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summaRy

studying the comprehension of a word is one of the basic stages of the speech therapy diag-
nostic procedure. Hence, the procedure itself, is to check whether an examined person knows what 
given words mean. The methods used, however, allow to register only a limited range of semantic 
structure. The article demonstrates possibilities of describing words’ meaning applied by the schol-
arly disciplines that actually deal with those units i.e. psychology and linguistics. Thus while intro-
ducing ongoing alterations of scholars’ views on the formation of the semantic structure of words in 
speech development, the author urges the need to instigate a study on the meaning of the basic unit 
- word in both the research on speech development and disorders, and speech therapy procedures.
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A speech therapist is a guy who’s „working” in a language - Professor 
Stanisław Grabias with that catchy and quite popular phrase, describes to his stu-
dents the area of speech therapists’ interests and activities. This, however trivi-
ally sounding, phrase indicates that for speech therapists there are no secrets in 
neither the form, the content of language signs nor the relations between the 
signs and rules. Interestingly, from a limited number of segments, these signs 
along with the rules, allow users to build almost infinite variations of forms and 
an unlimited number of texts and adapt constructions to the needs, communica-
tion situations, the role of the sender and the rank of the recipient. It seems that  
after years of research, we can quite well determine how children, in their stages 
of development, master forms of language signs. On the other hand, we know 
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relatively little about how children understand and build the meaning of words. 
We mainly make hypotheses, refer to models, use intuitive beliefs, especially that 
the adequate use of a word form also proves knowledge of its meaning1.

Semantic reSearch iS a challenGe 
fOR InTeRDIsCIPlInaRy ReseaRCH

Given that communication is a reconciliation of meanings, and understanding 
is a guarantee of successful communication, then from the perspective of diagno-
sis and programming of speech therapy, it seems absolutely necessary to deter-
mine how children master the meaning of the smallest units of meaning in a lan-
guage2. hence, the vitality to recognise the strategies children, in the subsequent 
stages of their development, use to build the semantic structure, and to see how 
and to what extent they actually understand the statements / linguistic behaviours 
of people around them. these questions may seem trivial on the account of the 
experience of adults, who in communicating with children, would rather believe 
that despite a different scope of experience, language skills, level of cognitive 
development, etc., children use the form of expression in the generally accepted 
sense. Surprisingly, differences reveal, but only in a few conflict situations, amus-
ing misunderstandings or experiments designed to study children’s understanding 
of the world. Publications discussing development and disorders of speech and 
language embedded most strongly the structuralist understanding of language that 
the basic unit of the system is an expression. 

this language sign is defined by form and meaning, two inseparables just 
like „two sides of the same coin” (de saussure 1991). Interestingly, in linguistics, 
despite the widespread use of the term meaning3, when semantic research was 
undertaken4 it was with reluctancy or, somewhat varying interest. a satisfactory 
definition in linguistic, philosophical or psychological literature (cf. e.g. lyons 

1 semantics is the science dealing with meaning i.e. the aspect of assigning language signs to 
a wide range of non-language objects. at the beginning of 19th century it distinguished from lexi-
cography practice. the first notion suggested for the area was semasiology and ch. K. reisig, 19th 
century latinist was considered the  creator of the term. During his linguistic lectures, he stressed 
the need to have a second pillar next to grammar i.e. semasiology. This discipline was to explain 
the meaning of words and their development. Today, we consider semantics as part of more general 
academic field – semiotics, responsible for sign systems. (eJO, 1993, pp. 479).   

2 lexical semantics.
3 as very common metaphor compares meaning and its place in the language system descrip-

tion to a snake   winding though all language sub-systems that is impossible to catch.
4 u. eco (1998) claims that the fear of meaning in the linguistics is mainly due to the term’s 

ambiguity and controversy.
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1977, Grzegorczykowa 1993) is also rare to find. moreover, it is not easy to set 
homogeneous and precise criteria for the separation of semantic units, resembling 
the methods lexicographers apply to define and distinguish definition features and 
select the material constituting the basis of the definition (cf. e.g. apresjan 1972, 
Bartmiński, tokarski 1993 etc.)5. The methods of combining form and content 
(and thus the separation of language units) proposed by semantics did not estab-
lish a satisfactory role of meaning or the ways of registering it. Quite the opposite, 
they brought considerable distrust, reluctance even towards application of seman-
tic methods in the description of the language system, at times, going as far as to 
reach no recognition for the proposed ways of describing the meaning of words. 
The situation changed with the dissemination of cognitive linguistics and cogni-
tive sciences6 research results, which accentuated questions on the meaning and 
how a human brain creates it. it seems that this is one of the major challenges of 
the 21st century – the century, which was announced to be the research-on-mean-
ing-age (Bergen 2017). Undoubtedly, new possibilities arise from brain activity 
imaging techniques. these achievements allow making meaning one of the most 
important areas of research, and determine new formulas for interpreting ways of 
understanding the meanings of language units. 

