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PSYC + CSCE 
 Children’s word learning involves 

◦ 2 strong biases 

 Shape bias (B.  Landau et al., 1988)  

 Function bias (D. G. K. Nelson et al., 2000) 

◦ Activity learning 

 point-light walkers (Johansson, 1973) 

 

•Landau, B., Smith, L., and Jones, S. (1988) “The Importance of Shape in Early Lexical Learning,” Cognitive 
Development, 3(3), 299-321. 
•Nelson, D. G. K., Russell, R., Duke, N., and Jones, K. (2000) Two-Year-Olds Will Name Artifacts by Their Functions, 
Child Development, 71(5), 1271-1288. 
•Johansson, G. (1973). Visual perception of biological motion and a model for its analysis. Perception & 
Psychophysics, 14, 201–211. 
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Reliability of Teachers 
 Sabbagh and Baldwin (2001) 
◦ 3- and 4-year-olds 

◦ I.V.: knowledge state of teachers 

◦ When children are explicitly expressed speaker’s 
knowledge or ignorance, they learn better from 
knowledgeable speakers. 

 

 Koenig and Harris (2005) 
◦ 4-year-olds 

◦ I.V.: knowledge state of teachers 

◦ Even when they are implicitly expressed speaker’s 
knowledge or ignorance, they learn better from 
knowledgeable speakers. 

 



Cultural Bias 
 Behrend, Ransom, Schwartz, & Bogulski (2010) 

◦ 3- and 4-year-olds 

◦ I.V.1 : Teacher’s native language 

◦ I.V.2: Knowledge state of teachers 

◦ Children trusted ignorant English speaker over 
knowledgeable Spanish speaker 

 

 Henderson and Sabbagh (2007) 
◦ 3- and 4-year-olds 

◦ I.V.: cultural background information of target object 

◦ 4-year-olds learned more when they were told the toys 
were from their community 
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Purpose 

 To extend our understanding of the 
relationship between learning and a 
culture in children’s language 
development.  

 Research question: 

◦ How does the information about the 
cultural background of a teacher or of 
target objects would influence word 
learning by young children? 



Hypothesis 

 Children would learn objects’ names 
and functions better 

1. When they are told the objects are from 
their own linguistic community than 
from a different linguistic community. 

2. With novel objects than with familiar 
objects 
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Participants 

 Fourteen 2- and 3- year olds. 
◦ M = 2 years, 10 months 

◦ SD = 0.75 

 recruited from 
◦ Families living near campus 

◦ A day care center around the university 

 They were reworded with a small prize 
at the end 



Variables in the experiment 
 I.V.1 (between-subject) 

◦ Teacher’s cultural background 

 

 I.V.2 (between-subject) 
◦ Objects’ cultural background 

 

 I.V.3 (within-subject) 
◦ Familiarity of the target objects 

 

 I.V.4 (within-subject) 
◦ Type of learning 

 

 D.V. 
◦ Number of correct responses 



2 x 2 x 2 x 2 mixed factorial design 
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■ between subject design 
■ within-subject design (repeated measure) 



Familiarization trial 

Taught the associations and tested the comprehension 

Scissors 

Tape 

Shampoo 

Cut paper 

Stick things 
together 

Wash hair 

Familiar 
objects 

Familiar 
names 

Familiar 
functions 



Test trial 

Familiar objects trial Novel objects trial 

Koba To make sounds 
 
 
Danu To eat meal 
 
 
Modi To cut a thing 

Familiar 
objects 

Novel 
names 

Novel 
functions 

Novel 
objects 

Novel 
names 

Novel 
functions 

Toma To play music 
 
 
Jito To clean table 
 
 
Goban To catch a bug 

1. I’m from [here, Arkansas / a far away from here, Japan] 
 

2. All the things are found in a store in [Arkansas / Japan]  

Taught the associations and tested the comprehension 
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ANOVA 
 No significant main effect of 
◦ Cultural background of the objects 

◦ Cultural background of the teacher 

 Significant main effect of 
◦ Type of learning (name v. function) 
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Discussion 

 No cultural bias was found 
◦ Why? 
 Too young (M = 2 years, 10 months) 

 No familiarity difference in learning 
◦ Name learning:  
 They did not actually learn the name (33.3% accuracy) 

→No way to show the familiarity differences 

◦ Function learning: 
 They learned well (86.9 % accuracy) regardless of the 

familiarity. 

 →No mutual exclusivity for function learning 

 



Discussion (cont.) 

 Accurate object functions learning and 
no evidence for names learning 

◦ novel name mapping skill may arise later 
than the novel function mapping skill 

◦ Why? 

 Visually demonstrated novel functions might have 
enhanced understanding rather than 
memorization 
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Summary 

 2- and 3- years olds 

◦ Use neither cultural bias nor exclusive 
mapping 
→they seem to gradually develop the skills as they grow. 

Why? Logical inference based on better understanding of 
the nature of words-objects relationship is required? 

◦ Do not easily learn names of objects but 
they learn functions extremely well. 
→learning functions skill arises earlier stage of the 
development 

Why? No need for memorization? More fun? 



Possible confounding & improvements 

 Larger sample size and older children 

 More emphasizes upon the cultural 
information 

 Use of native English speaking 
experimenter 

 Use of more distinctive and easily 
memorable novel words 

 



Questions 


