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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Background of Study  

 One of the speech errors that every speaker has experienced is tip of the tongue 

(TOT), the state that we know a word but is difficult to mention. Besides in English, 

tip of the tongue states has different colloquial terms in each country, as in 

Indonesian, this experience is called "di ujung lidah" or in Dutch it is known as 

"puntje van de tong". Other examples include "puntadella lingua" for Italian and 

"Spitze der Zunge" for German. 45 of the 51 languages surveyed have idioms that 

refer to the tip of the tongue phenomenon (Schwartz, 1999). The above statement 

proves that tip of the tongue is universal in all languages and cultures (Schwartz, 

2010). TOT occurs when something blocks, interferes, or prevents the retrieval of the 

target word by speaker. The ability to access or retrieve a word involves a complex 

mental process even though it is a basic language skill processed by every speaker 

(Roelofs, 2002). A normal speaker has the potential to make a speech error which is 

about one per 1000 words (Levelt, 1999), or once a week (Burke, et al, 1991). This 

proves that one's lexical access process does not always succeed in reaching the target 

word. The failure and complexity of the individual lexical access process can be seen 

from the tip of the tongue phenomenon, which is universal in all languages 

(Schwartz, 2010). Someone who experiences tip of the tongue in the word 

mechanism, for example, understands the definition of the word or only knows 
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features such as the initial phoneme /m/, morpheme feature -ism or other generic 

recall features, but has difficulty knowing all phonemes that represent the word 

mechanism. 

 On average 3-5 words can be accessed by a normal speaker or 15 sounds per 

second (Roelofs, 2002). The same thing was said by Levelt (2001), normally a 

speaker has the ability to access 3-6 syllables per second from mental lexicon. All 

words’ meaning, pronunciation, syntactic characteristics are in the mental lexicon. 

More than that, the mental lexicon also becomes a place of all linguistic processes in 

memory (Aitchison, 1994). Individual’s mental lexicon will continue to develop and 

grow when getting new words or learning the new language structures. The existence 

of features such as phonemes, morphemes, meaning relations and episodic memory of 

a word are generic recall features (Brown & McNeill, 1966), which a person has, 

more than just the meaning of a word. These generic recall features become part of 

activation or selection process of words from our memory to become a concrete form 

of sound called lexical access process (Aitchison, 1994; Caroll, 2008).  

 According to a number of studies (Levelt, 1992; Roelofs, 2002; Garret, 1982; 

Butterworth, 1989) argue there are two main steps in lexical retrieval: the first lexical 

representation is lemma, an abstract representation which determines the word’s 

meaning and syntax. The second lexical representation is lexeme, the phonological 

shape of the word. There is another study that deals with lexical access, Carroll 

(2008) who divides the lexical access process into three levels which makes the stage 

more clear and systematic, namely conceptual level that contains semantic 

information of a word, lemma level contains syntactic information, and lexeme level 
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contains the morphophonological information of a word. Interaction between the 

three levels was discovered by previous researchers who discussed the lexical access 

process to form a flow of lexical information called the lexical access model. Levelt 

et al. (1999) is the first study that propose a serial model, in which interactions occur 

in one direction between conceptual, lemma level, and lexeme levels. This model 

assumes that the process of lexical access occurs sequentially and in one direction 

from conceptual level to lemma and then to lexeme. The interactive model is the 

second model proposed by Dell (1986). The three levels of lexical access are believed 

to be interactive and bidirectional. Simply put, the serial model believes that before 

reaching lexeme level, consciously or unconsciously a speaker must pass conceptual 

level and lemma level first. On the other hand, the interactive model believes that 

access at lemma level does not always precede access to lexeme 

(Caramazza&Miozzo, 1997; Vigliocco et.al, 1999). 

 A large number of researchers who investigate an individual’s mental processes 

such as how and where words stored, how a word can be produced to sentence form, 

and others. Evidenced by what was delivered by Roelofs (2002) that an individual’s 

mental is very complex even though humans use language to communicate every day. 

Therefore, researcher want to try to do research related to individual mental processes 

in the tip of the tongue state because the experience of tip of the tongue has become 

one of the topics that has attracted the attention of many researchers, especially in the 

field of psycholinguistics since 1991 (Schwartz and Brown, 2014). This is because tip 

of the tongue is one of four main methods for studying the organization and processes 

that occur within the speaker's mental lexicon. The four methods that can be used to 
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study the mental lexicon are (1) tip of the tongue and slip of the tongue; (2) linguistic 

and corpora linguistic; (3) speech and brain scan disorders; and (4) psycholinguistic 

experiments (Aitchison, 1994). 

 The respondents of this study focus on EFL students in Bandar Lampung with 

aims to investigate the complexity of one's mental processes. Methods that can 

provide complete information in the lexical access process of individuals who 

experience speech errors, one of which, namely tip of the tongue (Aitchison, 1994). 

Basically all languages have three complete components at the lexical access level, as 

at the conceptual level, all languages have definitions, meaning relations, and 

episodic memory. All languages also have complete components in the lexeme level, 

such as initial, middle, last segments and syllable. Another case with components at 

the lemma level which is not all languages has complete components; gender 

markers, word classes, noun categories. For example, Italian and French have gender 

markers, word classes and noun categories, whereas Indonesian only has word 

classes. Apart from being an international language, English has at least two 

components in the lemma level, namely the word class and the noun category. 

Therefore, researcher focuses on English because the focus in this study is the 

representation of syntactical-lexical information in tip of the tongue states. 

1.2 Research Question 

The problem that is discussed in this study comes up from this question: 

1. What are the levels of lexical access represented in the TOT state? 

2. How is lexical-syntactic information represented in the TOT state? 
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1.3 Research Objectives 

Based on the problem mentioned above, the purpose of this study is as follow: 

To investigate the information of one's lexical access processes along with the 

information of lexical-syntactic. 

1.4 The Uses of Study 

1.4.1 Theoretical Uses 

This research is expected to be the source of the tip of the tongue specific 

information for the lecturer and students to understand this phenomenon obviously. 

By understanding the concept of tip of the tongue, they are possible to avoid the 

errors in their speaking activity. Moreover, this research is expected to be the 

additional resource for the next researcher in the same research topic interest. 

1.4.2 Practical Use 

It gives information about what happens and the actual process when someone 

is in a tip of the tongue state, and is expected to provide a solution when in a tip of 

the tongue state. 

1.5 The Scope of Study 

 Finding out the complexity of one's mental processes is the basis of this 

research. Researcher limits the study by only investigating what level appears when a 

speaker tries to activate a word from his/her mental lexicon, which is called the 
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lexical access process, when a speaker experiences a speech error. There are three 

levels in the lexical access process; conceptual, lemma, lexeme.  

Since English is one of the languages that have or include information on all 

three levels. Information related to one's ability to determine the count and mass noun 

when noun is not available is the focus of second question. Difficulties occur when 

analyzing one's mental processes under normal conditions. Therefore, the tip of the 

tongue is used as a method for analyzing or triggering a speaker experiencing speech 

errors in order to answer the questions above. EFL learners are chosen because they 

have knowledge and access in using English language and terms. 

 


