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Word stress assignment in English is both a long lasting and still open debate. Indeed, 

the parameters regulating English phonology are not always consensual. Some defend the 

importance of syllable weight (Chomsky & Halle, 1968), while others favour item frequency 

(Collie, 2007) or morphology (Fournier, 2007). Using a corpus of over 2,500 dissyllabic 

verbs, Descloux & al (2010) showed that 53% of these verbs are late stressed, and that 93% 

of these are prefixed. Prefixation is thus a decisive factor for stress placement in these words 

as they are never stressed on their prefixes. This behaviour is inherited from Old English 

(Fournier, 2007) and concerns not only verbs but all non-suffixed non-substantives (i.e. 

verbs, adjectives, adverbs and prepositions). However, nouns are not concerned by that rule.  

A particularly interesting inventory to test different parameters is that of dissyllabic prefixed 

verb/noun pairs (e.g. record, exit, concern), for they can potentially follow either the verb 

pattern or the noun pattern. Several lists of these pairs can be found in the literature, and all 

show three possible stress behaviours: 

 Verbal type: late stressed pairs (e.g. disgust, expand, attack) - 60% 

 Nominal type: early stressed pairs (e.g. access, comment, offer) - 13% 

 Alternating type: the verb is late stressed and the noun is early stressed (e.g. record, 

addict, conflict) - 27% 

This study uses an updated list of 186 active verb/noun pairs established during a 

previous study (Abasq & al, 2012). The proportions given above are taken from the 2012 

study. The following hypotheses are tested: 

 The Frequency Hypothesis: Does relative frequency influence the stress behaviour of the 

pair? i.e. Does a more frequent verb imply a late stressed pair? And vice versa? Do 

alternating pairs have equivalent frequencies for the verb and the noun? 

 When the nominal type seems to confirm this hypothesis, the verbal type seems to be 

insensitive to frequency effects while the alternating type is more prominent when 

verbal frequency is higher. 

 The Historical Hypothesis: Does the earlier appearance of the verb imply a verbal stress 

pattern for the noun as well? And vice versa? Does a simultaneous appearance imply an 

alternating stress behaviour? 

 Once again, the nominal type seems to confirm the hypothesis, but not the two others. 

 Segmental Hypotheses: 

o Final Syllable Weight Hypothesis: Is there a relationship between the weight of the 

final syllable (vowel and/or consonant weight) and the stress type of the pair? i.e. The 

heavier, the more chances to have a verbal type. 

 When we find lighter syllables in nominal type pairs, the two other types present 

the same syllable structures in similar proportions. 

o Medial Consonant Clusters Hypothesis: Guierre (1990) claimed that medial consonant 

clusters can help identify a morphological boundary when they cannot be found in 

simplex words. Does the presence of consonant clusters non-attested in simplex words 

help noticing prefixation and therefore induce a verbal type? 

 We do not find any such clusters in nominal type pairs, but they can be found in 

both other types. 

o Vowel Reduction Hypothesis: Does the presence of a reduced vowel in the first 

syllable imply a verbal type? Does the presence of a reduced vowel in the second 



syllable imply a nominal type? Does the presence of full vowels in both syllables 

imply an alternating type? 

 The study refutes this hypothesis, for even though it seems to be valid for the 

verbal type, it is not the case for the two others: alternating verbs present a lot of 

reduction on their first syllable and about half of the nominal type pairs have 

unreduced second vowels. 

This study led us to formulate two hypothesis based on two observations: 

 Morphological Hypothesis: we observe that vowel reduction is considerably higher on the 

prefixes than on the bases and thus that all different morphological units may not be equal 

with regards to reduction, i.e. prefixes tend to reduce more than bases. 

 Vowel Preservation Hypothesis: we observe that vowels tend to reduce less in the 

alternating type, which leads us to think that it is the existence of a full vowel in the co-

member of the pair which reduces the chances of vowel reduction for that same vowel in 

the other co-member of the pair.  

These two hypotheses will need to be tested on larger corpora in further studies. 
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