The tradition of lexicological, logical, philosophical and linguistic studies 
simply confirms the challenge’s extend that semantic research faces. and let us 
not disregard the level of difficulty of the research on the formation and develop-
ment of the words’ meanings in a child’s language, as they require proven meth-
ods, precise techniques that allow registering meanings and taking into account 
many factors from the cognitive, linguistic, cultural, to social aspects7. Therefore, 
it is fairly difficult to settle for the thesis that when a child takes a form of expres-

5 Probably for these reasons, in the efforts made by linguists, both attempts to eliminate mean-
ing and its primary treatment can be found. i illustrate selected views with quotes from excellent lan-
guage researchers from different periods. l. Bloomfield (1933/35) wrote: „to put it briefly, in human 
speech, different sounds have different meanings. To study this co-ordination of certain sounds with 
certain meanings is to study language.” n. Chomsky believed that if the meaning and related aspects 
of language were proven to play a role in linguistic analysis, [...] it would be a serious setback to the 
language theory foundations (1955, 141). However, the excellent language researcher and semantic 
a. wierzbicka (2006, 25) claimed that if we really want to precisely study the relationship between 
sounds (or language forms) and meanings our requirements for this accuracy and consistency of 
semantic descriptions should be as high as the requirements for describing these forms and sounds.

6 neurobiologist D. eagleman (2017, 42) says that the problem of meaning has not been solved 
yet. we still cannot say that the meaning person retrieves comes from associations they acquired in 
course of their live experience.

7 The search for solution is a multigenerational discussions on language and thinking relation. 
all that we can allocate from the very different convictions of philosophers, from the statement that 
language is the dress of thought (S. Johnson XViii c.) to the believe, that God gave people speech 
and speech created though (Sheley XiX c.).

SemanticS Of the lanGUaGe SiGn in Speech therapy StUDieS...
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sion from the surrounding, it also takes the meanings attributed to it8. We should 
keep in mind the strenuousness required to deduce the meaning of a word that is 
created in the minds of people with speech disorders. 

the emerGence Of the meaninG Of wOrDS-cOnceptS 
frOm a pSychOlOGical perSpectiVe

It is hardly possible to argue with the belief that cognitive and linguistic de-
velopments are closely related9 and conditioned by the formation of concepts10. 
In psychology, it is assumed that meaning arises in the process of cognitive re-
flection of the word’s meaning and sign’s differentiation from what is actually 
identified (włodarski, matczak 1987, 210). it is a two-way relationship be-
cause it requires „extracting” the reality element represented by a word from the 
overall situation, i.e. from the „mental image” of the surrounding world whilst  
using elements of language to assign them. The development of speech allows not 
only a better extraction and remembrance of reality objects and their relations, 
but also impacts patterns of concepts’ scopes and enables to acquire knowledge 
about elements of the world that are not sensory recognised. naturally, psychol-
ogy apprehends the fact that many factors influence the process of creating mean-
ings (concepts) e.g. the development of individual physiological, neurological, 
psychological characteristics of a child, the influence of environment, the child’s 
ability to explore it, language patterns and participation in communication, to 
mention just few of them. however, conditions and ways that allow children to 
isolate elements of the world and build knowledge about the world and language 
can be difficult to determine. many years of research shows that sensory per-
ception of the world focuses on the coherence11, whereas recognising familiar 
components of things, finding similarities and differences tends to organise the 
accumulated knowledge and build one’s own image of the world (Grabowska, 
Budohoska 1995). when a child notices other elements of the whole object, he or 
she verifies the existing structure, puts new hypotheses, tests abilities, and moulds 
the elements of knowledge. undoubtedly, the child’s curiosity and activity are 
allies in training the cognitive and language systems. The research of psycholo-

8 the model compares a word (form and meaning) to a package child unwraps and finds 
the content.

9 Theories of Piaget (1992) and Wygotski (1989) are most often used to explain the types of 
these relationships and determinants of these processes. 

10 the model of these mutual relations is the so-called semantic triangle of K. Ogden and 
I.a. Richards (1923).

11 This is a feature of the human mind, and one of the most important skills is inference by 
analogy (maciejewska 2015)
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gists and psycholinguists shows that sensory perceptibility of traits12 determines 
the order of appearance, in the individual dictionary, of names that correspond to 
different categories of describing reality. However, it should be remembered that 
the results of research from the late twentieth century indicate that building the 
knowledge structure (categorisation and concept formation) depends on processes 
deeper than the perception of designation features (Gleason, ratner 2005, 212). 

