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School of Arts & Social Sciences, The Open University of Hong Kong
myip@ouhk.edu.hk

Introduction

Lexical databases are now available for many languages over
the world, for example, CELEX and Euro WordNet. However,
there are not any comparable data of this kind for Cantonese.
The necessity of this database cannot be underestimated since
not much progress on the Chinese (Cantonese) psycholinguistic
research can be made without the succor of these kinds of
precise lexical information (Li & Yip, 1996, 1998; Yip, 2000).
This project aims at making a large-scale collection of digital
tape recordings of Cantonese speech and establishing an archive
of Cantonese texts based on transcriptions of these recordings.
A corpus of Cantonese syllables and words together with other
polysyllabic Chinese expressions will be constructed. In the
database, much useful lexical information can be generated: for
example, spoken word frequency, frequency information of
phoneme occurrence and phoneme co-occurrences, speech
errors. In this project, a large-scale lexical database of
Cantonese will be established in two phases. In the first phase,
the target is to have a database of 300,000 Cantonese words. In
the second phase, the target will be up to one million Cantonese
words. It is hoped that the subsequent psycholinguistics
research in the Chinese language can benefit from this
computerized lexical database.

Main Objectives

Three main objectives of the project here are:

(1) Generation of relevant lexical information of Cantonese
Chinese speech: the database can generate such kinds of
useful lexical information for psycholinguistic research as
(a) the frequency information of spoken Cantonese word
(cf. Yip, 2001); (b) the probabilistic phonotactic
information of Cantonese speech (Yip, 2000)

(2) Determination of the processing and production unit of
Cantonese speech: from the data of speech error collected
in the database, we can closely monitor if the speech error
of Cantonese involved a whole syllable replacement or
other sub-syllabic components interchanging (cf. Chen,
2000), and then inferred to the functional units of
Cantonese speech (Chen & Yip, 2001; Yip, Song, & Chen
1999)

(3) Estimation of the code-switched situation in Hong Kong:
from the database, we can estimate the size of
code-switching and types of code-switchers in the bilingual
situation of Hong Kong (Chan, 1992)

Methodology

This project is designed to construct a computerized lexical
database of Cantonese. The database can be used to generate
several different kinds of lexical information of Cantonese
natural speech. It is based on the large-scale collection of digital
tape recordings of natural Cantonese speech. Sources of the
natural Cantonese speech include dialogues of Radio call-in
programs (Chen, 2000), conversations of TV programs, casual

chatting among the students in canteen. Collecting the
Cantonese speech from different sources of naturalistic settings
guaranteed the ecological validity of the lexical information
generated from the database. Because the data gathered to the
database is entirely came from the real and natural cases which
obviously are psychologically real as well as can reflect the
lexical information embedded in our mental lexicon.

Expected Results

The result of this project will be summarized in a computerized
lexical database of Cantonese that is significant to research as
well as to language teaching and learning. In terms of research,
we believe that a more solid rigorous set of lexical information
of Cantonese speech can be derived and it can have a wide
range of applications to linguistic as well as psycholinguistic
researches, especially lexical research centering on spoken
language processing. In terms of language pedagogy, it will
provide empirical ground for designing the most appropriate
language learning methods to students according to the patterns
of the prominent processing and production units of native

Cantonese speakers. Meanwhile, it will also provide useful

information of the pervasive code-switching situation in Hong

Kong that clearly confounded the traditional language teaching

methods in Hong Kong education sector.
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