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LEVELT’S MODEL OF SPEECH PRODUCTION 

Levelt’s model of speech production is a well-known model. At first sight it may seem 
complicated, but in fact it is fairly easy to understand. 

 

 



In Levelt’ model, the production of speech (on the left-hand side of the diagram) consists of 
three independent systems. (The right-hand side of the diagram represents the speech 
comprehension system which we will discuss later.) 

1. Conceptualizer 

2. Formulator 

3. Articulator 

CONCEPTUALIZER 

In the conceptualizer ideas are generated and sent on to the formulator. The preverbal 
message from the conceptualizer is not spelt out in words. That is, the message exists in a 
representation other than language. Not much has been said about how ideas are 
generated but it is commonly assumed that knowledge of the world (encyclopedia) of the 
current situation (situation knowledge) and of the rules of discourse must be employed to 
generate messages. 

After the conceptualizer, the message arrives in the formulator. Here three main things 
happen to the message. Lexical content words are selected from the lexicon (lexicalization), 
the message is given a surface form (i.e. grammatical encoding) and the message is 
phonologically encoded (phonological encoding). It is assumed that these three parts are 
autonomous and work independent of each other. 

FORMULATOR 

The formulator is that part of the production system that takes the preverbal message and 
creates a phonetic plan ready to be articulated. Three main processes occur in this stage: 
lexicalization, grammatical encoding and phonological encoding.  

Lexicalization 

Lexicalization is the process of assigning words to preverbal messages. Current theory is that 
there are at least two levels of representation in the lexicon: lemmas and lexemes. Lemmas 
are considered to be abstract entities that represent words but which are not encoded for 
form. A lemma has access to the grammatical properties of the word and the semantic 
properties but it is not spelled out phonetically. For example, the lemma {JUMP} could 
appear in various forms in a sentence: jump, jumping, jumps, jumped but the lemma itself 
does not have this information attached – the form of the lemma is selected at a later stage. 
Evidence for lemma comes from tip of the tongue experiences (TOTs) which most people 
have experience where you know the word you want to say but cannot actually say it. Often 
you can talk about the word, say whether it is a noun or verb and possibly indicate its 
gender in the case of romance languages. This suggests the lemma has been activated but 
the form of the lemma (i.e. the lexeme) cannot be retrieved.  

The second part of the lexicalization process is when the lemma is given a surface form to 
produce the lexeme.  

Grammatical Encoding 



Grammatical encoding is the process of given the message a structure which corresponds to 
the utterances grammatical form. Here morphemes will be attached to words and 
functional words will be inserted in order to create a grammatically encoded message.  

Phonological Encoding 

The next stage of the production process is phonological encoding. Here a phonetic plan for 
the utterance is spelled out  

ARTICULATOR 

The articulator is the part of the production process where the phonetic plan is converted 
into muscle movements for the articulators (tongue, lips, larynx, etc). This then produced 
overt speech which a listener will hear coming out of the mouth of the speaker.  

Feedback 

In Levelt’s model there are two ways the speaker can get feedback about their utterance. 
One is internal feedback, the other is external. In internal feedback, the speaker is able to 
monitor the utterance before it is actually articulated. This means that any errors in the 
utterance (e.g. grammatical, phonetic) could be corrected. If this were the case, the listener 
would not hear the error. There is some evidence to suggest that we do monitor and edit 
our speech before it is articulated in order to reduce the number of errors. 

 

It is clear however that some errors do ‘get out’. In other words, we do sometimes utter 
sentences which contain errors, and these errors are often quite obvious to the listener. In 
this case we can monitor what we produce via the external monitoring system (overt 
speech). When this happens the speaker will often go through a repair process in order to 
try and correct the error. This will involve the speaker hesitating briefly and then replacing 
the erroneous part of the utterance with the correct form before moving on. This hesitation 
and repair is a normal part of speech.  

COMPREHENSION 

The right-hand side of Levelt’s model represents the speech comprehension system and is 
relatively underspecified. This is because the model is a model of speech production not 
comprehension. However, the model assumes that at a minimum we have an audition 
system which hears what we say and a comprehension system that works to some degree in 
reverse of the production system. 

 



TIP OF THE TONGUE PHENOMENA 

Tip of the tongue experiences are familiar to most people. There are certain times when you 
want to say a particular word and you feel you have it on the tip of your tongue but you just 
cannot say it. Usually it is for low frequency words. Try to name the words in the following 
definitions. Do any produce a TOT experience?  

What do you call a navigational instrument used in measuring angular distances, especially the 
altitude of the sun, moon, and stars at sea“ 

What do you call a pen name or fictitious name that an author might use to conceal his or her 
identity? 

What do you call a maze of paths bordered by high hedges, as in a park or garden, for the amusement 
of those who search for a way out? 

Often with TOTs we can retrieve some of the information about the word, for example its 
grammatical class (noun or verb), the number of syllables, whether it is masculine or 
feminine for romance languages etc. It is also sometimes possible to produce near 
neighbours – words which are phonologically close to the word. This shows that we are 
aware of the word but cannot retrieve its phonological form.  

TOT is one reason why academics have proposed the existence of lemmas. If we can have a 
word on the tip of our tongue but not be able to say it, it suggests that the word and its 
pronunciation are stored (or represented) separately in the mind. These two 
representations are termed: 

Lemma 

Lexeme 

The lemma is the abstract  

Why does TOT phenomena occur? There are two theories: 

partial activation hypothesis 

blocking hypothesis 
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