On DeVelOpinG the meaninG 
Of wOrDS in chilD’S lanGUaGe 

Building a semantic structure is arranging the knowledge13. The skill that guar-
antees that along with creating its structures and discovering rules is conditioned 
by the human mind ’s ability to perform the reason-based analogy (maciejewska 
2015). n. manamara (1993) argued that children reveal the reason-based analogy 
ability before they are 12 months old. Other researchers’ experiments indicate that 
the ability to create semantic categories can be seen in much younger children14. 

the most frequently reproduced description of the process of creating word’s 
meaning in a child’s language can be found in W. stern (1923). It begins with  
attempts made by children to imitate the surrounding speech sounds. adults try to 
attribute, these unconsciously repeated sounds, to the elements of the surrounding 
world – labelling fragments of reality. Subsequently, in course of the child’s life, 
with the maturation of the brain structures, growth of possibilities and range of  
environment exploration, with more varied communication ways, and the devel-
opment of language and communication skills, the meaning gets clarified and it 
modifies. Other models (Jurkowski 1975) studied the impact of child’s actions on 
his/her emotions thus considering that meanings arise as a result of associations, 
perceptions, impressions, images and designates that affect the child15. addition-

12 that information often derives from works published years ago (e.g. Kowalski 1962).  
13 each structure is based on the grouping and assignment of individual elements into a cat-

egory. for example, the basics of grammatical classification of words (including understanding of 
meanings in these activities) have been developed using categorisation (aristotle), i.e. including all 
elements in the collection of the same features. This grouping of units resulted, among others, in 
the development of basic grammatical categories (basics of linguistics). The need to categorise is 
a property of the human mind. studies of children’s language skills have shown that they recognise 
the basic grammatical categories of words in a natural way; this ability allows 3-4 years old children 
to easily include new units in inflectional and word-formation paradigms (the Berko experiment 
(1956), in which they used the potential word vug is the most frequently cited evidence. the results 
of m. przetacznikowa, m. Kielar (1973 ) only confirmed this ability in polish children).

14 In classical literature, these abilities are often attributed to excessive expansion or narrowing 
of the meanings, especially of the first words in children’s language. 

15 professor S. Szuman created a team describing the development of a child’s speech and 
language based on empirical work (named the Szumanowski’s team). he claimed (Szuman 1968.6) 
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ally, it was emphasised that the behaviour of immediate environment strength-
ened the meanings. although it was assumed that the first meanings were physi-
ological, it was indicated that they were fluctuating as a result of transformations, 
remodelled due to specific family uses (Jurkowski 1975) and were featured by 
the individuality of the child16. more importantly, it was recognised that the devel-
opment of meanings / concepts is influenced by the development of language17. 
as the speech development progresses, along with the denotation and reference 
function, the symbolic function of language units begins to shape,  thus the con-
cept is formed.

Undoubtedly, one cannot but to admit the influence on the views of lin-
guists of the psychological theories, that explained the meanings and ways the 
human brain collects and stores them. However, the knowledge about the de-
velopment of concepts turned out to be insufficient to establish the development 
of the word’s meaning in ontogenesis. years after along with the recognition of 
the validity of semantic description of language units, it became increasingly  
important to examine how children, using words and making statements, think 
about a given object and how they discover relationships between concepts, 
lexical, and grammatical phenomena, between syntax, pragmatics, culture and 
etc. now, in therms of numerous papers on child’s speech and language devel-
opment, the semantics was frequently present in the lexis development studies 
(e.g. Smoczyński 1955, Szuman 1968, Geppertowa 1968, Kaczmarek 1977 et 
seq., Zarębina 1994). in the description of semantic phenomena  the theory of 
semantic fields18 – though little applied – and the method of centres of interest 
(miodunka 1980)19 appears to be vital. as the history of meaning research dem-
onstrates, such an analysis of semantic features, although promising, did not fully 
satisfy linguists, psychologists, or logicians20, but it became an inspiration in the 
study of the semantics of a child’s language (see semantic models, below). and 

that behind every understood word there is an object reflected by the mind and that creates content 
of a given word.

16 forming any meaning is also circumscribing of an individual - an excessive narrowing of the 
meanings or shifting them through their excessive expansion, see e.g. Kaczmarek (1977).

17 l. Kaczmarek (1977), in the well-known description of the development of a child’s speech, 
emphasised the role of meaning in language acquisition, distinguishing the stage of one-class and 
two-class semantic signal.

