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Abstract 

One question that has received considerable attention in Second Language Acquisition is whether 
some linguistic features are harder to acquire in a second language than others. Early stages both in 
first (L1) and second language (L2) development provide a clear example of the Emergence of the 
Unmarked (McCarthy & Prince, 1994)[1], which supports the notion that L2 learners acquire the 
unmarked features before the marked features. 

This paper aims to analyse the role of markedness within an L2 vocabulary context. It also aims to 
identify the effectiveness of each markedness constraint and its ranking in vocabulary comprehension. 
Finally it addresses the wider pedagogical implications of the Emergence of Unmarked in vocabulary 
teaching. It reports the findings of an investigation of Turkish adult L2 learners’ comprehension of 
marked and unmarked English lexical items through a think-aloud procedure. The results indicate that 
learners have more difficulty for lexical items which are marked in terms of complexity and difficulty in 
comparison to the items which are marked in terms of abnormality. 

The interdisciplinary framework of this paper will not only enhance our understanding of L2 vocabulary 
learning, but also build a bridge between linguistic theory and foreign language teaching. Suggestions 
for further research within this field will also be addressed. 

Keywords  Vocabulary learning, markedness, second language acquisition. 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Since the 1960s a greater emphasis has been put on the language learners, in particular how learners 
process new information in a foreign (FL) or second language (SL). According to Spolsky (1985) [2] 
there are a number of conditions for learning a FL or SL. In his general theory model he suggests that 
markedness condition which is considered to be necessary for linguistic basis is necessary for 
language learning. 

Markedness initially applied to the field of phonetics, with the introduction of Trubetzkoy’s (1939) [3] 
book entitled The Principles of Phonology. The term markedness, however, has not only been applied 
to phonetics and phonology, but recently also applied to other linguistic fields such as semantics, 
pragmatics and applied linguistics. Despite the wide application of markedness it remains to be used 
profoundly within linguistic theory and its direct contribution to pedagogy remains an insignificant 
issue. Based on this limitation this paper seeks to provide a collective analysis of how markedness 
affects L2 vocabulary learning and designate a markedness hierarchy, if it is in effect. With the 
fulfillment of these research objectives, this paper not only aims to build a bridge between linguistic 
theory and practice, but also increase the awareness of the role of markedness especially in foreign 
language education. 

1.1 Markedness Theory 
Trubetzkoy and Jakobson were the first linguists to introduce the idea of ‘markedness’ in the 1930s 
and is taken as a language-particular phenomenon. Trubetzkoy approached the term markedness 
within a descriptive framework and was initially confined to phonetics (in a pair of opposite phonemes, 
one is characterized as marked, while the other lacks such markedness) and this is reflected in the 
influential work entitled The Principles of Phonology (1939) [3]. Jakobson however approached the 
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term markedness within the discussion of language acquisition. The underlying principle of Jakobson’s 
theory is that there is a universal order of acquisition, largely based on phonological oppositions and 
phonetic properties of segments. Based on the structural contrasts in his theory, Jakobson suggested 
that the most unmarked forms would be the earliest acquired and would also occur in all the world’s 
languages. The rarer the sound in the languages of the world, the later it would be acquired by the 
learner. For instance, all languages have stops (317/317-100%; based on a set of sample languages), 
but not all languages have fricatives (296/317-93.4%) (Maddieson, 1984) [4]. Unsurprisingly, L1 
acquisition research findings also show that fricatives are acquired later than stops (Locke, 1973; 
Vihman, 1996) [5], [6]. 

In sum, a range of diagnostics are used to determine the unmarked sound, such that any sound which 
is more widely distributed, more phonetically variable, easier to articulate, easier to identify, more 
frequent across languages, more frequent in a language, and acquired earlier are considered to be 
unmarked. A discussion of the validity of these diagnostics is beyond the scope of this paper but may 
be used as a way to provide insight into the asymmetry between marked and unmarked items. 

