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TIP-OF-THE-TONGUE STATES WITH FOREIGN LANGUAGE WORDS: RESOLUTION
TYPES AND WORD STRATEGIES

Peter Ecke
Universidad de las Américas en Puebla

This article analyzes the resolution types of tip-of-the-tongue (TOT) states with foreign/second
language (FL) words. It attempts to describe some of the search passes, strategies, and cues that are
used by learners to overcome temporary word retrieval failures. More than a hundred TOT states
were recorded in cognitive diaries by Russian and Mexican learners of English and by English-
speaking learners of German over periods of four weeks. The subjects reported to have resolved the
TOT states through use of references (46% of the time), directed search (22.6% of the time),
environmental cues (17.0% of the time), and spontaneous “pop-up™ resolutions (12.3% of the
time). The diary reports demonstrate that learners frequently recalled and manipulated fragmentary
information about the target word and word associates. The latter were mostly intralingual
associations (of the FL) that shared sound similarity or meaning similarity with the target word.
Differences in the frequency of resolution types and strategy use between the subject groups are
suggested to be due to the variation in typological distance between L1 and FL and the kind of FL
instruction that learners received.

INTRODUCTION

The tip-of-the-tongue (TOT) phenomenon is a rather frustrating word finding problem
that everybody experiences sometimes. A word is said to be on the tip of the tongue if the
speaker cannot recall the target word in its completeness and if s/he is certain to know it. Parts of
the word (fragmentary information) and/or related words (associates) can come to mind during
the search for the target word (target). TOT states with words of speakers' first language (L1)
have been studied extensively during the last thirty years (see Brown (1991) for a comprehensive
review). However, little attention has been paid to TOT states with foreign or second language
(FL) words. Ecke & Garrett (1998) showed that TOT states also occur with FL words and that
the study of retrieval failures in bilinguals can contribute to our understanding of the mechanisms
of lexical production. This paper utilizes the cognitive diary reports of Ecke's (1996) subjects and
particularly focuses on the ways in which FL learners resolve TOT states, including the cues and
strategies they use during target word search.

Prerequisites: Stages of Lexical Production

Lexical production, i.e., the automatic retrieval of words, is not a one-step look-up
procedure in which a non-verbal concept is matched to a word's form (or phonology). Two-stage
models of lexical production (e.g., de Bot, 1992; Garrett, 1976, 1993; Levelt, 1989) assume that
the linguistic encoding of a concept (message) involves two major levels of representation: (a) the
lemma level, at which a word's semantic and syntactic structure is specified; and (b) the lexeme
level, at which a word's phonological features are encoded. Both levels are autonomous modules
which store and process information independently from each other and according to different
criteria (e.g., Fodor, 1983; Sharwood Smith, 1991).

The characteristics of TOT states have been cited as consistent with two-stage models of
lexical production (Ecke & Garrett, 1998; Garrett, 1993; Levelt, 1989; Meyer & Bock, 1992). A
TOT state normally represents the failure to retrieve a word's phonology while its meaning and
syntactic specification have been accessed. Most speakers in a L1 TOT state can define the
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target's meaning, correctly report syntactic class (Burke et al., 1991; Ecke, 1996), as well as name
the grammatical gender in the case of noun targets in Italian, Spanish and Russian (Ecke, 1996,
pp. 141-146; Vigliocco et al., 1997). This suggests that encoding in the lemma module is
completed before encoding in the phonological module fails.

Some researchers suggest that phonological encoding also involves sub-stages. Shattuck-
Hufnagel (e.g., 1979, 1992) proposes the initial creation of a syllabic frame which is filled in later
by phonological sound segments. Garrett (1984) propounds the idea of a phonological address
(consisting of the number of syllables, major stress position, and initial letter) which may be
necessary to link a word's meaning to its complete phonological form. Aitchison (1987) notes
that word recall in general is better for initial and final letters than for middle letters which are less
salient and probably retrieved subsequent to more salient features. Unfortunately, little has been
suggested about the processing mechanisms that are employed after automatic (reflexive) word
retrieval fails and when extensive, elaborate word search processes--a kind of problem solving
mechanism--take over.

Research Questions

This study investigates extensive word search with a focus on the following questions:
What are the resolution types of naturally occurring TOT states with FL words? What levels of
processing and representation are involved in the subjects' extensive search for FL target words?
What output fragments are produced during word search and how are they manipulated in order
to resolve TOT states?

METHOD
Participants

The 109 participants were college students enrolled in language programs at the university
level. Three groups were distinguished according to the participants' L1 and FL: (a) 28 native
speakers of Russian who studied English (R/E) at Voronezh State University, Russia; (b) 28
native speakers of Spanish who studied English (S/E) at the University of Sonora, Mexico; and
(c) 53 native speakers of American English who studied German (E/G) at the University of
Arizona, U.S.A. Subjects answered a self-rating questionnaire in which they provided
information about the age of beginning FL acquisition, an estimate of the frequency of FL use
during the last six months on a five-point scale, and a rating of current FL proficiency on a five-
point scale (see appendix). The Russian subjects had begun learning English as a FL around age
10 and were at an intermediate high/ advanced level of proficiency compared to the American and
Mexican subjects who started to learn the FL in their mid teens and who remained at a novice
high/ intermediate low level on the ACTFL scale. The subjects were paid for their participation,
and some received extra credit in addition to the payment.

Materials, Design, and Procedure
Participants were asked to record the naturally-occurring TOT states, which they

experienced in L1 and FL over a period of four weeks, in structured cognitive diaries (Faerch &
Kasper, 1987; Reason & Lucas, 1984). It was emphasized that subjects should take note of their
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