18 problems with specifying the term of the semantic field and other e.g. word, conceptual, 
content fields see r. tokarski (1984).

19 Determining sets of semantic components, by means of distinguished semantic features 
(sems), allowed analysing, defining both similarities and the most important features (semantic 
cores) in the zero-one assigned components operations.

20 a. wierzbicka set completely different requirements for the semantic description (e.g. 2006). 
In the method based on the description of the meaning of the word using elementary semantic 
units, she drew attention to the need to determine the repertoire of units describing the meaning of  
the word. 
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similarly, in lexical studies, recording the development of skills21 to define words 
was the way to describe the meaning of words in a child’s language. The research 
clearly proved that curiosity of a healthy child, leading to the determination of 
how things are called22 or what words mean, is demonstrated in different ways 
in different communication situations (Boniecka 2001)23. four-year-old children 
can quite freely use different types of definitions. when working with children 
with delayed speech development or persons with speech and language disorders, 
we should remember that definitions do have meaning, providing one knows the 
language, and that the ability to define / build definitions is undoubtedly passed on 
through the linguistic habit of the environment24. 

fORmaTIOn Of THe semanTIC sTRuCTuRe 
Of wOrDS in Speech anD lanGUaGe DeVelOpment 

– SelecteD mODelS25

It seems that the best known concept of semantic development is e. Rosch’s 
(1973, 1977) category of prototypes, that refers to the idea of   recognising mean-
ing as a semantic field with a diverse structure. it is an interpretation of how the 
semantic structure forms and how a child masters names. the field’s semantic 
scope consists of all examples belonging to the head category. The best examples  
(or example of a given category) are the centre of the field, i.e. the prototype. the 
fewer similar features in the next identified (included in the field) unit / units, the 
further from the centre hence they constitute the so-called peripheral categories. 
in semantic development, the structure of the parent category is gradually filled 

21 In the oldest lexicographers’ studies, the description of meaning and understanding was 
identified with the effectiveness of defining. the methods developed by lexicologists focused atten-
tion on descriptions: what the word refers to or how objects are defined. Since significance was one 
of the main tasks and research in lexicography. In turn, these lexicographic practices, established 
onomastics – answering how things are called, and semasiology to look for answers what objects 
words define.

22 this behaviour, it announces, is the typical for nine months olds (appearing naturally) finger 
pointing gesture. in addition to the function of showing objects, distinguishing them from the back-
ground, etc., waiting for the sound form, it is practicing common attention field. more details see: 
J. cieszyńska, m. Korendo (2006).

23 it turns out that the earliest questions to which adults respond by naming the object indicated 
by the child are quite quickly supplemented by questions about features, cause, purpose, condition, 
etc. (Szuman 1968). research shows that four-year-olds use almost all methods of definition (Bon-
iecka 2001, maciejewska 1999).

24 The belief that the basic, same range of words (about 50 initial words) can be found in 
a child’s language turned out to be false. Studies of multilingual children have shown significant 
similarities in their lexical resources, but not their identity 

25 m. haman (1993) and m. Kielar-turska (1989) write about that in polish papers.
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by successively explored and in-taken grouped objects around the nucleus. the 
distance from the nucleus determines the similarity to the best pattern example. 
the inclusion of objects is carried out on the basis of a comprehensive concept 
creation model26. The resulting structure is largely unpredictable. It corresponds 
to the process of structuring knowledge of the world in which three levels can be 
distinguished. the first, considered basic, is the earliest one mastered by a child. 
It arises as a result of the most sound example emerging from the environment 
including its features that the child perceptually extracted. The sum of these fea-
tures, independently distinguished by the child, determines the category proto-
type. therefore, the words that define objects from this level, are those which 
a child learns the earliest when dealing with the environment. They belong to 
the vocabulary of the basic lexical scope, have a specific meaning, are quickly 
discovered, easily memorised, because phonologically and articulately they are 
relatively easy and short. the second level – the superior one, appears later and re-
quires the ability to develop the features of distinguished objects and to generalise 
them. it brings more difficulty, since the child must choose from many perceptual 
features those similar in all objects. at this stage, the name and the language infor-
mation it contains is important. The process of shaping concepts / meanings at this 
level is controlled by an adult. The third level (called sub-level) is the next stage 
in building the semantic structure. it consists of names that accurately reflect the 
features that identify the designations. The hierarchy within the category is chang-
ing, just as the category core can change. 

this model allows to indicate ways of shaping the subjective and sensory in-
terpretation of the complexity of the world, perceived primarily through the sens-
es (less often functional features), and to structure the distinguished designates27. 

e. clarc (1979 et seq.), however, explains slightly different, the description of 
the development of meaning in the youngest children using semantic components. 
The basis of the model is the assumption that mastering the meaning of a word is 
a process related to perceiving the world, experience and capabilities of the child, 
and appears before mastering the name. although it begins in early ontogenesis 
and undergoes many modifications, it can be distinguished by a certain regular-
ity. the dominant strategy is to detect and verify opposites. at a specific stage of 
development, children make hypotheses that they verify in subsequent experi-

26 l. Wygotski (1989) used the term - complex to call the stage of shaping concepts arising as 
a result of combining subsequent objects on the basis of recognised relationships already established 
objectively, not on the basis of the subjective impressions of a child.