Within a language-typology-based definition markedness is therefore a notion correlated with 
“naturalness” and unmarked structures are those that are common in the world’s languages. Similarly 
in phonological theory, markedness has been understood in terms of frequency- marked simply 
meaning less frequent and those features that are more basic and frequent are considered unmarked 
in relation to a less common feature. For example, a consonant-vowel (CV) syllable structure as in me 
is unmarked and the optimal syllable (Carlisle, 1994; Jakobson & Halle, 1956) [7], [8] in relation to a 
complex consonant-vowel-consonant-consonant (CVCC) syllable structure as in list. All descriptive 
and theoretical studies of syllable structure have therefore found that margin length is also an aspect 
of markedness, since the markedness of margins (both onsets and codas) increases with length 
(Vennemann, 1988) [9]. Additionally, some consonants may be less marked in comparison with 
others: Voiceless consonants are generally considered unmarked in relation to voiced consonants, 
and the more rare consonants, such as fricatives, are also considered more marked in relation to more 
common consonants such as stops. 

A common result of the acquisition of unmarked items before unmarked items in first language 
acquisition is a situation described as Emergence of the Unmarked (McCarthy & Prince, 1994) [1]. For 
instance, reducing a cluster into a singleton, such as Gitanjali’s [so] for snow (Gnanadesikan, 2004) 
[10] is a common example of the Emergence of the Unmarked. 

The term markedness has not only been applied to L1 phonology but also to L2 phonology. For 
instance, the most crucial advancement in L2 phonology which accounts for non-L1 transfer 
processes was introduced by Eckman’s (1977) [11] Markedness Differential Hypothesis (MDH), which 
claims that universal factors influence L2 acquisition and this is based on the cross-linguistic 
markedness relations. Eckman’s theory has been extremely influential and it is the source of much 
research in syllable structure acquisition carried out from the late 1970s onwards and has also been 
supported by empirical studies (Anderson, 1987; Eckman, 1987; Weinberger, 1987) [12], [13], [14]. 
Although the MDH, like the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis, predicts that those phonological 
processes different from L1 will constitute a potential area of difficulty for the learner, it claims that this 
will only be true if these areas of difference in the target language are more marked than what exists in 
the L1. Markedness is defined as follows by Eckman (1977) [11]: 

A phenomenon A in some language is more marked than B if the presence of A in a 

language implies the presence of B, but the presence of B does not imply the presence 

of A. 

By and large markedness has been embraced not only by first and second language phonology, but 
also by European Structuralism, generative phonology, Chomskyan principles-and-parameters syntax, 
and other area of linguistics such as semantics and morphology. Unlike Trubetzkoy’s and Jakobson’s 
earlier writings, Chomsky & Halle’s (1968) [15] proposed that markedness values are not just present 
in language-particular mental grammar, but also part of our innate knowledge (‘Universal Grammar’ 
(UG)). To put in other words, unmarked structures are those that are governed by UG and which, 
therefore require only minimal evidence for acquisition. Different degrees of markedness has also 
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been distinguished according to the differing parameter settings of UG. For example, the fact that 
children start with a pro-drop setting means that non-pro-drop is more marked. The application of 
markedness by Chomskyan linguistics therefore not only added a new dimension to the term itself, but 
also further strenghthened the applicability of markedness. 

Despite the spread of the term markedness two problems have however arisen, which are directly 
relevant to this paper. Firstly, the term ‘markedness’ became a polysemous term in linguistics, and 
secondly it is left to the hands of theoretical linguists and therefore created a wider gap between 
theory and practice. Both issues urge further discussion and will therefore be discussed in more detail 
in the remaining sections. 

