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We are born as blank slates 
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Word learning: Return of Gavagai

That is a 
bottle

What are the possible interpretations 
for the word “bottle”? 

What kinds of biases might allow the kid to pick the correct interpretation? 

Talk about objects and 
not substances in 
“That is a ___” frame

Talk about whole objects

New object = new wordTable

Bottle cap

Blue things

Plastic things

Water

Bottle
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Novelty bias (mutual exclusivity)

New words likely refer to objects without a label than to objects 
with a label. 

“Show me dax one”

Which object are the kids likely to pick? 

Is there some confound?

How does this address 
the confound?

Why is it important that they tested kids?

Markman and Wachtel (1988)
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Whole object bias

People tend to talk about whole objects, and not parts of objects

“Which one is the dorsal fin?”

Why is this this result expected?

Kids picked the whole 
object more often

Markman and Wachtel (1988)
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Structure of a sentence can tell us about the meaning of a word

“The girl and the boy are gorping”

Naigles (1990)

“Gorping” is an 
intransitive verb

Which action are the kids likely to pick? 
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Biases we’ve looked at so far

● New words likely refer to objects without a label than to objects 
with a label. 

● People tend to talk about whole objects, and not parts of 
objects.

● Structure of a sentence can tell us about the meaning of a word.

Which of these biases are domain-specific and which 
of them are domain-general? Why?

Remember LAD? Can you think of that as a bias? If yes, 
is it domain specific or domain general? 