27 studies verifying the theory of prototypes have shown that in categories with a high degree 
of specificity, prototypes are permanent, both in the language of children and adults. they do not 
depend on the age or social environment in which the child is brought up. It is different, though, 
in abstract categories, there prototypes gradually stand out and are shaped as the child grows and 
develops language influenced by the environment, culture.
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ments. The children use perceptual-motor experiences before they reach the age 
of two. Usually, a known object carries one perceptual trait, but the repertoire of 
trait grows with age. the sequence of familiarised traits’ definitions characterises 
with some regularity and depends on the complexity of the semantic name and its 
frequency in the language of the environment. the visually recognised features: 
shape, size, and less often colour are the classification foundations. additionally, 
the child’s attention is attracted by movement, then follow the features of audi-
tory and sensory perception, less often however those related to taste, finally the 
child uses functional features. Thus following rules are distinguished: at earliest, 
the child learns words with general meaning, otherwise speaking, semantically 
simpler names appear earlier, and linguistic strategies (semantic hypothesis based 
on language skills) can be seen in children from 2 to 3 years of age (by the age of 
3 they use them freely). The older the child, the more often she/he uses semantic 
language strategies. When she/he is uncertain of his language knowledge, she/he 
refers to his knowledge of the world. although e. Clarc assumes28 that the pro-
cess of mastering meanings is structured, first conditioned by cognitive and later 
language capabilities, it cannot be reduced to an individual act, but it is a form 
of many efforts, actions and strategies that intertwine. e. Clarc’s model refers to 
the linguistic theory of the semantic field, but it applies other principles to assign 
words to field29, because the detection of opposing features, usage of individual 
perceptive features (in addition, not always relevant from the point of view of 
adults, but important for a child in a given situation) decides on a different or at 
least slightly different strategy of creating fields and classifying words. 

K. nelson’s (1974 et seq.) model refers to the same semantic theory. con-
sidering features of the child’s cognitive and linguistic development, K. nelson 
claims that building a meaning is the result of the child’s creation of basic catego-
ries of things based on experiences related to interacting with objects30. Interest in 
the world, the child’s activity, needs and goals determine the boost of perception 
of objects in the environment and distinction of functional and perceptual features 
of objects. features of the objects that characterise its function are the core of the 
name’s meaning, while the features of sensory perception appear as the processes 
of perception and processing of sensory data improve. the process of field build-
ing, or names grouping, is based on remembered features. at an early stage of 
semantic development, meaning determination is done using general features that 
are later followed by specific ones, all that occurs by functional categories. the 
nucleus of meaning is the distinguished main feature that determines the scope of 

28 Views evolved in her later works.
29 On the semantic development of words in the language of four-year-olds, including shifting 

the boundaries of the semantic field, see a. maciejewska (1999).
30 for young children, the most important are movement and activities.
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meaning, the inclusion or exclusion of a concept / name from the field. therefore, 
for this reason, the created structure can easily stretch31. 

t. Barrett’s (1978) model explains the development of meanings of older 
children, who are already quite fluent in language, and are looking for both posi-
tive examples, that allow to include given name in the semantic field, as well as 
the negative ones that could exclude them32. In this model, the development of 
meanings is explained by the so-called hypothesis of contrasting factors33. and 
the creation of a semantic field defined by its semantic components allowing dif-
ferentiation of its resources is the bedrock of semantic structure’s growth. In the 
process of knowledge acquisition, the field is divided, modified, completed by 
individual particles forming the more general approach. The model proposed by 
t. Barrett describes the final stage of shaping the semantic structure, because it 
assumes the free use of the language system by the child34.