1.2 The Application of Markedness Theory in Language Education 

The term markedness is a too abstract notion and this situation is also depicted by Rice (2003: 390) 
[16] capturing exactly what markedness means is by no means a straightforward task’. Similarly 
Haspelmath (2006) [17] argues that the term ‘markedness’ can be dispensed with and that the shared 
sense of ‘marked/unmarked’ can be replaced with less ambiguous terms such as 
uncommon/common, abnormal/normal, unusual/usual. Such statement of this kind would suggest 
linguists deliberately develop a specialist terminology to keep ordinary people in the dark, yet it is not 
just linguists who develop specialist modes of expression as other disciplinary enquiries also do it. 
Thus rather than refuting a linguistic terminology, such as markedness, one can seek mediation 
whereby the linguist’s abstract version of reality is referred back to the actualities of the language 
classroom. This process is exactly what applied linguistics seeks to do, as so is the aim of this paper, 
since markedness is part of grammatical competence (de Lacy, 2002) [18], and is therefore directly 
relevant to language education. 

In essence the purpose of this section is therefore to initiate an attempt in making the term 
markedness user-friendly so that teachers have a fair knowledge of markedness in order to distinguish 
marked knowledge with the unmarked knowledge to aid their teaching. For this purpose the treatment 
of markedness can be relatively brief. 

As outlined in section 1.1 the term “markedness” has been defined in different ways and at different 
linguistic domains. Another limitation is that it is used only in one sense, such as markedness as 
phonetic difficulty, markedness as restricted distribution. Despite the spread of the term markedness it 
is without any doubt that this concept is still most widely used in the field of phonetics and phonology, 
and its application to other linguistic domains, such as lexicology (or lexicological development) 
remains restrictive. In order to analyse markedness within several linguistic domains and senses this 
paper will implement Haspelmath’s (2006) [17] unified model of markedness which distinguished 
twelve different senses, grouped into four larger classes: markedness as complexity, as difficulty, as 
abnormality, and as a multidimensional correlation. Since this is an experimental study, the model will 
be slightly modified so that it applies only to the target lexical items in the study. This is a useful model 
as it can be applied to all linguistics domains and captures the main criterion used when predicting 
whether an item is marked or unmarked as depicted in Table 1. 

1.3 The Application of Markedness in the Present Study 

As it stands in the current literature, despite the spread of markedness, it has not been used as an 
analytical tool to explain vocabulary learning in specific. This study is a first attempt in filling this 
research gap and testing its applicability for vocabulary learning. With the fulfillment of these research 
objectives, this paper not only aims to build a bridge between linguistic theory and practice, but also 
increase the awareness of the role of markedness especially in foreign language education. 

Based on this rationale the present study seeks to address the following research questions: 

1) What are the markedness constraints in vocabulary development? 

2) What is the markedness constraint ranking for vocabulary learning? 

3) What is the role of markedness in L2 vocabulary learning? 
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Table 1 Twelve senses of ‘markedness’ and their typical uses (from Haspelmath, 2006: 26) [17] 

MARKEDNESS AS COMPLEXITY 

1. Trubetzkoyan markedness: "In German, the phonological opposition t:d is 

Markedness as specification for a neutralized syllable-finally in favor of t, 

phonological distinction." which shows that d is the mark-bearing 

member of the opposition 

2. Semantic markedness: "In the English opposition dog/bitch, dog is 

Markedness as specification for a 
the unmarked member because it can refer to 

semantic distinction 
male dogs or to dogs in general." 

3. Formal markedness: 
"In English, the past tense is marked (by ed) 

Markedness as overt coding 
and the present tense is unmarked 

MARKEDNESS AS DIFFICULTY 

4. Phonetic markedness: "On the scale b > d > g > G, the consonants 

Markedness as phonetic difficulty 
tothe right are increasingly more marked." 

5. Markedness as morphological 
"A singular/plural pair like book/books is less 

difficulty/unnaturalness 
marked than sheep/sheep because the latter 
is not iconic." 

6. Cognitive markedness: "The plural category is marked because it 
Markedness as conceptual difficulty requires more mental effort and processing 

time than the singular." 

MARKEDNESS AS ABNORMALITY 

7. Textual markedness: 

Markedness as rarity in texts 

8. Situational markedness: 

Markedness as rarity in the world 

9. Typological markedness: 

Markedness as typological 

implication or cross-linguistic rarity 

10. Distributional markedness: 

Markedness as restricted 

distribution 

11. Markedness as deviation from 

default parameter setting 

12. MARKEDNESS AS A MULTICULTURAL 
DIMENSION 

"For direct objects, coreference with the 

subject is marked and disjoint reference is 

unmarked." 

