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Introduction

From the early seventies on the acquisition of words and
semantic domains has received considerable attention,Numerous
studies investigated how children learn to use words, how
children build up word meanings,

A striking feature of these studies is that it is usually as-
sumed that the words children use do refer, and starting from
this assumption it is investigated how their meanings are
acquired and how they develope.

Now, instead of taking for granted that the words the child
uses refer, we can ask the question how a child initially ar=-
rives at the notion of reference, So, in this paper I want to '
address the gquestion of how the child comes to the idea that
words refer to objects, actions, etc, in reality.

I shall not go into the theoretical points of view regarding
this issue, In what follows I will restrict myself to the
major outlines of the insights discussed in the literature,
The principal aim of this paper,however, is to describe in .
some detail how one child arrives at the notion of reference,

1. The Concept of Reference

How does a child come to grasp the concept of reference, how
does he come to the idea that names can be used to recognize,
identify, label and categorizé a class of objects, evenis or
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relationships?

I think that Andrew Lock in his recent book "The guided rein-
vention of language" comes to a nice summary of the hypotheses
that have been put forward:

mif it is accepted that on the basis of a finite ex-
perience the child has come to possess some gencral
principle, then it has to be admitted that he has not
learnt this principle, but has created it for himself
out of that finite exXperience.

Whilst it has been the mother s intention that the
child should learn that objects have names, and what
these names are in specific cases, she is in fact
incapable of teaching him this, All that the mother
can do is to teach the child to associate a specific
sound with a specific objects arnd all that the child
can learn are those specific associations, It has to
be left to the child to discover creatively the
principle of naming that is inherent in what he has been
taught, "

(Lock, 1980:120)

So the acquisition of the concept of reference has posed two
problems: firet, how does the child come to associate a sound
sequence with certain objects or actions; and seéondly, how
does he overcome these associations to come to the insight
that the sound sequence refers to the object or the action,
Besides this conceptual issue, the acquisition of the concept
of reference has an interactional side. Ninio and Bruner s
(1978) investigation of "the achievement and antecedents of
labelling" made very clear that reference is depenuent not
only upon mastering a relationship between sign and significats
but also upon an understanding of social rules for achieving
dialogue in which that relation can be realised.

If the child is to learn worde on the basis of, say, the
ostensive definitions the adult uses in his interactionsc with
the child, the child has to reaiise that what the adult does
is naning the entity he is pointing to.
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nmoreover, the child has %o use the sound sequences the adult
associales with an object himself to name that object, Now it
is possivle, as we shall see later, that the child uses a sound
csequence appropriately in the interaction, without realising
thet the sound sequence is a word. This implies that the app-
ropriaie interactional context or dialogwepattern is not suf-
ficient for the acquisition of the concept of reference, Even
if the child lecarns to vocalise on the appropriate moments in
an interactional context, there is still an important dif=-
ference between the appropriate use of a (conventional) vocal-
isation in a familiar interactional context and the realisation
that this vocalisation is a word that names a certain element
of the sgituation,

The key concept advanced with respect to the acquisition of
reference is what Andrew Lock called "the principle of maming"
or in John Dore s terminology "the designation hypothesis" or
"mominal insight" (cf, Dore, 1978). It is hypothesized that the
child comes to the insight that a linguistic category represent
a concept independently of (i) the concept's own representation
of objects, events, etc.; (ii) the defining characteristics of
the concept; and (iii) the child’s active involvement with
ingiances of the concept. (Dore, 1978) The major support for
this hypothecis comes from the fact that around the middle of
the second year the child’s vocabulary shows a relatively sude
den and imporiant growth. This phenomenon has been observed by
a great number of investigators,

liow let us take these considerations as the starting point for
our investigation of how a child comes to the nominal insight.
In what follows I will follow the development of a child’s
vocalisations towards the use of words, and I will concentrate
neinly on the period immediately preceding the sudden vocabu-
lury growth which ic thousht to be characteristic for the at-
tainment of the nominal insight. ¢
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2o Development of the concept of reference in its interactional

context

2¢1es Overview of the development

Scheme 1 (p.87) shows the main developments in comprehension
and production in this period, These developments are given in
chronological order. :

I will follow this scheme as closely aspossible, but for the
sake of the exposition I will be switching back and forth

beiween the achievements in comprehension and productionz.

