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Chapter 1 

First Words 

It looks simple. A 14-month-old toddles after the family dog, smacking 
it whenever she gets close. The dog wearily moves under the table. 
“Dog,” the child’s mother tells her. ““You’re chasing the dog. That’s 
the dog.” The child stops, points a pudgy hand at the dog, and shrieks, 
“Daw!” The mother smiles: ““Yes, dog.” 

Many parents—and many philosophers and psychologists—would 
say that word learning is as simple as it looks. It can be explained in 
part by the processes of association and imitation and in part by the 
efforts of parents who want their children to learn how to speak. A 
child starts by listening to her parents use words and comes to associate 
the words with what they refer to. When she starts to use words her-
self, her successful acts of naming are rewarded, and her mistakes are 
gently corrected. 

From this perspective, word learning is the easiest part of language 
development. The rest of language emerges without the support of 
“negative evidence’; children do not receive consistent feedback on 
the grammaticality of what they say (Brown & Hanlon, 1970; Mar-
cus, 1993). But word learning may be a different story. While parents 
tend to be unconcerned if their child says “goed” instead of “went,” 
they are likely to notice, and react, if their child was to use dog to 
refer to a chair. Another difference is that much of language is produc-
tive. An understanding of syntax, for instance, allows us to produce 
and understand a potential infinity of new sentences. But word learn-
ing is merely the memorization of a series of paired associates: dog 
refers to dogs; water refers to water, Mommy refers to Mommy, and 
sO on. 

This is one picture of word learning. This book presents another. I 
will argue that a careful consideration of what children know and how 
they come to know it reveals that word learning is actually far from 
simple. Children’s learning of words, even the simplest names for 
things, requires rich mental capacities—conceptual, social, and linguis-
tic—that interact in complicated ways. 
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