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Annotation: Compound words and phrases in English constitute a 

fascinating linguistic phenomenon that involves combining two or more 

individual words to create a single word or phrase with a distinct meaning, 

enhancing the richness, versatility, and efficiency of the English language. 

These compounds can be found across various domains and categories, 

from everyday vocabulary to specialized terminology in fields such as 

technology, medicine, and business. Understanding compound words is 

essential for developing vocabulary, decoding complex terms, and 

enhancing overall language proficiency. Compound formations may vary in 

structure, spelling, and hyphenation, influenced by regional and stylistic 

preferences, while offering a high degree of productivity and adaptability. 

Studying compound words and phrases expands one's linguistic repertoire, 

enabling comprehension of domain-specific language and fostering 

effective reading, writing, and communication skills in English. They 

contribute to the evolution and change of language, providing new lexical 

creations and allowing for nuanced and precise communication. 

 

What are Compound Words? 

Compound Words are two or more words that have been grouped 

together to create a new word that has a different, individual meaning. 

There are three different kinds of compound words: closed compound 

words, open compound words and hyphenated compound words. In 

English, there are many compound words, including a few that you might 

not have realized were compound words. This includes words like „football‟, 

which is made up of two different words: „foot‟ and „ball‟. When put 

together, they become the name of a sport. 
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Common Compound Word Examples: In this table, you‟ll find a few 

examples of different compound words that you might have come across in 

everyday use: 

Compound word 

Individual words 

Football   Foot + ball 

Firefighter   Fire + fighter 

Notebook    Note + book 

Superhero    Super + hero 

Railroad       Rail + road 

Snowball   Snow + ball 

Inside          In + side 

Sometimes     Some + times 

Different Forms of Compound Word 

Now that we know what a compound word is, it‟s time to take a look at 

the different types of compound word. As we mentioned before, these are 

closed compound words, open compound words and hyphenated 

compound words. But before we go on, it‟s important to bear in mind that a 

compound word doesn‟t have to be made up of just two words. It‟s also 

possible to use more than two words to form a compound. So, let‟s explore 

the three types in more detail. 

Closed Compound Words: closed compound words are the most 

recognizable of the three different types. These words are created when 

other smaller words come together to form one new larger word. For 

example:   Waistcoat    Railroad   Postbox   Sunflower   Breakfast. 

Let‟s look at the compound word 'breakfast'. The two words that make 

up this compound are 'break' and 'fast'. The word 'fast' in this case does not 

mean moving quickly (though being able to quickly to prepare a meal first 

thing in the morning certainly has its benefits). Instead, 'fast' means a period 

of not eating. And as many will have spent the night sleeping, 'breakfast' is 

to break the fast. 

The new closed compound words are therefore recognized as separate 

lexical items, with each having individual meaning. Besides that, children 

can be introduced to closed compounds words at an early age. And there 

are plenty of activities for kindergarten and first-grade children to try their 

hand at putting together compound words. 

Matching games and cut-and-paste worksheets can encourage kids to 

don their thinking caps and consider which words can be joined to form 

new words. 
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Open Compound Words 

Open compound words are slightly different because they still appear 

as two words separated by a space. However, we still consider them a 

compound word because when they are used together they take on a new 

and different meaning. 

For example: 

Living room 

Full moon 

Real estate 

Ice cream 

Hot dog 

Let‟s say a friend invites you to a picnic. 

He asks, "Would you like a burger or a hot dog with your potato salad?" 

You‟re more likely to think about the edible 'hot dog' as opposed to the 

adjective 'hot' describing the noun 'dog'. The two single words work together 

to form a new noun. Hence, this is why separated words, such as 'hot dog', 

can still be considered compound words. Now let‟s take a look at 

hyphenated compound words, the third type of compound. 

Hyphenated Compound Words: hyphenated compound words can be 

tricky as there are many rules to remember. However, the main point to 

remember is that, in most cases, an open compound word will be 

hyphenated if it‟s to modify another noun. For example, the term 'video 

game' is an open compound, but is typically hyphenated when modifying a 

noun such as the word 'player' or 'collector'. The new words are therefore 

written as “video-game collector”. The video-game collector was excited 

about the release of the latest adventure saga. Moreover, hyphens are also 

typically used when a compound adjective is placed before a participle, or 

a word formed from a verb. These words also modify a noun. For example, 

“record-breaking snow” where the adjective comes before the present 

participle, and they both describe the noun “snow.” 

Let‟s look at a few other examples of hyphenated compound words: 

Long-term 

Mother-in-law 

Good-hearted 

Merry-go-round 

Similar to many features of English, compound words are created as a 

result of language change over time. When two words are frequently used 

together in speech and writing, over time they will be used closer and closer 

together. Usually, this happens in speech first and then translates to writing, 
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where compounds become recognized as words within their own right. A 

good example of this would be the closed compound word 'notebook'. 

Before 'notebook' was a word, we would have used something like “a book 

to write notes in''. 

It‟s likely that this would then have been shortened to an open 

compound, “note book”. Words like this would then become hyphenated 

compound words like note-book, until finally we arrive at the word 

'notebook' which we use in the English language today. We can even see 

how the English language evolves over time by comparing compound 

words which should be similar in nature. The words 'backyard' and 

'backseat' are closed compound words, but the words 'front yard' and 'front 

seat' are open compound words. Yet they both outline either a specific 

portion of the yard or the seat position in a vehicle. 

However, sometimes compounds are formed because of a gap in our 

language. The word 'football', for example, would have been formed out of 

necessity as the game itself would not have had a name to begin with. This 

compound is thought to be very literal, as it's a compound of 'foot' and 'ball' 

from the act of kicking the ball with the foot. It‟s true the rules for compound 

words can be a bit ambiguous at times. The best thing to do when you have 

a question about a compound word is look it up. Often times you‟ll find 

options with the preferred choice listed first. The bottom line is that the only 

way to know for sure how to spell compounds is to consult an authoritative 

source: a good dictionary. 

In conclusion, compounding words and phrases in English are an 

integral aspect of the language that enhances communication, vocabulary 

acquisition, and language proficiency. The formation, structure, and 

meanings of compound words provide insights into linguistic creativity and 

word formation patterns. Understanding compound formations aids in 

decoding complex terms, expressing nuanced meanings, and constructing 

grammatically correct sentences. The diversity of compound words, 

whether they are open, closed, or hyphenated, and their various functions 

across different parts of speech, enable precise and efficient 

communication. Additionally, recognizing the spelling and hyphenation 

conventions of compound words contributes to effective written 

communication. Furthermore, the high productivity in forming new 

compound words in English showcases the flexibility and adaptability of the 

language. Native speakers have the ability to create or understand 

compounds, even those that they have not encountered before, 

leveraging their knowledge of underlying patterns and structure. 
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The theme of compounding words and phrases in English illuminates the 

importance of these linguistic constructs in vocabulary acquisition, effective 

communication, and language proficiency. By exploring the formation, 

structure, meanings, and domain-specific applications of compound words, 

we gain a deeper understanding of the richness and versatility of the English 

language. 
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