactic characteristics. There are studies about 
influential factors of 

introspective frequency [3]. They conclude that entrenchment constrains fourth-
year learners of English from generalizing nouns into novel use while only the 
effect of preemption is salient for the teachers.  

Contingency 

Psychological research has recognized the importance of contingency 
learning. Contingency learning is defined as a probability-driven mechanism for 
learning whether associations between events are casual or noncausal [7; 8]. 
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According to Gluck and Bower, noncausal events refer to the high probability of 
events that co-occurred together [9]. For example, words thunder and lightning, 
thunder is an outcome, and lightning is a cue. The associative relationship P(O|C) 
between thunder and lightning is high, participants tend to label it as high 
contingency. High contingency is reliable and readily processed for learners. The 
more reliable the relations between form-form mapping or form-function 
mapping, the easier it is to learn, which indicates that learners acquire the use of 
the language from its associative manner [10]. Previous studies have investigated 
the influence of contingency on lexeme construction. For example, Stefano 
focuses on the effects of contingency on L2 Italian speakers' acquisition of 
perfective morpheme [11]. Some studies analyze whether contingency can 
facilitate L2 speakers' learning, for example, Zhao and MacWhinney find that the 
strategy of cue focusing helps L2 learners acquire the use of the English article 
system [12]. The most related article is written by Baars [13; 14]. He takes the 
word focus as an example, learners may not be aware of whether the word is a 
noun, an adjective, or a verb. However, learners tend to interpret the word as a 
noun unconsciously in the context of reader focus, which can be best explained 
by consciousness.  

RESULTS  

The task results indicate that contingency is associated with L2 learners' 
acceptability of denominal verbs or deverbal nouns. Figure 1 illustrates 
participants' acceptability of compound words. According to figure one, five out 
of seven participants rate the words with high contingency as acceptable (the 
mean is 77%), including the native speaker (72%). The sixth participant is more 
pleased to use words both in verbs and nouns than the others (94%). Surprisingly, 
it is found that most people also accept the novel usage of words with low 
contingency. The average population acceptability of low contingency compound 
words is 73%, which is relatively lower than the high contingency words.   

Figures 2 and 3 provide information on the percentage of participants' 
acceptability of each word, including the high and low contingency groups. In the 
first bar chart, there are five of the word forms in the low contingency group rated 
100% acceptable by participants (the noun of highlight, showcase photograph, 
handcuff and headquarter). In contrast, the newspaper usage used in a verb is 
considered chiefly unacceptable (29%). It is evident from the second bar chart that 
(figure 3) 13 words in the high contingency group are judged over 80 % of 
acceptability, compared to 6 out of 18 words belonging to the low contingency 
group.   

L2 learners' preferences of word usage are further confirmed in the 
production task because they implicitly create sentences with high contingency 
forms of words. Figures 4 and 5 show that these words include blackmail, 
watchdog, footnote, newspaper, and warehouse. It is in accordance with the 
contingency learning theory. However, there are some controversial findings as 
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well. For the AJT, participants' acceptability of using compound words both as 
verbs and nouns is high (more than 80%), i.e., counterbalance and headquarter. 
Still, the production task demonstrates that half of them use the word in low 
contingency form (57% and 57%, respectively). 

 

Fig. 1. Acceptability Judgements: Compound Words 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. Acceptability Judgements of Low Contingency Words 
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Fig. 3. Acceptability Judgements of High Contingency Words 

 

 

Fig. 4. 
Production Task 

 
Fig. 5.  Usage in 

Production Task 

DISCUSSION  

The findings of this study are in accordance with previous studies. Zhang and 
Mai support the notion that the stereotypes of rigid English usage constrain 
learners from generalizing nouns into novel use [3]. L2 learners prefer to use 
linguistic forms with high contingency from their implicit knowledge, and then 
generalize it into novel language usage. Contingency learning is defined as a 
probability-driven mechanism for learning whether associations between events 
are casual or noncausal [7; 8]. Based on the results of the study, it can be assumed 
that contingency learning is noncausal. It relates to the frequency of the target 

aware of whether a word is a noun, an adjective, or a verb [13]; [14]. However, 
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they unconsciously interpret the word based on consciousness, which can be 
explained by implicit knowledge in this study.   

The task results show that the contingency of high-frequency words has an 

to accept the usage of denominal verbs or deverbal nouns when the contingency 
of word form is high. However, they consider the usage to be unacceptable when 
the contingency of word form is low. So, in high-frequency compound words, 
participants are more likely to accept the novel use of high contingency compound 
words.   

Nevertheless, as for low-frequency compound words, there is no strong 
connection between particip
contingency of the word form. But the acceptability of novel word usage of low 
frequency is higher than high-frequency compound words. Two novel use of 
compound words is marked as unacceptable even if the contingency of word form 
is high. It is maybe because participants are not familiar with the word, they tend 
to consider it acceptable. Maybe the frequency of words also has an impact on 

er the 
frequency of words influences contingency learning is going to be investigated in 
future studies. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this study investigates whether contingency influences L2 
ve shown that 

contingency is associated with L2 learners' acceptability of denominal verbs or 
deverbal nouns. Participants tend to accept the usage of denominal verbs or 
deverbal nouns when the contingency of word form is high. In high-frequency 
compound words, participants are more likely to accept the novel use of high 
contingency compound words. In low-frequency compound words, there is no 

contingency of the word form. In addition, learners are more likely to accept novel 
word usage of low-frequency compound words than high-frequency compound 
words. 
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