2.2. Comprehension and production at 19 months of age

Around the age of 19 months, the child’s production consists
of vocalisations called PHONETICALLY CONSISTENT FORMS (PCFs)>

PCPs are defined as follows:

WPCFs are readily isolable units, which are bounded
by pauses (unlike babbling); they occur repeatedly

as items in a child’s repertoire of sounds; PCFs can
be partly correlated with specifiable, recurring con-
ditions - thus their production is neither random in
the sense ascribed to babbling nor do they conform to
rules governing words; and they exhibit what mignt be
described as a ‘protophonemic’ structure in so far as
their phonetic elements are more stable than in bao- |
bling though less stable than in words."

(Dore, Franklin, Miller and Ramer, 1976:15=16)

Two types of PCFs can be distinguished.

The first type mainly occurs in noncommunicative situations.
The child uses the vocalisations when interacting in a specif-
ic way with certain objects, For instance the child uses a
PCF when pushing cars around, he uses another PCF when throw=-
ing objects, etc. (See Gillis 1982b for a more detailed des=-

cription). i
The use of these PCFs shows close resemblance to_the so-called

“
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GESTURAL NAMING: for instance the child puts keys in a key=
-hole, brushes his teeth with a tooth-brush, and so on. These
specific activities can be considered as categorizing behaviour:
certain activities such as pushing cars around and producing
the PCF are only used with respect to specific classes of
objects.

For instance, only keys go into a key-hole and not cars, while
the child makes no driving-movements with the key and he does
not produce the PCF of the carscheme when he’is interacting
with keys. 2

Although these object specific activities can be considered as
categorising behaviour, it is not at all clear whether the
child associated the PCF with the object or whether he assocla=
tes it with the action)activity he performs with the object,
since the action, the object and the vocalisation occur togethen
at the same time, In other words, the PCF is used PURE PERFOR-
MATIVELY,

The PCFs of the second type function as regulators in the inter-
action, One of these PCFs is what we call "the all-purpose
request sound" used when the child wants someting, Another ex-
ample is the so called PRIMITIVE DEICTIC PARTICLE or PDR°. The
child uses the PDP together with showing or pointing to an
object, It is generally used to come to joint attention with the
adult for an element of the situation.

Let us now turn to the child’s comprehension at 19 months,

The child’s comprehension, or the way in which he responds to
language, is dominated by a number of what we may call MAGICAL
FORMULAS,

For instance, if the chiid’s mother asks “Now, how tall do you
wonna be?" the child lifts his arms into the air (when he feels
like it). In some cases, the child responds with a gesture ac-
companied with a PCF, For instance, when his father asks 'Hhat
do you have to do when mummy is asleep?", the child brings his
index to his mouth, on his lips and says (J’t).

As a further development, next to these formulaic responses to
equally formulaic prompts from the adult, the child tends to
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respond to language by means of so-called comprehension sira-
tegies, which take the form of ACTION STRATEGIES (shatz 1975,
1978). The most salient of these action strategies are the fol=-
lowing:

(1) point at the entity the adult names.

We frequently observed the child”“s mother asking a gquestion
like "What is person X or Y doing" or "Where are the apples or
your toys or whatever ?". The child typically resvonds to these
questions by pointing to the entity and uitering the PDP, This
strategy is sometimes embedded in a routine that can be repeated
again and again, For instance, the adult asks "wWhere is your
nose, mouth, etc, etc.", and after each question the child
points to the appropriate (or sometimes inappropriate) entitye.
In this period, the initiative is always the aduli’s: the adult
starts the interaction-routine and the child responds by meansc
of his action strategy. Now around 19 months, the child’s
responsein this routine changes in the following way: when the
adult names an entity, the child not only responds with vointing
to one instance of the category named, for instance his own
nose, but he also points to a number of elements of the category
the adult names. So, instead of pointing colely to his own noce,
the child also points to other peoples’ noses.

