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Adult speakers choose among perspectives when they talk, with different 
words picking out different conceptual perspectives on wh at they are talking 
about (e.g., the vehicle, the bicycle, my means oflocomotion). Studies oflexical acqui
sition in young children, though, have of ten proposed a single-perspective 
view th at assumes children can at first use only one term for talking about an 
object or event: a cat can only be called cat, not animal or Siamese as weIl. But 
since children are exposed to multiple perspectives by the adults around 
them, it would seem reasonable that they too should be able to adopt alterna
tive perspectives from an early age. And, indeed, the evidence that children 
take a many-perspectives view is very strong: they use more than one term to 
refer to the same object; they construct novel compound words to mark alter
nate perspectives; they can shift perspective when asked; and they readily 
learn multiple terms for unfamiliar kinds. 

In this paper, I will explore some of the relations between choice of a con
ceptual perspective and one's choice of words, the relations between child
ren's language and the way they think about the world, and some of the 
propos als that have been made about the latter with respect to first language 
acquisition. One proposal, for example, is that there is an innate constraint 
on children's initial mapping of meanings onto word-forms such that they 
can think about things in only one way and hence are only able to use one 
single word to refer to any particular kind of thing, whether it is an object or 
an action, or some property of an object. One of my goals is to expand on 
this and show how it offers a fundamentally mistaken view of children and 
what they do in word-Iearning during the earliest stages of first language ac
quisition. 

I shall begin by focussing on adults, and in particular on how they make 
use of conceptual perspective in their language use; I then take up two pro
posals that have been made about children and their initial assignments of 
meanings to words, examine their predictions, and finish by showing how the 
evidence on language and thought in children heavily favours one of these 
proposals over the other. 

CONCEPTUAL PERSPECTIVE 

Whenever we talk about anything, we make choices about how to present an 
event or an object to our addressee. In effect, speakers always choose a con
ceptual perspective first and then find the appropriate word or expression 
that wil! convey just that perspective (rather than another) for th at occasion. 
Conceptual perspective, then, can be defined as the speaker's presentation of 
an object, relation, or event, through choice of words, to the addressee, such 
that some properties of the referent are included and others excluded byeach 
choice (see Clark 1997). In fact, we make lexical choices all the time, without 
necessarily being consciously aware th at this is what we are doing. We may 
talk about a neighbour, and in different conversations designate her in diffe
rent ways - as the cellist, the parent of those three boys, the teacher, or the Labour Parry 
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member. Or we can talk about the daily traflic and again take a variety of dif
ferent perspectives (as Vossen 1995 has pointed out) by designating the cars 
in the street as the trajfic, the cars, the trafficjam, or /he polluters, depending upon 
the occasion and who we are addressing. 

Being able to take different perspectives is something we all take for gran
ted - but differences in perspective are sometimes underlined, as when we 
see a headline like the following from the Wall Street Joumal (2 July 1996): 
"Recyclers se ek 'recovered fibre' but toss 'wastepaper' in the trash" . Here, the 
journalist juxtaposes two distinct perspectives, making clear that one person's 
recoveredjibre is another's waste paper, fit only to be thrown away. 

Highlighting 
Notice, in fact, that what our word choices do is highlight one aspect or pro
perty shared by some set of objects (an ad hoc category, in Barsalou's 1983 
terms), as when someone uses a term like the doorstop to talk about a brick, or 
a shoe, or a wedge, or a jar of coins - where each one happens to be being 
used to hold a door open. That is, the speaker on these occasions is taking 
the same perspective on four different objects th at happen to have the same 
function. Or else (as in the newspaper headline), the speaker can present dif
ferent perspectives on the same object, as when someone uses different terms 
or expressions to pick out different properties of a single object. For example, 
a brick on one occasion might be referred to as the doorstop; on another as the 
support (for a shelf, say); on another, the step (for standing on to re ach somthing 
else, say); and on yet another, as the brick (as when someone is building a wall 
in the garden). On each occasion, the conceptual perspective chosen by the 
speaker dictates the choice of words and hence of referring expressions, in 
order to present that perspective to the addressee. 

