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T h e Ro l e o f  Label in g i n Acqu i r in g K i n d C o n c e p t s i n In fanc y 

Fei  X u (FXU@neu.edu ) 
Departmen t  o f  Psycholog y 

Northeaster n Universit y 
Boston ,  M A 0215 5 

Recent  researc h suggest s tha t  a t  aroun d 9  o r  1 0 months , 
infant s begi n t o represen t  kin d concept s suc h a s bal l  an d 
duck ,  an d thi s i s als o th e ag e a t  whic h the y begi n t o 
comiwehen d coun t  noun s suc h a s "ball "  an d "duck. "  Tw o 
recen t  studie s rais e th e questio n o f  whethe r  languag e play s 
an activ e rol e i n constructin g kin d concepts .  Balaba n & 
Waxman (1997 )  foun d tha t  whe n give n a  labe l  (e.g. ,  '* & 
rabbit" )  alon g wit h picture s o f  rabbit s durin g 
familiarizations ,  9-month-ol d infant s spen t  mor e tim e 
lookin g a t  th e exempla r  fro m a  ne w categor y (e.g. ,  a  pig ) 
paire d wit h a  nove l  exempla r  fro m th e ol d categor y (e.g. , 
anothe r  rabbit )  o n th e tes t  trials .  Withou t  labeling , 
however ,  n o suc h preferenc e wa s found .  The y argue d tha t 
labelin g facilitate s infants '  objec t  categorization .  X u & 
Care y (1996 )  aske d 10-month-ol d infant s t o infe r  th e numbe r 
of  object s behin d a n occlude r  upo n seein g tw o object s from 
tw o differen t  kinds/sortal s (e.g. ,  a  bal l  an d a  duck )  emergin g 
from  behin d th e occlude r  on e a t  a  time .  The y foun d tha t  a t 
10 months ,  onl y infant s wh o understoo d word s suc h a s 
"ball "  an d "duel? '  succeede d i n usin g kin d informatio n t o 
individuat e objects . 

These studie s rais e th e possibilit y  tha t  distinc t  label s ma y 
giv e infant s pointer s t o distinc t  kinds/sortals ,  a s suggeste d 
by X u (1997) .  I n th e presen t  study ,  w e predic t  tha t  usin g 
th e X u &  Care y (1996 )  paradig m whil e labelin g eac h objec t 
(e.g. ,  " a ball "  vs .  " a duck") ,  9-month-ol d infant s wh o d o no t 
understan d an y word s ye t  a s a  grou p woul d succee d i n 
inferrin g tw o distinc t  object s behin d th e screen . 

Twenty-fou r  9-month-ol d infant s wo e teste d i n thre e 
conditions :  th e two-wor d condition ,  th e one-wor d condition , 
and th e baselin e condition . 

I n th e two-wor d condition ,  a  bal l  wa s brough t  ou t  from 
behin d th e scree n an d a  voic e said ,  " a ball, "  the n th e bal l  wa s 
returned  behin d th e screen .  Nex t  a  to y duc k wa s brough t  ou t 
from  behin d th e sam e scree n an d a  voic e said ,  " a duck, "  the n 
th e duc k wa s returned  behin d th e screen .  Eac h objec t  wa s 
brough t  ou t  an d labele d 6  times .  O n th e tes t  trials ,  th e 
scree n wa s removed  t o reveal  tw o object s (th e consisten t 
outcome )  o r  on e o f  th e tw o object s (th e inconsisten t 
outcome) .  Lookin g time s wer e recorded . 

I n th e one-wor d conditio n (i.e. ,  th e contro l  condition) ,  th e 
bal l  an d th e duc k wer e brough t  ou t  from  behin d th e scree n 
one a t  a  time ,  bu t  eac h on e wa s labele d " a toy. "  Th e tes t 
trial s wer e identica l  t o thos e i n th e two-wor d condition . 

I n th e baselin e condition ,  n o objec t  wa s brough t  ou t  from 
behin d th e screen .  Th e scree n wa s simpl y removed  t o sho w 
th e one-objec t  an d two-objec t  outcomes .  Thi s provide s a 
measur e o f  infants '  intrinsi c prefoenc e fo r  th e one -  o r  two -
objec t  outcome . 

Analyse s o f  varianc e wer e performe d comparin g eac h o f 
th e experimenta l  condition s wit h th e baselin e conditio n an d 
th e tw o experimenta l  condition s wit h eac h other ,  wit h typ e 
of  tria l  (tes t  vs .  baseline )  an d numbe r  o f  object s i n tiie 
outcom e ( 1 vs .  2 )  a s variables . 

Two-wor d conditio n an d baseline .  Ther e wa s a n interactio n 
betwee n typ e o f  tria l  an d outcome ,  F(l,22 )  =  6.938 ,  p  < 
.02 .  Th e infant s looke d longe r  a t  th e two-objec t  outcom e 

on th e baselin e (Mone-objec t  =  9.4s ;  Mtwo-objec t  =  5.1s ) 
but  the y looke d longe r  a t  th e one-objec t  outcom e o n th e tes t 
trial s upo n hearin g tw o label s fo r  th e tw o object s (Mone -
objec t  =  8.6s ;  Mtwo-objec t  =  7.3s) . 

One-wor d conditio n an d baseline .  Ther e wa s n o interactio n 
betwee n typ e o f  tria l  an d outcome ,  F(l,22 )  =  .754 ,  p  =  .395 . 
The infant s looke d longe r  a t  th e two-objec t  outcom e o n th e 
baselin e an d tes t  trial s whe n onl y on e labe l  wa s use d fo r  th e 
tw o object s (Mone-objec t  =  5.4s ;  Mtwo-objec t  =  7.8s) . 

One-wor d conditio n an d two-wor d condition .  Ther e wa s 
an interactio n betwee n typ e o f  tria l  an d outcome ,  F(l,22 )  = 
3.303 ,  p  <  .08 .  Th e infant s showe d differen t  pattern s o f 
lookin g o n th e tes t  trial s o f  th e tw o wor d conditions . 

The mai n resul t  o f  th e experimen t  wa s tha t  whe n tw o 
label s wer e provide d i n th e X u &  Care y (1996 )  objec t 
individuatio n task ,  9-month-ol d infant s succeede d i n 
inferrin g tw o distinc t  objects .  Thi s effec t  doe s no t  appea r  t o 
be tru e o f  an y languag e input ,  sinc e th e infant s wh o hear d 
onl y on e labe l  failed . 

The hypothesi s tha t  i s  mad e possibl e b y thes e dat a i s tha t 
perhap s childre n hav e a  built-i n expectatio n tha t  word s 
whic h refe r  t o object s ar e coun t  noun s an d coun t  noun s ma p 
ont o sortals .  I f  tw o coun t  noun s ar e present ,  ther e mus t  b e 
tw o sortals .  I t  i s  thi s syntax-semanti c mappin g betwee n 
coun t  noun s an d sortal s whic h allowe d th e infant s t o succee d 
earlie r  i n th e X u &  Care y task . 

Tentatively ,  w e conclud e tha t  learnin g word s suc h a s 
"cup "  an d "ball "  ma y indee d pla y a  rol e i n constructin g 
concept s suc h a s cu p an d ball . 
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