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ABSTRACT
: _ Children ranging in age from 1:1 to 1;3 were
presented with 16 contrived lexical ccncepts, each consisting of a
nonsense word (eight object words and eight action words) and four

.unfamiliar exemplars that served as the referents for that word.
Overall, the children used 65% of the experimental words one or more

A timés ta ?efet ta at 1ea5t one Df the;t IESPEEthé exemplars.

In adaltlcn, wcrds that were ccns;stent wwth the ch;Ldren s 1ﬂltlal
rhenolegies were acquired in greater numbers. With respect to these
results, speed of acquisition paralleled number of words acquired.
Cata revealed no significant differences in the role played by
functional vs. perceptual similarity between objects or actionms.
There appeared tc be nc relationship hekween performancs of actions
and later acquisition of cbject word:: liowever, children acquired few
acticn words for actions they did not perform. (JB})
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Functionally sinilar objects were those upon which the sane
actions could be and vere performed (6., spinning by hand).
In presenting these objects the sane action was performed upon
each of the exemplars within a given concept, There were
perceptual differences between the objects in terms of their
shape and texture, Functionally sinilar actions were actions
perforned upon various faniliar objects which had sinflar end
results (e.. making objects spin), These actions were
percentually different in the direction of moverent and the
specific body part involved,

During each of the sessions, all bk experinental objects
and cctions vere presented and naned by the investigator. Since
there was als0 @ within concept frequency of presentation condition,
two exenplars were presented twice 1n 2 session and two were
presented once.  Thus, over the course of the investigation the
children heard each of the nonsense words applied to its various
referents a total of 60 times. The order of presentation was
random within the constraint that all of the exemplars within
a concept vere presented and naned successively, The experinental
words. that were enbedded In phrases such as "Here's an ofof, or
Natch me kt," depending upon the type of exemplar Tnvolved.
Following each presentation, the child was pernitted to nanipilate
the experinental cbject or the faniliar object upon which the
experinental action had beea performed. Finally, in every
session a production probe to determine the acquisition of the
experinental vords was adninistered,

The data of interest vere the children's spontaneous
and elicited usage of the experinental vords in reference to
the approprate exemplars, in order for a child's vocalization
to be considered a production of an experinental vord, certain
phonetic characteristics vere required. Minimally, the vovel
or the consonant, if produced, had to match that of the experinental
word or be consistent with comonly occurring phonolagical
processes. The reliability of the identification of experinental
word usage, when canpared with the judgnents of a second
investigator for two sessons was 9t percent,

Overall, the children used 65 percent of the experinental
words one or more times to refer to at least one of their respect=
ive exenplars. The first aspect of these data exanined was the
nutber of cases in which the children naned one o more exemplars
wiihin each of the varlous concepts. fn analysis of variance
revealed that the children acquired a greater nurber of object
vords than action words (F(1,11) = 31,5 E(’.OOI)! Additionally,

Words that were consistent with the children's initial phonologies
were acquired in greater numbers than words which vere inconsistent
with their phonologies (F (1,11) = 6.8, P<.025).

The speed of acquisition of the experinental words vas also
exanined, The mean nunbers of presentations which Gecurred prior
to the children's first spontaneous or elicited usage of the
various words served as the basis for this determination, Since
a prior analysis revealed no differences in the rate of initial
lexicalization for perceptually-based and functionally-based
concepts, the factor was col lapsed. Analyses of variance
revealed that the Object words were acquired with fewer prior
presentations than Action words (F {1,11) = 9,59 P<.05 and
that words cons istent with the children's phonologies were
acquired nore rapidly than words that were inconsistent with
their phonologles (F (3,11} = 9.16, P<.05),

The nunber of cases in which the children named two or
more exenplars Within a cencept was also exanined, In these
cases, it can be inferred that the children had acquired
lexical concepts In at least the sense that they vere willing
to apply a word to more than a single referent. Based upon 2
prior analysis which revealed no differenc s, the phonological
factor was collapsed. A significantly greater nunber of object
concepts were acquired than action concepts (F (1,11) = 17,71,
P.001), Although cverall the children seened to acquire
nore concepts based upen functional sinilarities than concepts
based upon perceptual sinilarities, the di fference wias not
significant (F (1,1) = 3.46 P> .05). Exemination of the
data for the individual children revealed that this trend was
inconsistent. Thus, the children appeared to nore reddily
acquire action as campared with object concepts, but there
were no differences in their acquisition of functionally-based
and perceptual ly-based conceps,