"For marked situations, languages typically 

use complex expressions." 

"The syllable coda position is marked in 

contrast to the onset position." 

"Object-verb word order is the marked case: it 

occurs only with negation." 

“Absence of noun incorporation is the 

unmarked case, and the presence of 

productive noun incorporation has to be 

triggered by a specific parametric property.” 

"The singular is more marked than the plural, 
and the plural is more marked than the dual." 
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Since this is an experimental study which aims to examine the correlation between vocabulary 
learning and markedness, only the relevant senses directly from Table 1, that is 2, 4 and 5 will be 
considered. The larger classes of markedness, such as markedness as difficulty, complexity and 
abnormality will be used along with additional sub-senses relevant to the lexical items in the study. 
The model in Table 1 will therefore be used as a framework when selecting and labeling the target 
lexical items. Finally it must be acknowledged that for the purpose of this study the model in Table 1 
only constitutes the prolegomena to a general coverage of markedness rather than the theory itself. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Subjects 

The subjects in this experimental study consists of 10 native Turkish-speaking first year 
undergraduate university students studying at the ELT department at a Foundation university in 
Turkey in where the medium of education is in English. In order to maintain a homogenous group and 
avoid other languages interfering with the students’ output, students who only have been learning 
English, and no other foreign language have been selected for the study. The subjects were selected 
randomly with the help of the instructors who were currently offering various degree courses to the 
subjects at the department. 

2.2 Instruments 

The instruments employed to capture the subjects' vocabulary learning constraints were Think-aloud 
Protocols. For the think-aloud protocols the researchers randomly selected a reading text from an 
online source which was appropriate for the subjects’ proficiency level. The text was about money and 
it was in the subjects’ foreign language (see Appendix 1). It consisted of 300 words in total, 26 of 
which were the target lexical items which fall under each markedness senses as outlined in Table 2. 
Some of the lexical items may fall under more than one markedness constraint, but for the scope of 
the study they are broadly categorized according to the constraints as outlined in (1a-e): 

(1) Type of markedness 

a. Morphology: includes words which do not stand alone as a stem. 

b. Syllable count: includes pollysyllabic words. 

c. Semantics: includes words which are polysemic or not transparent. 

d. Margin length: includes words which have a complex syllable structure and exhibit consonant 
clusters 

e. Frequency: includes words which are not frequent (based on Leech, et al., 2001) [19] 

2.3 Procedure 

The subjects selected for the study were invited to meet the researchers outside their class time. Prior 
the think-aloud procedure the subjects were given an orientation about the procedure. During the 
think-aloud procedure, each student was asked to read the selected text in a linear order. While doing 
this they were given one minute to think aloud and interpret each target lexical item in their mother 
tongue in order to overcome the limitations of their English verbal ability. The think-aloud protocols 
were recorded on paper on the spot by both researchers. 
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3 RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

The data analysis consisted of two steps. The first step conducted a frequency analysis to examine 
the students’ overall correct and incorrect interpretations of the target lexical items in total numbers 
and percentages. This in return addressed research question one. The second step measured the 
significance of each markedness constraint in order to address research questions two and three. 

The analysis of the first step showed that the percentage of respondents indicating incorrect 
interpretations of the items was as high as 56 per cent. In contrast, only 44 per cent of the responses 
were correct. From the figures in Table 2, we found that the university students did not comprehend or 
guess the meaning of most of the target items correctly as they were expected considering the fact 
that they all had a long period of foreign language education and that they were all at advanced level. 

