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Objective: This study investigated the age at which monolingual children can understand that
different languages are different conventional systems of communication. In particular, we
investigated when children can suspend using the mutual exclusivity (ME) assumption that a label
solely refers to one category when interpreting novel words from foreign languages.

Methods: Two-year-olds (7 = 16) and 3-year-olds (7 = 16) participated in the procedure, which
consisted of three blocks. In the first block, a Korean speaker taught the children a novel word,
muppi, referring to a novel object. The children were presented with two objects, muppi and
another novel object. The Korean speaker then asked the children to find a referent of either muppi
or the other novel Korean label, kkati. In the second block, a foreign language (either English or
Spanish) speaker asked children to find the object for a foreign novel word, sefo, presenting two
objects: muppi and the third novel object, which had not been presented before. The procedure of
the third block was identical to that of the first block.

Results: Three-year-olds exploited the ME assumption when interpreting a Korean novel word but
not when interpreting a foreign novel word. In contrast, 2-year-old children did not use the ME
assumption when interpreting native and foreign words.

Conclusion: Children acquire an understanding that native and foreign languages have different
words for an object at least by 3 years of age.
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(Bloom, 2000; Song, 2006).
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Table 2
Number of Children Applying Each Strategy Across Different Trial

Types

Inconsistent  Target  Distracter
responders choosers  choosers p
Familiar label trials
3-year-olds 0 16 0 n/a
2-year-olds 0 16 0 n/a
Taught label trials
3-year-olds 2 14 .003**
2-year-olds 2 12 2 .052
Korean test trials
3-year-olds 3 12 1 .027*
2-year-olds 1 10 5 297
Foreign language
test trials
3-year-olds 9 5 2 413
2-year-olds 3 7 6 582

Note. Reported p values are for one-tailed comparisons between
target choosers and distracter choosers. No statistical comparison
was needed on the trials where there were no children classified as
distracter choosers.

*p<.05 *p<.01.
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