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Results – Learning Patterns

• Word learners observe naming events that vary 
widely in their referential quality

• Research is mixed on whether word learning is 
shaped by a few referentially transparent events 
or also by the referentially ambiguous ones

• Current study: could referentially ambiguous 
events support “partial” word learning even 
when they do not lead to “full” word learning?

That’s a 
shoe!

Where are 
the shoes?

referentially transparent referentially ambiguous

• Referential 
quality of words 
in picture book 
scenes (M = .12) 
were similar to
the referential 
quality of words 
in child-directed 
speech (M = .17; 
Medina et al., 2011; 

Trueswell et al., 2016)

• Participants: 36 adults participated online via the Gorilla Experiment Builder platform (Anwyl-Irvine et al., 2019)

• Task Design: HSP was modified to probe both: (A) learning of precise word meaning (via free-response/FR test) and 
(B) learning of partial word meaning (via alternative-forced choice/AFC test)

• Overall, participants failed to guess the meaning of the novel word in about half of the cases (M = 0.50, SD = 0.25; Fig. A)

• When participants did not learn the precise word meaning, they nonetheless guessed above chance on AFC trials 
(Mall = 0.71, SDall = 0.18; t(33) = 5.89, p < .001; Mfirst= 0.67, SDfirst = 0.28; t(33) = 3.78, p < .001; Fig. B-C)

• When participants gave a wrong free response, it is often semantically related to the target word

• There may be a link between the semantic-relatedness of errors and performance on the AFC test

Results – Error Analyses

Human Simulation 
Paradigm (HSP)

Medina et al. (2011)

• The role of referentially ambiguous events in 
word learning is a matter of debate (Gleitman & 

Trueswell, 2020)

• The current study investigates whether the role 
of referentially ambiguous events in word 
learning depends on how learning is defined

• Results show that although referentially 
ambiguous events do not lead to “full” word 
learning, they nonetheless lead to partial 
knowledge of word meaning

• Multiple analyses highlight the importance of 
understanding partial knowledge in word 
learning

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

1. Explore the limits of input for partial learning 
(i.e., how learners perform with extremely low-
informative stimuli)

2. Investigate whether effects extend to abstract 
nouns and other word classes (e.g., verbs)

In the space below, type the English noun you 
think “TEMA” is: 
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Which of these pages is more likely to contain the 
word TEMA?
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Type the English noun you think best fits the page:

• Multiple scenes containing 40 early-learned words 
were normed for their referential quality

1. How low can you go? 2. Beyond basic nouns

B
IR

D
 (

ab
se

n
t 

re
fe

re
n

ce
)

B
IR

D
 (

h
ig

h
ly

 a
m

b
ig

u
o

u
s)

SH
O

W
 (

ve
rb

)
M

O
R

N
IN

G
 (

ab
st

ra
ct

)

Email: nina.schoener@uconn.edu

APPLE

ERROR % of ERR

fruit 42%

food 21%

line 5%

BIRD

ERROR % of ERR

sky 20%

friend 15%

animal 10%

BOOK

ERROR % of ERR

read 40%

blue 20%

learn 20%

DOG

ERROR % of ERR

animal 50%

carnival 10%

cat 5%

FLOWER

ERROR % of ERR

plant 23%

tree 18%

leaf 14%

HAT

ERROR % of ERR

child 17%

father 11%

alone 6%

DOOR

ERROR % of ERR

house 15%

animal 15%

open 8%

SHOE

ERROR % of ERR

clothes 30%

child 22%

learn 7%


