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Syntagmatic, schematic and paradigmatic structure in production and comprehension 
 
Construction grammarians have suggested, on occasion, that knowledge of grammar reduces to 
knowledge of constructions/schemas, defined as form-meaning pairings (e.g. Bybee 2001: 129, 
Croft, 2001: 46, Hilpert 2008: 9, Schönefeld, 2012: 11, Taylor, 1998: 163). Other work in the 
same paradigm has questioned the sufficiency of form-meaning mappings in accounting for 
productive grammatical knowledge (e.g. Cappelle 2006, Goldberg, 2002: 349, Dabrowska 2010, 
Iwasaki 2015, Pierrehumbert 2006). Much of this work has focused on demonstrating that 
arbitrary paradigmatic mappings traditionally captured by rules are learned by speakers and do 
play a role in productive use of language. However, it has, until recently, seemed possible to 
claim that such mappings involve mappings between previously learned constructions 
(Kapatsinski, 2013; Nesset, 2008). I will present recent work showing this claim to be incorrect: 
learners attempt to acquire constructions/schemas and paradigmatic mappings in parallel, with 
paradigmatic mappings simply being at a disadvantage due to working memory and executive 
controls they pose. 
 
Another problem with the traditional notion of a construction is the (often implicit) assumption 
that the same set of constructions is used for both production and perception. The problem with 
this assumption – even granting that the same form level is used in production and perception – 
is that form-meaning mappings are not one-to-one. I have previously argued that frequent forms 
are often chosen for production in contexts where another form would provide a better cue to the 
meaning the speaker wants to express (Kapatsinski, 2009b), resulting in semantic extension of 
frequent forms (see also Bybee, 2003, Zipf, 1949). Think of words as tools for expressing 
meanings. Words differ in accessibility, largely based on their frequency of use (Oldfield & 
Wingfield, 1965). Paraphrasing Maslow (1966), if all you can access is a hammer, then 
everything looks like a nail. If the best expression of a meaning is inaccessible, a more frequent 
form will be used to express it (Zipf, 1949). Recent work in my lab supports this point 
experimentally, for the first time establishing that frequency does not merely correlate with 
number of meanings but actually causes semantic extension. Boosting the frequency of a 
construction makes the form of that construction more accessible, which causes the form to be 
used for expressing other, related meanings in production. This happens even as the same 
frequency boost makes the same learners more confident that the form is restricted to the 
meaning with which it has repeatedly occurred. These kinds of perception-production 
dissociations cannot be captured without separate formàmeaning and meaningàform associations. 
Schematic structure cannot be reduced to an inventory (or even a network) of Saussurean signs. 
Rather, production schemas are better thought of as highly configural syntagmatically-complex 
chains activated by meanings, while perception schemas are relatively elementary cues to 
meaning. 