/(2) 4 second action sirategy frequently used as comprenension
strategy is look for and, if possible, get the entity nsamed and
bring it to the adult. When the child brings the erntity to the
adult, he shows it.and uiters the PDP, and then gives it to the
adult, /gain the PDP-sequence, that is, showing or pointing plus
the production of the PCF is integrated in the aciion strategye.
(3) £ third strategy used in comprehencion is 'do with ‘the
entity named what you usually do_with it". For instance, no
matter what the adult cays about the entity "door®, the child
runs to a door and shuts i%, or he knocks on it when it’s al-
reaﬁy'shut. In terms of Nelson’s (1974) concepi matching model
we can describe this action straiegy as follows:

»

"ise of the word by someone in the viciuity often
elicits the action or routine that icrms the core
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of the concept, that is, in the context of the
~object the action component of the concept is
run off when the word is heard."

(Nelson et al, 1978:966)

Z2e9e Development of the focus-sharing-routine

From this brief description of the child’s production and com-
prehension it appears that the child and the adult have devel-
oped a way for coming to share the same focus,

In child initiated as well as in adult initiated interactions,
they can arrive at joint attention for an object, and in both
cases the child uses the PDP to mark his focus of attention.

A characterisiic of these focus-sharing interactions initiated
by the child is that they occur in what we could call "gratuit-
ious" or "nonfurnciional" contexts.

For instance, the child puts keys on a chair, he points at them,
nroduces the PDP and looks at the adult, Or the child is walk-
ing arourd with a handbag, shows it to the adult and utters the
EO2g

We call these situations or .contexts cénfunctional because the
child doce not make clear in any way that he wants something
rore than the 2dult’s attention. That he wants the adult’s ate
tention can be inferred from his repetition of the PDP~sequence
uniil tke adult comes to focus the same entity, If the child
wanted the object he would have used the all-purpose request
sound wnen the adult did not immediately react to the PDP-
-seguence,

i rcecond reason for calling these contexts nonfunctional is the
fact that the objecls the child attends to hardly have 2 ma-
nipulatory value in the given context, the child does not ma=
nipulate them in their object-specific way. When he does so,
for inc.ance when he puts a key in a key-hole, he hardly ever
uves the *7F to come to joint attention,

Until now we have cecen the cnild trying to direct the aculi’s
attention w juest one object. In his comprehension sirategy we
clready caw inai he could point at a number of elements of the
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category the adult named, This capacity can now be observed in
interactions the child initiates: he directs the adult’s at-
tentionbthe elements of a category one after the other, That
category consists of a number of toy animals, A characteristic
feature of the elements of that category is that the child has
come to associate a sound sequence with certain objects, For
instance, he uses (pus) for a cat, and (pus) is just that
special animal, (best) is associated with the red owl and not
with any other animal, The same holds for the other PCFs,
These PCFs are only uttered in the context of the following in-
teraction routine: the child brings his toy animals one after
the other to the adult, he shows the animal he is holding and
utters the PCF, So, the child and the adult come to joint at-
tention for am object, and the child is the initiator of the
interaction, but instead of using the PDP-sequence as he did
before, he uses an object-specific PCF, Again, coming to share
the same focus seems to be the child s sole aim:

irrespective of the exact nature of the adult’s response, the
child returns to get another animal once the adult has taken
the previous one, o

The context in which these interactions occur can, again, be
characterized by the nonfunctionality of the objects the child
brings to the adult, At least this can be said from the per-
spective of the manipulation of the toy animals: they are only
used to draw the adult’s attention to them,

