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Preschooler s an d Adult s Interpre t  Prope r  N o u n s a s Label s fo r  Particula r 
Individual s 

Cristin a M .  Sorrentin o (CRISTINA@PSYCHE.MIT.EDU ) 
Departmen t  o f  Brai n an d Cognitiv e Science s 

Massachusett s Institut e o f  Technolog y 
El0-109 ,  Cambridge ,  M A 0213 9 U S A 

I n adul t  English ,  coun t  noun s suc h a s do g refe r  t o a  kin d 
of  object ,  wherea s prope r  noun s suc h a s M a x refe r  t o a 
particula r  individual .  Studie s o f  preschoolers '  prope r  nou n 
learnin g hav e bee n take n t o sho w tha t  childre n interpre t 
prope r  noun s i n a n adult-lik e manne r  a s refeirin g t o 
individual s (e.g .  Katz ,  Bake r  &  Macnamara ,  1974) .  I n thes e 
studies ,  th e experimente r  point s t o a n objec t  o r  drawin g o f 
an objec t  an d say s somethin g lik e Thi s i s  zavy .  Afte r 
severa l  repetition s o f  zavy ,  childre n ar e teste d o n diei r 
interpretatio n o f  th e wor d b y bein g aske d i f  a  particula r 
objec t  i s  zav y o r  b y bein g aske d t o perfor m a n actio n wit h 
zavy .  I f  th e objec t  i s  clearl y animate ,  childre n consistentl y 
indicat e tha t  the y thin k th e origina l  referen t  o f  th e wor d (an d 
onl y th e origina l  referen t  o f  th e word )  i s  zavy .  Thi s 
performanc e i s consisten t  wit h a  prope r  nou n interpretatio n 
of  th e wor d aki n t o M a x ,  an d henc e researcher s hav e 
conclude d tha t  childre n interpre t  a  wor d introduce d i n thi s 
manner  a s a  prope r  noun . 

However ,  children' s performanc e i n suc h prope r  nou n 
studie s i s als o consisten t  wit h th e possibilit y  tha t  childre n 
interpre t  th e wor d a s referring ,  no t  jus t  t o th e origina l 
referent ,  bu t  t o a  particula r  kin d o f  object ,  namel y object s 
whic h ar e importantl y simila r  t o th e origina l  referent. '  Suc h 
an interpretatio n o f  zav> '  woul d b e aki n t o blonds .  O n thi s 
possibility ,  childre n restric t  thei r  response s t o th e originall y 
named objec t  i n thes e studie s no t  becaus e the y thin k tha t  th e 
wor d applie s t o tha t  objec t  alone ,  bu t  rathe r  becaus e ther e ar e 
simpl y n o othe r  member s o f  th e sam e kin d a s th e origina l 
referen t  presen t  i n th e stimulu s array . 

Liittschwage r  an d Markma n (1993 )  explicitl y se t  ou t  t o 
tes t  th e possibilit y  tha t  preschoo l  childre n interpre t  zav y i n 
Thi s i s zav y a s referrin g t o a  particula r  kin d o f  objec t  an d 
provid e suggestiv e evidenc e tha t  childre n i n fac t  interpre t  a 
wor d introduce d a s a  prope r  nou n a s a  labe l  fo r  a  particula r 
individual .  W e modifie d Liittschwage r  an d Markman' s 
procedur e t o correc t  som e methodologica l  problem s an d t o 
explor e thi s possibilit y  further .  W e als o include d adul t 
participant s i n additio n t o preschooler s t o asses s th e 
generalit y o f  th e conclusion s draw n wit h children . 

We taugh t  sixtee n 3-year-ol d childre n an d eleve n adult s a 
ne w wor d (i.e .  Thi s i s  zavy )  fo r  a n objec t  wit h a  salien t 
property .  W e taugh t  childre n an d adult s i n th e Anima l 
conditio n th e wor d i n th e presenc e o f  a  to y animal ,  suc h a s a 
bear  wearin g a  colorfu l  cape .  W e the n remove d th e cap e 
fro m th e bear ,  brough t  ou t  a n identica l  bea r  (tha t  is ,  a  to y 
belongin g t o th e sam e kin d a s th e origina l  toy )  an d pu t  th e 

cap e o n th e ne w bear .  Participant s wer e the n asked ,  "Whic h 
one i s zavy? "  W e taugh t  childre n an d adult s i n th e Non -
Anima l  conditio n th e ne w wor d i n th e presenc e o f  a  non -
anima l  artifac t  wit h a  salien t  property ,  suc h a s a  sho e wit h a 
colorfu l  clip .  W e the n remove d th e cli p fro m th e shoe , 
brough t  ou t  a n identica l  sho e an d pu t  th e cli p o n th e ne w 
shoe .  Participant s wer e the n aske d "Whic h on e i s zavy?" .  I f 
childre n o r  adult s interpre t  zav y a s a  prope r  noun ,  the y 
shoul d choos e th e origina l  referen t  o f  th e label .  However ,  i f 
the y interpre t  zav y a s referrin g t o a  kin d o f  bea r  o r  shoe , 
the y shoul d choos e indiscriminatel y betwee n th e tw o toys . 
A thir d possibl e interpretatio n o f  zav y i s a n interpretatio n 
aki n t o prett y o r  caped/bowe d (i.e .  wearing-a-capeAvearing-a -
bow) .  O n thi s interpretation ,  participant s shoul d choos e th e 
ne w objec t  wit h th e salien t  property . 

Table 1: Children's and adults' percent selection of the 
origina l  referen t  i n th e Anima l  an d Non-Anima l  conditions . 

Conditio n Childre n Adult s 
Anima l 
Non-Anima l 

9 4 
38 

90 
33 

Childre n an d adult s performe d quit e similarly ,  a s show n i n 
Tabl e 1 .  Participant s w h o wer e taugh t  th e ne w wor d i n th e 
presenc e o f  a  to y anima l  chos e th e origina l  referen t  o n th e 
vas t  majorit y o f  th e trial s whe n aske d "Whic h on e i s zavyT' . 
I n contrast ,  participant s w h o wer e taugh t  th e ne w wor d i n 
th e presenc e o f  a  non-anima l  chos e th e origina l  referen t  o n 
abou t  a  thir d o f  th e trials .  Thi s suggest s tha t  children ,  lik e 
adults ,  genuinel y interpre t  a  ne w wor d lik e zav y i n Thi s i s 
zav y a s a  labe l  fo r  a  particula r  individua l  i f  th e referen t  o f  th e 
wor d i s a n anima l  surrogate .  However ,  childre n an d adult s 
do no t  mak e th e sam e interpretatio n whe n th e referen t  o f  th e 
wor d i s a  non-anima l  artifact .  Rather ,  the y mak e a n 
adjectiv e o r  subtyp e interpretatio n i n thi s case . 
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'  O n thi s possibility ,  childre n us e prope r  nou n syntax ,  ye t 
trea t  th e wor d semanticall y a s a  coun t  noun . 
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