Table 2 The results of the frequency analysis of the students’ comprehension of the target lexical 
items 

Type of markedness Lexical Items ThinkAloud Procedure 

Correct Incorrect 

M
ar

ke
dn

es
s 

as
 d

iff
ic

ul
ty

 

Morphology Lasting 5 5 

Remote 5 5 

Durable 6 4 

Defunct 5 5 

Weaponry 4 6 

Henceforth 6 4 

Hereby 1 9 

Total for morphology 32 = % 45 38= % 55 

Syllable count 

Encapsulated - 10 

Manufactured 6 4 

Pictureseque 6 4 

Total for syllable account 12= % 40 18= % 60 

Total for difficulty 44= %44 56= % 56 

M
ar

ke
dn

es
s

as
 c

om
pl

ex
ity Semantics Funeral 6 4 

Exchange 10 -

Season - 10 
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Vessels 2 8 

Mobile 4 6 

Notable 5 5 

Total for semantics 27= % 45 33= % 55 

Margin length Swap 1 9 

Substance 7 3 

Ornaments 5 5 

Straw - 10 

Total for margin length 13= % 33 27= % 67 

Total for complexity 40= % 40 60= % 60 

M
ar

ke
dn

es
s 

as
 a

bn
or

m
al

ity
 Frequency Barter 6 4 

Hoard 3 7 

Supplanted - 10 

Secluded 3 7 

Primitive 8 2 

Must 10 -

Total 30 = % 50 30= % 50 

The analysis of the second step revealed that the participants’ overall performance in total numbers 
and percentages according to each markedness constraint were varied. It seemed that the 
participants had difficulties with the target items mainly because of the margin length (67 per cent 
incorrect responses, 33 per cent correct responses). The results showed that the respondents had 
difficulties due to other factors. Those factors were respectively, syllable count (60 per cent incorrect 
responses, 40 per cent correct responses), semantics (55 per cent incorrect responses, 45 per cent 
correct responses), morphology (55 per cent incorrect responses, 45 per cent correct responses) and 
frequency (50 per cent incorrect responses, 50 per cent correct responses). 

Regarding the markedness senses, the results indicated that the category which received the highest 
scores of incorrect responses was markedness as complexity (60 per cent incorrect responses, 40 per 
cent correct responses). It was followed by markedness as difficulty (56 per cent incorrect responses, 
44 per cent correct responses) and markedness as abnormality (50 per cent incorrect responses, 50 
per cents correct responses). The ranking for the constraints and senses, based on the percentages 
of responses for both constraints and senses for vocabulary learning, is summarized in (2) and (3): 
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(2) Ranking for constraints: Margin length >> syllable count >> semantics >> morphology>> frequency 

(3) Ranking for senses: Markedness as complexity >> markedness as difficulty >> markedness as 

Abnormality 

4. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

The aim of this study was to investigate the role of markedness in vocabulary learning. It follows a 
qualitative approach for data collection and made use of think-aloud method, which was conducted on 
a group of university students in Turkey. Despite this being a preliminary study, which was interpreted 
within a markedness framework, the data has provided ample evidence for the applicability of 
markedness in vocabulary learning. The results have proven to be useful not only in pinpointing the 
learners’ areas of difficulty, but also provided a hierarchy of difficulty. The constraint ranking specific to 
this study has also provided useful directions not only for guiding language teaching but also useful for 
teacher training purposes, as it suggests that those constraints ranked highest should be given utmost 
attention given the fact they are the source of difficulty. It is evident however that further study needs 
to be conducted within a markedness framework in this discipline in order to gain a fuller 
understanding of markedness. Nonetheless, the application of markedness within a new discipline, 
such as vocabulary learning, and such attempt in making markedness a user-friendly term, especially 
for language teachers, is the main fulfillment of this paper. The fulfillment of this research objective in 
return implies that language teachers should also be provided with linguistic training in order to gain 
familiarity with the term markedness, so that they can treat their students’ language problems 
accordingly. 