From the perspective of Rosch’s (horizontal) categorization
principle, the toys are optimally differentiated by the as-
sociated vocalisations, the PCFs, sincem cther feature that
could distinguish between them on the level of function or
manipulation, is actualized in the given context,

The PCFs associated with the elements of the category "toy
animals" are hardly different from the PCFs described before:
the child uses them only when he is manipulating them, However
they do differ with respect to categorization: the things the
child uses in the interaction routine are now "named" (between
quotes) by means of different PCFs, As we already indicated,
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ferent individuals have different "names" (again between qu-
otes)e A certain sound sequence has been associattd with a
certain object, This implies that the things with which the
child has not yet associated a sound sequence, will not be
named since the child has no generative principle such as the
nominal insight, Or in other words, due to the fact that the
child has not yet discovered that things have names, he will
not use the sound sequence associated with one object for
another object, he will not generalise a PCF over a whole cat-
egory, and hence there will be no overextensions, Over-
extending is an activity the child can only perform when he
starté generalising a word over a whole category.

And indeed, we see that the PCFs (pus, pat, pey and best) are
only used for four specific animals when they are introduced in
the routine, The other toy animals still elicit the PDP-se-
quence,

The use of different PCFs we just described, undergoes a change
in the following observation: |

Mother and child are sitting in an armchair, The child
is playing with keys, At a certain moment, the mother
asks: "where is your animal?" The child looks at a toy
animal in another armchair, He points at the animal and
whispers ( be s%), He then looks at his mother, He gets
off his mothers lap while again looking at the animal,
He points to the animal and he again says (best),
(1; 7,20)
What we see in this observation is first the mother trying to
direct the child’s attention towards an object she names (best),
the same sound sequence the child uses, The child responds by
means of one of his action sirategies, viz, pointing to the
entity named. But inctead of using the PDP as usual, he in-
tegrates another PCF in it. For the rest the strategy remains

the same,
It is not clear whether the child makes a distinection between
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the attention directing function of the PCF and its naming
function, We find evidence for his making the distinction
between labelling and attention directing in the next session
where he does not use the PDP plus the PCF (best) when he is
holding a toy animal but only when one of the toy animals is at
a certain distance and when he wants to direct the adult’s at=
tention to it,

After (best) entered the comprehension strategy, the category
of toy animals undergoes a reorganization, at least as far as
we can judge from the use of the associated PCF, What happens
is that instead of using ( pus ) for just one object and (pat)
for another, and so on, the PCF (best) or (bist) comes to be
ased for all toy animals, This means that the child does not
only use (best) or (bist) for the animals for which he previo-
usly had an associated PCF, also the animals that were intro=-
duced into the interaction by means of the PIP-sequence, are
now introduced into it by means of (vest, bist). The inter-
action routine itself remains unchanged: the child brings his
toy animals to the adult.

Although all animals are called (best, bist), the other PCFs
that were used before (pus, pat, and pey ), do not disappear
completely. They are still used sporadically under the fol=-
lowing circumstances: '

(1) in the comprehension strategy,
that is, in an interaction introduced by the adult, For instan-

ce, the child’s father asks "Where is Peng?" the child starts
looking for Peng, brings it to the adult, shows the animal and
says (pey )o :

(2) a second type of situations in which the associated vocal=
jsations still occur are situations in which the PCF seems to
appear out of the blue,

For instance, the child is quietly playing with something. A1l
of a sudden he says (pey ) and starts looking for the animal,
The child uses the PCF here as a light weight mental token,

a sign standing for an entire knowledge package, But, as we saw
in the child’s use of the original PCFs the use of the knowl=



-83-

edge still has some pure performative aspect: in this case the
activation of one aspect, the name or associated vocalisation,
activates the rest of the knowledge, and hence, the child star-
ts locking for the object. '

The development described so far has brought us on the thres-
hold of naming. Let me illustrate this on the basis of the fol-

lowing example:
The child and his father are sitting in an armchair,
surrounded by the child’s collection of toy animals,
The child points at the animals one after the other
and says each time (best). (137,24)

