September 2000

Introduction to Cognitive Science:  Cognitive Psychology Component

Tutorial exercise 1 (experimental method)
It has been claimed that children acquire (learn to produce) nouns at an earlier age than they acquire verbs (e.g. Gentner, 1982).  One way to interpret this claim is that children around 2 years old suddenly begin to produce many more verbs than before.  Before this age they typically produce many more nouns than verbs.  

This pattern seems to be true whether the children are looking at picture books or playing with mechanical toys.  When older children look at picture books they mostly produce nouns; when they play with mechanical toys they tend to produce more verbs.  When younger children do these same two tasks, they produce many more nouns than verbs, no matter which task they are doing (Gelman & Tardiff, 1998).  

However, many of the studies that the original claim is based on use data from children growing up in English-speaking families.  It is possible that the noun-bias in acquisition is a consequence of English, not a universal characteristic of human development.  For example, it is possible that children who grow up listening to Cantonese might not show the same tendency as English-speaking children.

In your tutorial groups, design an experiment that could test this question.  You may confer with your tutor as you develop your experiment.  Focus on the decisions you would have to make to actually carry out the experiment:  What kinds of subjects, how many different groups, what kind of task, what do you measure, etc.  This is good practice for your final exam.
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