Moreover, the overall constraint ranking in (2) and (3) has not only enhanced our understanding of the 
factors which hinder vocabulary learning, but also provided new directions to language teaching. The 
ranking for the constraints in (2) has revealed that Turkish students are sensitive to margin length and 
syllable count and this alone suggests students’ lack of phonological competence. This result indicates 
the strong influence of first language influence, since Turkish does not possess a complex syllable 
structure as in the same way as the English language, and therefore English consonant clusters are 
problematic for Turkish learners (e.g. Davidson, 1997; Yildiz, 2006) [20], [21]. Based on this finding it 
may be suggested that oral input should precede visual input in language instruction, as it is in the 
same way as first language acquisition. At present, however, more emphasis is given on reading and 
writing skills, as opposed to speaking and listening skills in foreign language education. This in return 
affects their overall language competence, especially in vocabulary learning. 

This implies that in a context like Turkey, where learners of English are rarely exposed to the foreign 
language outside the classroom, language teachers should pay attention to learners’ pronunciation 
skills, since pronunciation and vocabulary skills are interlinked. This also supports the serial 
processing model (Libben, 2000) [23], which claim that language processing proceeds in a step-by-
step manner starting with phonological processing and then followed by lexical and syntactic 
processing. This model stresses the importance of phonological processing, since a visual input is first 
converted into phonological representation and this becomes the basis for vocabulary comprehension. 
Students should therefore be provided with not only visual input but also oral input in order to map the 
word in their mental lexicon. 

Furthermore, the ranking for the senses in (3) has revealed that students are more sensitive to lexical 
items which are marked in terms of complexity and difficulty as opposed to abnormality. This was an 
unexpected finding considering that the markedness concept is associated with abnormality and 
should have therefore been highly ranked. Considering that the subjects have less difficulty in 
comprehending infrequent words may not be a reflection of their linguistic competence but instead can 
be attributed to the type of determination strategy they used. For instance, it is highly likely that 
infrequent words can be interpreted by guessing the meaning from the textual context and this way a 
difficult constraint such as frequency or abnormality can be avoided. It is highly unlikely that the 
subjects are to use this same strategy with lexical items which they can recognize, but not fully 
comprehend, and must therefore use other determination strategies or resort to their linguistic 
competence. Lexical items which fit the latter condition are most likely to be marked in terms of 
complexity and difficulty and therefore create difficulty. This finding therefore highlights the need for a 
closer examination of the subjects’ use of determination strategies, since an overreliance on guessing 
the meaning of a word from its textual context may indeed reflect their lack of other linguistic skills. A 
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close examination of the determination strategies the students use and its correlation with the 
markedness constraints will be the second phase of this study. 

Last but not least, this paper has yielded valuable teaching and methodological implications, in terms 
of data collection and sampling. In order to further enhance our understanding of the role of 
markedness in L2 vocabulary learning, data can be collected from a wider population and vocabulary 
range. Classroom observations and follow-up interviews can also be applied. All the suggestions 
outlined above remain an area for future research. 
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Appendix 1 

Money 

Aristotle, the Greek philosopher, encapsulated the four chief qualities of money some 2,000 years 

ago. It must be lasting and easy to recognize, to divide, and to carry about. In other words it must be, 

‘durable and mobile’. When we think of money today, we picture it either as round, flat pieces of metal 

which we call coins, or as printed paper notes. But there are still parts of the world today where coins 

and notes are defunct. They will buy nothing, and a traveler might starve if he had none of the notable 

local ‘money’ to swap for food. 

Among secluded peoples, who are not often reached by traders from outside, commerce usually 

means barter. There is a direct exchange of goods. Hereby it is fish for vegetables, straw for grain, or 

various kinds of food in exchange for pots, weaponry, or other manufactured goods. For this kind of 

simple trading, money is not needed, but there is often something that everyone wants and everybody 

can use, such as salt to season food, shells for ornaments, or iron and copper to make into tools and 

vessels. These things-salt, shells or metals-are still used as money in some parts of the world today. 

Salt may seem rather a strange substance to use as money, but in countries where the food of the 

people is mainly vegetable, it is often a must. 

Henceforth, coins and notes have supplanted nearly all the more picturesque forms of money. In 

one or two of the more remote countries people still hoard it for future use on ceremonial occasions 

such as weddings and funerals. Nevertheless, examples of primitive money will soon be found only in 

museums. 
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