The findings for the speed of acquisition which were based
upon the number of presentations preceding the child's naming
of a second exenplar within a concept was as follows. Object
concepts were acquired more rapldly thn action concepts
(F (1,11) = 13,4, P<.005) while the rate of acquisition of
Funct ional ly-based and perceptual ly-based concepts did not differ
(F(1,11) = 1.03, P2.58),

One addition:! specl of th data was examined. For 69
percent of the cbject concepts, the children perfomed at
least one of the do < ted actions, There did not, hovever,
appear to be a relatanship between performance of these actions
and later acquisition of object words, The children acquired
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the words in all cases when they performed none of the relevant
actions. ,

The pattern for action concepts was somewhat different. The
children performed at least one of the experimental actions
for 75 percent of these concepts. The children subsequently
named only 42 percent of these concepts. Notably, the children
acquired few words for actions which they did not perform.
Although action performance does not assure lexical acquisition,
it may prove to be 2 factor which facilitates the later
production of action words.

Discussion

The results of this investigation directly address the three
issues raised at the outset. First, the children more readily
and more rapidly acquired words that were consistent with their
phonologies as ccmpared with words that were not consistent with
their phonologies, providing experimental evidence for the
phenomenon of phonological selection and avoidance. This finding
however, has broader implications. Given the apparent influence
of this selection factor, it seems critical that investigations
of =arly lexical acquisition take such factors into account.

The findings also indicate that the children at .his point
in development more readily acquire object words and form object
concepts as compared with action words and action concepts. It
should be noted that the children's apparent lexical styles
or orientations did not appear to influence these results.,

The findings support observations reported by Nelson (1973) and
by Benedict (1979) which sugaest that children's focus in the
early acquisition « 1 prodi...ion lexicon is upon object words.
They contradict the position that action words dominate early
word acquisition.

In the case of spontaneous productions of the object and
action words the differences in acquisition may lie in the
nature of the presentations themselves. Typically, actions
were named after they were performed by the investigator. Thus,

the child had to rel,; upon a mental represencation of the exemplar.

For the experimental objects though, the child had thc advantage
of the physical presence of the object. This difference, however,
could not have been a factor in elicited productions. During the
probes the names of actions were elicited while the investigator
was performing the action.

34



The findings superficially appear to contradict the argument
for the supremacy of action during this pericd of development.
However, the frequency with which the children performed tne
experimental actions and the object-related actions argues
strongly for its salience. An explanation of this finding may
lie in the inherent differences between object words and
action words. As Gentner (1978) has pointed out, object words
specify things while action words specify relationships among
things. Naming an action may therefore be a more demanding
task than naming an object. At this stage, actions serve pri-
marily as organizing principles and responses to language for
the child while objects are the central focus of cognitive or-
ganization and lexical production. This seems consistent with
aspects of Nelson's (1974) theoretica! proposal and with recent
findings reported by Benedict (1979).

The final aspec t of the results to be discussed concerns
the lack of significant differences in the children's acquisition
of perceptually- bESEd and functionally-based concests. This
finding argues against the notion that concepts EDﬁStrUCted at
this point in development and lexicalized early in their formation
should involve functionally-based extension (Nelson et al.

1978). Since in this investigation the concepts were all novel

and most were lexicalized fairly rapidly, it appears that

concent formation as well as lexicalization at this point of
development are equally likely to be based upon static perceptual
attributes. This finding is not totally surprising since

perceptual and functional attrlbutes are often inextricably

related. “here is no reasu: to assume that children are not

aware ui bolis cypes of Features Furthermore, functional similarity
among the exemplars of a concept usually reguires at least a

minimal degree of perceptual similarity.

The present investigation has served to further explicate the
roles of thres factors in early lexical acquisition; type of
exemplar, the relationships among exemplars, and the phonological
characteristics of words. The roles of other factors such as
action will require additional analyses and further investigation
before a complete understanding of early word acquisition is
attained.
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