So he names all the elements of the category (be st), and the
only actions he performs are pointing and naming, Now it could
be argued that what the child is doing is producing PCFs that
are not different from the PCFs he used before - recall the
instances of the child pushing around cars while producing a
specific vocalisation, Likewise he could be using (best) only
when engaged in the interaction routine of bringing things to
the adult, showing them and so on,

Now the fact that what he is naming are the members of the
(best) = category and no other things can be inferred from the

following obserwation:

Just before the interaction described above, the child
once again brings his zoo to his father, At a certain
moment, he takes a goblin, and as he did with all the
other things he calls it (bist).

But without any responsgor reaction from an adult, he
switches to the PDP-sequence and stops the normal course
of the routine: he points at the goblin and looks at it,
utters the PDP anac then looks at his mother, He goes to
his father, shows the goblin and again utters the PDP,

In this sequence the child seems to overexiend the name (bist)
to an object that, according to his criteria, does not belogg
to the category. Consequently he uses the PDP-sequence, which
he uses to bring in the interaction routine objects he has no
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name for, as can be seen in the following observation:

After the (bist) =naming game described above, the fol-

lowing happens: ;

(i) the child points at his father s head, eyes, ears,
and so on;

(ii) his father names the entity pointed at;

(iii) the child points at his head, eyes, ears, ..

(iv) his father confirms and again labels the entity.

So in this example we see that although the child seems T0 have
a category head, and eye and ear, and so on, he does not have

a name for them, and hence he praduces the PDP, However the
interaction routine shows the structure Iinio and "runer deg=
cribed as the structure "par excellence" for the acquisition of
woTrds, :
There is still one last development that seems to occur tefore
the vocabulary explosion, that is, the distinction between
action and object, Convincing evidence for this distinction can
be found in the child’s introcucing two cifferent words in his
lexicon, one for the action and one for the object.

What seems to happen is that a differentiaiion takes place:
beside the PCF characteristically accompanying the action and
the object, a PCF appears. which the child uses only for the
object out of action.

For instance next to tne PCF the child usee when he pushes cars
around the PCF of the carscheme, a new vocalisation iz intro-
duced., It is used vhen he bringc cars to an adult in ihe focuc-
-sharing interaction routine, That is, when the cars are not
manipulated in their characterictic way. (138,1)

3, Summary and conclusion
in the

ar

Summarizing, we have describecd the following ceveloprent
acquisition of tke concept of reference: within the dyad
interaction routine cevelops through which mother anc crhila can

come to joint attention,
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In other words mother and child can establish a joint referent
interactionally, This ihteraction routine serves as a basis in
which two other capacities are integrated:

The first capacity is the categorization behaviour we observed
in the use of the original PCFs, Initially these PCFs were not
used interactionally, The child used them in noncommunicative
contexts, However, it is striking that the child does not bring
these PCFs in the interaction, The categorization behaviour is
introduced in the interaction via comprehension strategies in
which the PDP plays an important role, instead of being intro-
duced via the object-specific PCFs, which are in fact closer to
genuine word use than the interaction-regulating PDP, First the
child learns to arrive at joint attention for the entity the
adult names., Next, he points at a number of elements of the
category the adult names.

In the production a PCF is first associated with just one
object, and next a PCF is associated with a whole caiegory. So,
the initiative moves from the adult to the child, a process in
wnich capacities alreacy present in comprehension are transfer-
red to the procuctive use.

