
The morphological organization of Polish compound words: Evidence from masked 
semantic priming  

Although a substantial body of evidence on compound processing has been gathered, it 
primarily comes from Germanic and Romance languages. Slavic languages are seriously 
under-represented [1]. The questions still remain as to whether compounds such as greenhorn 
or blueberry are decomposed into green + horn and blue + berry or whether they are stored as 
unified wholes and retrieved from memory without any computational processes. The issue at 
hand has been of scientific interest for almost five decades due to a number of factors that 
influence language processing (e.g., the type of language tested, the degree of semantic 
transparency, word frequency). 

We tested current approaches to the processing of morphologically complex words in 
a lexical decision experiment with the use of visually presented Polish compound and simple 
words. A full-listing model [2] is one of the most radical ones, claiming that all complex 

morphological decomposition is obligatory for all complex words and that it occurs before the 
lexical access [3]. 

The stimuli used in our experiment varied in terms of the degree of semantic 
transparency: half of the compounds were fully transparent (e.g., bajkopisarz 

and the other half fully opaque (e.g., lekkoduch -go- . The lemma 
frequency of occurrence of the compounds (W=136, p=.217) and simple words (W=182, 
p=.957) was held constant.  

Table 1. The results of the processing of Polish compound words 
Condition Response time in ms. (error %) Mean Difference 

 Compound Compound Head  

Transparent  889 (2,9%) 721 (1,4%) -168** 

Opaque  952 (8,6%) 701 (0,7%) -251** 

 Transparent Opaque  

Compound 889 (2,9%) 952 (8,6%) +63* 

Compound Head 721 (1,4%) 701 (0,7%) -20 
* p<.05. ** p<.01. 

The results indicate that transparent compounds elicit faster response times than opaque 
compounds. Significantly longer response times for opaque compounds may be explained in a 
two-fold manner: either some additional costs can occur after decomposition, i.e., the 
reassembly stage; or there is no decomposition of opaque compounds. The model that best fit 
with my outcomes is chiefly in the case of 
transparent compounds). The obtained results point to the conclusion that the processing of 
Polish compound words is influenced by semantic transparency.  
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