slightly different, because using the assumption of innate human language 
skills (n. chomsky), fc Keil (1979 et seq.) constructs another model. here, 
shaping language expressions meaning is associated with the development of the 
child’s conceptual system and conditioned by innate predispositions to shape men-
tal structures. consequently, the semantic system formation does not derive from 
experiencing the world, processing perceptual data, but from innate ontological 
categories. The hierarchy of meanings / concepts is created as a result of opera-
tions enabling distinguishing a word (object) and assigning to it specific proper-
ties based on predicates. all reasonable properties form a „tree”-like structure. 
When a child learns a new word, it is enough to learn its one attribute (predicate). 
this alone, allows to develop a hypothetical definition and place given word on 
the appropriate „branch of the tree,” or in the right place in the hierarchy35. and so, 
the meaning expands by other attributes from this level. What’s more, a child veri-
fies the relevance of meaning by statements she/he formulates. the development 
of meanings depends on the ontological categories that create separate conceptual 
fields, and each of them is governed by its own system of rules of formation and 
development. the location of the object in the category structure determines the 
ways that inform about the meaning.

the foundations of S. carey (1983 et seq.) model, based on determining the 
scope of concepts and ways of associating words with them, are different. she 

31 m. Kielar-turska (1993) claims that the theory easily explains changes in the semantic field, 
but it does not explain sufficiently the differentiation of meanings.

32 T. Barrett (ibid.) claims that the ability to determine opposing features appears in children 
older than 3 years.

33 Both perceptual and functional features are oppositely perceived by children.
34 Rather describes reproducing the semantic structure that adults give children and ways 

to use it.
35 hierarchies of younger children are more flattened.
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claimed that the road to mastering meanings / concepts is long, and at the be-
ginning children base on naive knowledge of life and body functions, causes of 
physiological phenomena and detection of similarities in life activities of known 
and familiarised organisms, objects. Discovering similarities, methods of modifi-
cations including cognitive development and the scope of experience are respon-
sible for gathering knowledge. Children’s concepts and meanings of words are 
formed based on their own naive theories for which reference is made to knowl-
edge about human36. the naive picture of the world is verified by the knowledge 
accumulated in various experiments, which in turn allows the creation of clas-
sifications and hierarchies depending on the development of children’s theories 
about reality. 

reSearch On the meaninG 
iS a challenGe fOr cOGnitiViStS

Questioning the meaning of words and suggesting explanations, puts cogni-
tivism anew37. So far, the notion of meaning has not been defined, but it is clear 
that reading/ recognising/understanding the meanings of words and language be-
haviours is the most important everyday activity of a human. any awkwardness in 
giving meanings to language units quickly excludes a child / adult from a social 
group or assigns them a place on the outskirts of social life.

certainly, professor Stanisław Grabias rightfully argues that the study of 
meaning is difficult because it is about watching processes of change that are 
taking place in one’s mind38 . The research on the linguistic image of the world 
of children (Borowiec 2014, maciejewska 2007, 2008) prove that the meaning of 
a word / concept does not have to be and is not the same for all members of the 
language community, but it must be constructed in a way as to guarantee effective 
communication.

36 for a four-year-old, knowledge about people is the basis for giving similar characteristics to 
animals, toys, less often to birds or insects.

37 Primarily in the content of language signs reveals the way the brain / human mind accumu-
lates and organises knowledge. Words and texts available for research are the path that leads to the 
disclosure of cognitive structures (Dąbrowska, Kubiński 2003).

38 S. Grabias appreciated cognitive analysis. he wrote (Grabias 2008,18) about the fact that 
the semantic structure extracted from cognitive analysis attests the way in which the examined 
person organises knowledge. The semantic / conceptual structure is created according to socialised 
schemes, while the impaired brain creates it according to subjective criteria. it should also be recog-
nised that a person learns a specific repertoire of meanings and relevant lexemes, and creates the 
remaining ones by decoding knowledge about the lexical-semantic system, rules of creating units 
and customs regarding their use. He concludes that the construction of new words and their mean-
ings takes place using the noted similarities in form and content as well as the relationships that exist 
between them.
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The latest results of neurocognitive science studies provide new arguments 
in the meaning discussion. they confirm that the creation of words meaning is 
conditioned by the individual experience in sensory perception of the world’s ele-
ment and prove that the knowledge gained in this way is used in decoding words 
and texts39. moreover, they recognise that the boundaries of semantic and formal 
identity of language units are determined by anatomical structures, developmen-
tal features, and environment of a human, while the framework and customs of 
their use are determined by the specificity of the language structure and language  
group culture40.

