The theory of word identification I am developing is a part of the cognitive theory of language understanding. Nobody wonders how it is that we are so quick at producing and understanding sentences. But how this is done needs explaining. My research is limited to the word recognition and identification stage, because though inseparable from the other operations in cognitive text processing, word recognition initiates the whole process, and activates other operations on the one hand, and different schemas of knowledge on the other.


	In this regard, many psycholinguists, including myself, believe that such speed is possible due to the fact, that speakers or readers possess knowledge and strategies that often enable them to jump from sounds or letters to meaning and vice versa (Garnham). The problem is to explain how we recover the ideas that are represented by sounds or letters. It was assumed that the process of identifying new words would slow down reading, takes slightly longer and might reveal the initial stages of the process which normally are automatic and unconscious. In this sense, a new word serves as a means of revealing some subconscious mechanisms of word identification.


	A pilot experiment was made during which a set of new adjectives of the Russian language was tested, subjects being Russian native speakers. Only printed words were used in the experiment. The experimental techniques included the individual estimation of the degree of novelty of the stimulus word, the psychological subjective scaling, the method of free association, the subjective definition of meaning of the stimulus word, and some others.


	The obtained data were analyzed by grouping the responses according to their relation to the stimulus word. This resulted in the construction of an integrative data field for each stimulus word, that reflected all identification strategies and models for linking items in the mental lexicon and the priority basis chosen for identification (formal or semantic). 


	The complex experimental techniques and a specially created procedure of analysis of the obtained data helped to trace certain universal strategies of accessing items in the mental lexicon and to reveal some peculiarities of identification of words which have different semantic or morphological structures or belong to different parts of speech.


	 Two major classes of the model have been proposed to account for how words are recognized - direct-access models (W. D. Marslen-Wilson,  J. Morton) and search-models (V. Fromkin). Though both have been used for theoretical interpretation of the empirical data,  they proved to be not sufficient for explaining all the evidence.


	More successful were interactive models (A.A. Zalevskaya,  J. L. McClelland ) which treat the mental  lexicon as a dynamic functional system and an integral part of human cognitive abilities. The items in the mental lexicon are viewed as the products of a complex interaction of perceptual, cognitive, emotional and verbal experience stored in one’s memory and simultaneously utilized at different levels of consciousness when a word provides access to interconnected fragments of the personal knowledge and world image. 


The next step for further development of the theory of word identification brought my research into the foreign language acquisition context. It was very tempting to suggest that learners of EFL dealing with unknown words would use the same cognitive strategies as a native speaker, when coming across a new word. A broad program of empirical research was worked out to test this assumption. Two experiments were designed and carried out to investigate the process of new English word identification in acquisition by Russian advanced learners of English. The data analysis gave evidence that often sources other than language environment govern interpretation, such as social factors relating to the NL. The word «babushkaphobia»  from the list of stimulus is very exemplary in this respect. Consisting of familiar elements, the word is identified as well-known and clear by most of the subjects: but the interpretation they gave differs from the contextual one; «the fear of babushkas» instead of «the fear of becoming a babushka». Such interpretation is not language-dependant, but culturally and socially motivated. And this brings my research into sociolinguistic/cultural context.


Now I’m writing a monograph trying to summarize all I have found on the topic and interpret my own findings. It’s a necessary but a bit tiresome work? because i have already many other interestinfg things in mind. Though connected with the theory they are more practical and close to life.


 





