
Results
Manipulation check
Familiar-label trials: Could 2-year-olds do the task? YES
Learned-label trials: Did 2-year-olds learn the novel label? YES

Experimenter effect on mutual exclusivity
Did monolinguals and bilinguals show mutual exclusivity with the English 

Experimenter? YES
Did they show mutual exclusivity with the Mandarin Experimenter?
         - YES (boys) and NO (girls). Both monolinguals and bilinguals showed the

same gender difference.

A 2 (experimenter: English, Mandarin) x 2 (language group: monolingual,
bilingual) x 2 (gender: boys, girls) ANOVA revealed an experimenter x
gender interaction, F(1, 44) = 5.11, p = .03*

- ME in English: boys t(23)= 2.21, p = .04*,  girls t(24)= 4.43, p < .005*
- ME in Mandarin: boys t(23)= 2.49, p = .02*, girls t(24)= .50, p = .62

⇒ Suggests that 2-year-old girls avoided using mutual exclusivity with
Mandarin Experimenter, but boys did not.

No effects or interactions with language group, Fs < 1, ns.
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Introduction
To effectively navigate their linguistic world, children must understand:

•   The conventionality of object labels within their linguistic communities
(Clark, 1991)
– Both 19-month-olds and 2-year-olds know that labels but not desires

are shared by different speakers of the same language (Henderson &
Graham, 2005; Graham, Stock, & Henderson, 2006)

BUT
• Their understanding of when conventionality doesn’t apply., i.e.

between speakers from different linguistic communities (e.g. monolingual
Mandarin speakers don’t know English words) has rarely been studied.

Language experience (e.g. monolingual vs. bilingual) could play a role in
developing an understanding of conventionality
• Bilingual 3-year-olds (Diesendruck, 2005) and 5-year-olds (Au &

Glusman, 1990) apply conventionality appropriately with monolingual and
bilingual speakers of languages they understand.

• If language experience plays a role, bilingual children may be more
advanced in understanding conventionality.

Using mutual exclusivity to test conventionality:
• From 18 months on, both monolingual and bilingual children tend to

associate a novel word with a novel object rather than with one that
already has a label, a phenomenon called mutual exclusivity (ME;
Markman & Wachtel, 1988; Werker & Byers-Heinlein, in press; Halberda
2003)

• Mutual exclusivity is an indirect test of children’s understanding of another
speaker’s knowledge ⇒ a child should apply mutual exclusivity only when
they assume that the speaker shares the child’s knowledge of a label
(Henderson & Graham, 2005).
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Non-parametric analyses: Children who showed a consistent pattern (e.g.
same choice on 3/4 or 4/4 trials) were classified as mutual exclusivity (ME)-
users or Fep-choosers with each experimenter.

Discussion
• Current study was the first to look at 2-year-old monolingual and bilingual

children’s understanding about the conventional nature of object labels
within and outside their language(s).

• Monolinguals and bilinguals assumed object names are conventional
within their linguistic community:

⇒ consistently applied mutual exclusivity with an English speaker.
•  Only some children understood that labels are not conventional

outside their linguistic community:
– Boys acted as if an English label was known to a Mandarin speaker

⇒ showed mutual exclusivity.
– Girls appreciated that a Mandarin speaker didn’t know English labels 

⇒ did not show mutual exclusivity.
•  No evidence for a bilingual advantage.
•  Children’s appreciation of conventionality might originate from their limited

theory of mind at this early age (Sabbagh & Henderson, 2007)
– Early conventionality may be due to limitations in representing others’
knowledge states as different from one’s own.

•  Some evidence for a slight theory of mind advantage in girls 2-4 years of
age (Bornstein & Haynes, 1998).
– May mediate an advanced understanding in girls that individuals who
speak different languages do not share knowledge of object labels.

Testing phase
      Task: put the target object in a box. One experimenter present at a time.
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Research Questions
Do 2-year-olds understand when conventionality does and does not apply?

• Given no knowledge of foreign words, should use mutual exclusivity with
a native language speaker but not with a foreign language speaker.

Do bilinguals have a more advanced understanding of conventionality?

Method and Materials
Participants: 23-26 month-olds, half boys, half girls

25 monolingual English-learners
24 bilinguals learning English and another non-Mandarin language

Materials:  4 familiar objects & 3 novel objects

Procedure
2-experimenter paradigm:
English Experimenter: a native English speaker who only speaks English.
Mandarin Experimenter: a native Mandarin speaker who only speaks Mandarin.

Familiarization phase
•       Children were encouraged to play with the familiar and novel objects.
Teaching phase
•       English Experimenter labeled 1 of the 3 novel objects. Mandarin

Experimenter absent from the room.

                               “It’s a fep! Yeah, a fep!”
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