Probably, the latest results of neurocognitive scientists research using brain 
imaging techniques will provide new interpretations of meaning, including its for-
mation and ways of interpreting words, units of text. In speech therapy procedures, 
however, the knowledge of the semantic development of the smallest significant 
units of language-words, including knowledge of the linguistic description of this 
process and its limitations in language development disorders and speech disor-
ders should be taken into account.

lanGUaGe SiGn SemanticS 
anD sPeeCH THeRaPy PROCeDuRe  

It seems that in speech therapy practice the dominant way of examining the 
understanding of words, which stems from the belief that a child / patient is able to 
recognise an object and give its name41, is an insufficient evidence of a proper un-
derstanding of the meaning of a language unit. a precise discovery of the child’s 
ability to create meanings, at various stages of development, and assessment of 
both the complexity and individual characteristics of the semantic structure of 

39 Cognitivists believe that the meaning of a word is not an abstract, its framework is deter-
mined by the experience of an individual. Building a semantic structure is a process conditioned 
by the experience of the world (embodied virtual experiences), and understanding is a simulation 
process in which recorded reactions participating in the perception of the world, action, creating our 
interactions with the world are used (see Bergen 2017). it seems that the imaging capabilities of the 
brain will be able to answer the questions: does the simulation change when the senses and memory 
weaken, how does it develop, when the senses and / or memory function much differently?

40 This is indicated by the results of research on the semantic structure of the words: home 
and mother in statements of hearing impaired people, in which both similarities and differences 
within the group and between hearing and hearing-impaired participants are revealed (maciejewska 
2010/2011).

41 This procedure refers to the oldest semantic research used in lexicology, or onomasiology, 
which task was to record what the names were (words / expressions given to the concepts or des-
ignations) and semasiology which collected the lexical resources used to name designations. The 
significant difference was direction of research: from things, concepts to words / phrases, from 
words to things / concepts.

alina macieJewSKa



55

words in a child’s language and the meaning of words in various speech and lan-
guage disorders, is still beyond the research area, even though information about 
the meaning of the word provides the most important data on human cognitive 
and linguistic possibilities, and about the difficulties human faces when acquiring 
knowledge of the world and language.

The model of forming the meaning of the word, proposed below, includes 
the stages that can / should designate both areas of speech therapy research (to 
determine developmental norms), as well as can / should be included in the pro-
gramming of speech therapy. It could be expected that the results of such an ex-
tensive outreach will reveal strategies, children of different ages and at different 
developmental paces are using, that are the basis for both the semantic structure 
growth and variations of these skills of people suffering from speech disorders42.

naturally, the semantic analysis of words is conditioned by the level of lexi-
cal development and skills that allow building statements evidencing the compre-
hension of the meaning. when developing any skill there are specific must-have 
stages i.e. a preparatory – the period of shaping the foundations of understanding, 
identifying phonic sequences and recognising communication intentions. this is 
the early period of a child’s development at a time when understanding units of 
language is ahead of the production possibilities. The effort of the environment 
focuses on learning how to make eye and voice contact with the child and iden-
tifying how the child interacts. among other things, the key is to train the ability 
to share attention with (see cieszyńska, Korendo 2006), and using prosody to 
recognise the intentions of the care-taker and enrich the ways of communicating 
one’s intentions43. this skill seems to be decisive in practicing the efficiency of 
isolating objects44 and recognising labels for word forms. It shapes the belief that 
every thing should have its name and every word means something.

the next stage is the time of acquiring names of objects, activities and fea-
tures. The words have a denoting and reference function. speech therapy should 
include tasks that allow the child to recognise objects and photographs, drawings 
of objects (made in different techniques), identify objects, despite e.g. changes in 
their appearance, displaying various characteristics. It is a way to collect informa-
tion about the relationship between form and elements of non-linguistic reality, 
i.e. determining a specific scope and content of words. the process of indicating 

42 Preliminary studies of hearing-impaired students, pupils with dyslexia and children of all 
ages indicate the existence of both similarities and disparities (maciejewska 2007, 2008, 2010/11).

43 Signals – intentions are recorded in children of several months of age. the finger pointing 
gesture, which appears at the age of about 9 months, is a vital indication of the skill’s develop-
ment. m. Tomasello (2002), supporter of the important role of communication that is preceding the 
language development, also argued that from that moment (9 months) the child can understand the 
intentions of adults and at that point appears the ability to decentralise.

44 the role of the finger pointing gesture (tomassello 2002, cieszyńska, Korendo 2006)
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characteristic features of an item stabilises the content of the word form45, while 
determining the key as well as minor features allows differentiation and com-
parison. Therefore, when deducting the meaning, reference is made to the child’s 
knowledge and experience, ways of organising (categorising) knowledge. In this 
perspective, experimenting in building the scope and content of words certainly 
reveals an original, child-like view of the world and the use of language.

