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Infants '  Concep tua l  Unders tand in g a n d Organizat io n o f  Agen t s a n d Patient s 

Melissa A. Redford (nn '-<iford@utxsvs . cc. utexas . edu) 
Lesli e B .  Colu-i i  (  cohen@ps y .  u texa s .  edu ) 

Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 
Universit y o f  Texa s a t  Austi n 

330 Mezes ,  Austin ,  T X 7871 2 US A 

Semanti c role s suc h a s "agent "  an d "patient "  ar e 
abstrac t  linguisti c categorie s tha t  defin e relationship s 
betwee n object s i n sentences .  Man y theorist s assume :  (1 ) 
a correspondenc e o f  varyin g degree s betwee n semanti c 
role s an d genera l  cognitiv e concepts ;  an d (2 )  tha t  thes e 
genera l  concept s ar e fimdamental  t o languag e learnin g a s 
semanti c role s ar e though t  t o b e relate d t o syntacti c 
knowledg e (e.g. ,  Grimshaw ,  1981 ;  Pinker ,  1989) .  Fo r 
example ,  grammatica l  subject s ar e usuall y agent s an d ten d 
t o preced e grammatica l  object s whic h ar e usuall y patients . 
Althoug h w e hav e know n fo r  quit e som e tim e fliat  youn g 
childre n hav e semanti c role s an d us e the m t o structur e 
earl y speec h (Bloom ,  1973) ,  i t  ha s no t  bee n adequatel y 
demonstrate d tha t  infants ,  prio r  t o combinin g words ,  hav e 
forme d th e correspondin g genera l  cognitiv e concept s o r 
tha t  the y organiz e thes e concept s i n systemati c ways . 

The firs t  stud y addresse d whethe r  infant s hav e genera l 
cognitiv e concept s o f  agen t  an d patien t  o r  whethe r  the y 
respon d t o rol e reversal s a t  a  perceptua l  level .  Thirt y tw o 
10-  an d 14-month-ol d infant s wer e habituate d t o a n even t 
i n whic h th e object s wer e eithe r  i n a n agent-patien t 
relationshi p o r  wer e bot h independen t  agents .  Whe n 
teste d o n even t  sequence s i n whic h th e orde r  o f  th e object s 
was switched ,  10-month-old s wer e sensitiv e t o a  switc h 
i n bot h condition s indicatin g tha t  a t  thi s ag e the y 
discriminate d betwee n th e tes t  even t  an d th e famiha r  even t 
on a  perceptua l  basis .  14-month-olds ,  however ,  appeare d 
t o hav e acquire d th e concept s o f  agen t  an d patient .  The y 
looke d longe r  a t  a  switche d sequenc e i f  th e switc h entaile d 
a reversa l  o f  roles ,  bu t  no t  i f  th e role s o f  th e object s 
remaine d th e same . 

The secon d stud y examine d whethe r  o r  no t  infants '  fin d 
agent s mor e importan t  tha n patients .  A  conceptua l  bia s o f 
thi s sor t  migh t  provid e th e basi s fo r  th e systemati c 
orderin g o f  linguisti c agent s prio r  t o patient s i n earl y 
speech .  Prediction s wer e base d o n tw o hypothese s tha t 
migh t  lea d t o a n ordere d relationshi p betwee n agent s an d 
patients .  Th e firs t  predictio n wa s tha t  infant s woul d b e 
more sensitiv e t o th e introductio n o f  a  nove l  agen t  tha n a 
nove l  patien t  i f  agent s ar e mor e importan t  i n causa l 
sequence s tha n patients .  A n alternativ e predictio n woul d 
be tha t  infant s ar e mor e sensitiv e t o th e introductio n o f  a 
nove l  objec t  whe n tha t  objec t  i s th e first  objec t  t o ac t  i n 
any actio n sequence .  Thi s alternativ e recognize s tha t  th e 
orderin g o f  agent s an d patient s i n even t  sequence s migh t 
be independen t  o f  thei r  semanti c content .  Sixtee n 14 -
month-old s wer e teste d o n even t  sequence s i n whic h a 

nove l  objec t  wa s introduce d int o eithe r  th e firs t  positio n 
or  th e secon d positio n o f  a  causa l  o r  noncausa l  event . 
The result s indicate d tha t  infant s wer e sensitiv e t o th e 
presenc e o f  a  nove l  objec t  i n bot h th e first  an d th e secon d 
positio n an d the y showe d n o preferenc e fo r  on e positio n o r 
th e othe r  i n eithe r  condition . 

i t  i s possibl e tha t  th e result s from  thi s las t  experimen t 
indicat e tha t  infant s wer e merel y respondin g t o th e nove l 
objec t  an d no t  t o th e positio n i n whic h th e objec t 
appeared .  Fo r  thi s reason ,  i n a n ongoin g stud y w e hav e 
modifie d th e habituatio n trial s t o includ e th e thir d objec t 
so tha t  whe n thi s objec t  i s  introduce d int o eithe r  th e first 
or  secon d positio n w e wil l  b e testin g fo r  a  rol e o r  a 
positio n preferenc e an d no t  fo r  a  nove l  objec t  preference . 

The result s from  th e complete d studie s provid e 
evidenc e tha t  infant s hav e genera l  cognitiv e concept s 
correspondin g t o semanti c role s an d tha t  thes e concept s 
underg o developmen t  betwee n 1 0 an d 1 4 month s o f  age . 
I n addition ,  th e result s indicat e tha t  14-month-ol d infant s 
pay attentio n t o object s tha t  occu r  i n bot h th e firs t  an d 
secon d positio n o f  causa l  an d noncausa l  even t  sequences . 
Whethe r  o r  no t  14-month-ol d infant s als o hav e a 
conceptua l  bia s fo r  on e objec t  rol e o r  positio n i n even t 
sequence s tha t  woul d lea d t o a n ordere d relationshi p 
betwee n agent s an d patient s continue s t o b e investigated . 

Acknowledgment 
Thi s researc h wa s supporte d i n par t  b y a  Gran t  HD-2339 7 
t o Lesli e B .  Cohe n from  th e Nationa l  Institut e o f  Chil d 
Healt h an d Huma n Developmen t  an d i n par t  b y a n N S F 
Graduat e Researc h Fellowshi p t o Meliss a A .  Redford . 

Reference s 
Bloom ,  L .  (1973) .  On e war d a t  a  time . 

Mouton . 
The Hague : 

Grimshaw ,  J .  (1981) .  Form ,  fimction ,  an d th e languag e 
acquisitio n device ,  i n C.L .  Bake r  &  J.J .  McCarth y 
(Eds.) ,  Th e logica l  proble m o f  languag e learning . 
Cambridge ,  M A :  MI T Press . 

Pinker, S. (1989). Learnability and cognition: the 
acquisitio n o f  argumen t  structure .  Cambridge ,  M A : 
MI T Press . 

1021 


	cogsci_1997_1021