. cecond change we witness in the interactional focus—shéring
routine concerns the way in which the child interacts with
objects. The use of the first PCFs was characterized by an
active manipulaiion of the reierent, Onre of the possible ways
of nandling objects seems to be producing a vocalisation,

In a next step the child can come to joint attention for objects
ouicide their functional context, The toy animals which are
freguently uced in the interaction routine play an important
role with respeci to this nonfunctionality, in that they form
a category of things of which the only manipulation seems to be
that of bringing them into the routine, But in that case there
is £till manipulation: the child brings the animals to the
adult. In the next ctep, this manipulation also arops, SO that
only poinuinz anc naing remain, ?inally the child distine
fuishes between action and object, o that also the PCFs he
initially used in an undifferentiated action/ob ject/PCF whole,
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can be integrated in the interaction routine,

In short, the child has acquired an interaction routine in
which naming things seems to be the principal activity, but in
order to arrive at this, the nameable things had to be strip-
ped from their functionality,

NOTES

Paper presented at the 15th Annual Meeting of the European
Linguistic Society, Athens, September 1982

1

The data used in this paper were gathered in the course of
a 1on%itudinal case study of the language acquisition of
a child.

This child, a monolingual boy acquiring Dutch, partlcipated
in biweekly unstructured observation sessions from the'age
of 0;11,15 onwards.

The data consist of videomecordings of the child in inter-
action with his parents. The recordings are supplemented by
a diary the child’s parents kept on a regular basis.

X;¥,2: read x year(s); y months, 2z days
The PDP is defined as follows:

"a single deictic particle which is neutral with respect
to any distinction of gender or proximity. Its function
is to draw attention to some feature of the situation or
some entity in the situation, and it will be normally
accompanied by some paralinguistic movement of the head
or hands indicating the direction to which the addressee
should turn in order to identify the feature or entity
in question, We may think of the deictic as meaning
something like ?Look!? or ’There!?’"

(Lyons, 1975:64-65)

For a detailed description of the development of the PDP, see
Gillis (1982a).
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COMPREHENSION - PRODUCTION
- "magical formulae" - PCFs:
- action strategies: ' (i) object=specific PCFs,
(i) point at the entity the €.Zey carscheme

adult names;
. (ii) look for and, if possible, (ii) PCFs used in the inter-

get the entity named and action, e.g. the all-

bring it to the. adult; purpose request sound,
the primitive deictic
particle;

(iii) do with the entity what
; you usually do with it;

- categorization in action - focus-sharing in nonfunct-
strategy; (137,10) ional contexts: use of the
PDP=sequence; (1;7,0)

- focus-sharing in nonfunct-
ional contexts and associat-
ion of a PCF with one object
(cat: (Fus)§ tortoise:(pat);

sheep: (pe red owl:
(best, bis Other objects:
use of the PDP-sequence;
(137,20)

- (best, bist) in action stra~-

tegy; (157!24) :
= Reorganization of the

category:

pusi 4 |

pa%¥)  (pegt, bist) (1;?,
) 24

DE

§begt)

and initiation of routine
with (best, bist) and PDP=-
sequence for other cat-
egories; $

- distinction between action
and object. (13;8,1)

- sudden and important growth
of vocabulary., (138,10)

Scheme 1: Overview of the development of the concept of
reierence in its interactional context.

cema o E— - —
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ROZWOJ KONCEPCJI REFERENCJI W KONTEKSCIE
INTERAKCYJNYM, RAPORT Z BADAN

Streszczenie

Artykuxr dotyczy sposobu, w jaki dziecko nabywa pojecia refe-
rencji jezykowej, tzn. w jaki zaczyna Xsezyé pewien ciag diwie-
kéw 2z g:wnymi przedmiotami lub czynnoSciami, a takie w jaki prze-
zwycig¢za te asocjacje, aby ostatecznie osiggngé intuicje, %e dany
cigg dZwigkdéw odnosi sig do dansg:afrsedmiotu lub danej czynnoSei,

Akwizyoja pojgcia referencji ezy réwniez od perspektywy
wzajemmego oddziarywania, referencja zalezy nie tylko od o wa-
nia relacji migdzy formg a zZnaczeniem, ale takze od zro enia
spotecznych regul dialogu, w ktérym ta relacja moze by¢ realizowa-
na.