When the level of cognitive and linguistic development (especially the en-
richment of lexical resources), enlarged exploration of the world and ways of 
communicating with the environment allow the child to define and formulate 
paraphrases, and explications, the semantic structure, using knowledge of lan-
guage, starts to build. Grouping words into sets based on synonymy, paronymy, 
antonymy leads to structuring and enriching lexical resources, and to specifying 
the resource of semantic fields. On top of that, it substantiate what determines the 
inclusion or exclusion of a word from the field, and determines the semantic rela-
tionships of pairs (strings) of words.

The development of grammatical aptness to the extent that the child creates 
different syntactic units means that children begin to deduce the meaning of the 
word based on the assignment / guessing of the word’s belonging to the grammati-
cal category, and the form of the word has a specific role in the sentence. the ease 
of explaining meaning by analogy is expanding, using the same definition types. 
Knowledge of the world does not have to follow the explanation of the meaning 
(e.g. tractor street, because tractors go on it, motor street, because motorcycles 
go on it, car / bicycle street, etc.), because children use potential forms and in-
fer, by analogy, the similarity of form and content between words. at this stage, 
children recognise the formal similarity of words and word-formation structures. 
language puzzles will play an important role in the exercises.  

Developing lexical and semantic awareness allows the speech therapist to see 
which elements of the distinguished object / concept are important, relevant and 
linguistically described to the speaker, to what extent she/he uses lexical resource, 
word-formation and grammar skills to explain the meaning of the word. It seems 
that the next step should be meta-semantic type games that will focus on creating 
sets of words of similar form and meaning.  

acquiring words according to form similarity, practicing the ability to search 
for derivates, determining semantic similarities using word-formation paraphras-
es is the well-established way to organise knowledge on the relationship of form 
and meaning between words (see e. muzyka-furtak 2017).

45 Both stages should include the necessity to register all language user’s utterances, which 
bring out the word’s meaning to any extent, we are talking both paralinguistic and non-linguistic 
(gestures, drawing, neurophysiological, psychological facts, conventional signs) as well as words 
applied as synonyms (should they be used to assign the non-linguistic reality to language form).
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Thus, the most advanced stage is reproducing and building a semantic-lexical 
structure using the meta-linguistic relations between form and meaning. at this 
stage, exercises in creating groups of proportional relation (wierzchowski 1976) 
and developing groups of names (wierzchowski 1999), which show that knowl-
edge of the world creates a language structure, and the language structure reflects 
human knowledge about the world46 (cf. maciejewska 2005, 2015) have the best 
effect. These are games to create groups of words (also homonyms), properly 
formulated paraphrases, and comparisons how sets of paraphrases47 allow identi-
fication or differentiation of meanings. the procedure of forming paraphrases and 
differentiating the meanings of words allow to explain (to experience) to a child / 
adult that language is a world of signs and rules in which one can act and create. 

COnClusIOns

Various research trends attempted to describe the semantic aspect of the lan-
guage system, while meaning has been treated as that area of   knowledge that 
linguistics should not be concerned with. and although models and techniques for 
describing the meaning of language units have developed, (as practice shows) it 
is still a difficult task today. professor S. Grabias (2012, 59) argues that language 
is a path to human cognitive functions, to human and world’s insight, to learn the 
knowledge structure in the mind and to acquire ways to make use of it in interac-
tions. To paraphrase, it can be assumed that when examining how a child under-
stands a word we discover the paths on which human thought learns to wander.

Certainly, in diagnosis and speech therapy, if considering the meaning it 
should be required to adopt a specific definition of the <meaning> term. at this 
level of knowledge, this seems to be a challenge. The results of neurological and 
cognitive research herald outstanding impressions in determining how the brain 
encodes and decodes meaning. This is extremely important for speech therapy. 
However, to get the answer, or at least to unveil the secret, how the human mind 

46 This method is rarely used in language teaching and programming. The idea comes from 
a method called pregramatic analysis  of J. wierzchowski (1976, 1990), and it is about grouping 
word forms of similar form and creating paraphrases (connecting phrases) that indicate similarity 
of form and content. The idea was exploited in the so-called nest word formation. However, fun 
in searching for words that are formally and semantically similar, this relationship is emphasised 
by paraphrases, it should lead to the indication that words form a structured group, so one can also 
conclude that the relations of form and meaning, justify the creation of potential forms.  

47 according to J. wierzchowski (1976), the need to collect and to apply only the certified uses 
of the word in specific statements of language users enables avoidance of overlapping meanings in 
both the researcher’s language and sense, and applying criteria resulting from their knowledge of 
the non-linguistic world. 
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creates meaning, how the semantic structure develops, what is the extent of its 
degradation in speech and language disorders, research determined by the scien-
tific methodology and practice of modern speech therapy is required. 
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