This kind of highlighting has various consequences for how we process 
information. It affects our recognition of pictures we have seen before, and in 
particular how accurate we are in judging, given a certain level of detail, 
whether we have seen them before or not; it affects our interpretations of 
line-drawings and what they are intended to represent; and it affects our esti
mations of the speed, for example, of vehicles seen on videotape. Let me take 
up each of these effe cts in turn. 

Amount if detail 
In studies of recognition memory, the amount of detail people remember ap
pears to depend on the conceptual perspective that is indicated through the 
lexical expressions used to talk about the target objects. Consider a display in 
which two groups of people see a picture of some kind of flat fish next to a 
bread knife. One group hears the fish labelled as the jish in a description like 
'The fish is lying beside the bread knife.' The other group hears the identical 
fish labelled instead with a more specific term, thejlounder, in 'The flounder is 
lying beside the bread knife.' A litde later, both groups take part in a recogni-
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tion task where they are shown a large number of pictures of different kinds 
of fish and asked to pick out all those that that look like the one they saw ear
lier. The fish-people accept a much larger range of pictures as being like the 
fish they had seen than do the flounder-people. This is because the latter ap
pear to take into account many more of the details from the original picture 
(e.g., the exact shape of the fish, the position of its eyes and fins, the spots on 
its back, and so on). As aresult. the choices made by theflounder-people were 
in general much doser to the actual fish they had seen in the original picture 
than were the choices made by thefish-people. 

Effectively, people seem to attend to more details when they hear more 
specific terms (e.g.,flounder), and they attend to fewer details when they hear 
more general terms (e.g.,fish) (Jörg & Hörmann 1978). The speaker's choice 
of perspective, then, as reflected in the words he uses, affects people's expec
tations about how much detail may be important and so how much detail 
they should attend t~. 

Interpretation of line drawings 
When people are shown a simp Ie outline drawing of a dosed vessel, wider at 
the bottom and narrowing to a smaller 'neck' at the top, and then told either 
'This is a bottle' or 'This is a stirrup', they interpret the same drawing in two 
very different ways. This becomes apparent if they are later asked to re-draw 
the original picture they had seen. That is, they are asked whether they can 
draw the bottle or the stirrup, respectively. When they do so, their reconstruc
tions of the line drawing they had seen are systematically distorted by the 
perspective they had been given. The bottle-people made the outline taller, 
with a narrower base and a more extended neck (dos er to a wine-bottle in 
shape), while the stirrup-people made the outline shorter and rather fatter, 
with a single short vertical line at the centre top (much dos er to a stirrup in 
shape) (Carmichael, Hogan & Walter 1932). This finding held for a whole series 
of simple drawings, each presented to two groups, each of which heard diffe
rent labels for the drawings they saw. 

In short, people stored their memory of the line-drawing along with the 
conceptual perspective they were given, and when they had to reconstruct 
the drawing itself, their reconstructions were filtered, so to speak, through the 
conceptual perspective. This had astrong influence on how they re-drew the 
original pictures they had seen. 

Estimating speed 
When people watch a film of an accident between a car and a van, for example, 
and then are later asked how fast the car was going at the time, their estima
tes of its speed are directly influenced by the verb that the speaker uses, that 
is, by the conceptual perspective represented in the verb choice. As aresult, 
people who hear the verb to crash, in a question like 'How fast was the car 
going when it crashed into the van?' give consistently higher estimates of the 
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car's speed than people who he ar the verb to hit, in the same question, 'How 
fast was the car going when it hit the van?' (Loftus 1979). Yet everyone in the 
two groups saw the identical film of this event. Here again, we see th at the 
conceptual perspective chosen and indicated in the verb affects people's sub
sequent estimations of the car's actual speed. Crash, implying a stronger im
pact, elicits higher estimates of speed than the less forceful verb hit. 

In general, in conversation, the speaker proposes a perspective and the ad
dressee follows on, taking up the same perspective (e.g. Clark & Wilkes-Gibbs 
1986, Garrod & Doherty 1994). This is part ofwhat counts as being co-opera
tive in a conversation. But there are also occasions where we see people pre
senting opposing perspectives. This can happen frequently, for example, in 
quarrels. It may happen in various kinds of negotiations, especially wh ere the 
participants come from different cultures, and start, therefore, with different 
expectations and attitudes. And it may occur in more formalised disputes, in 
the courtroom for instance, when the advocate for one side cross-examines 
witnesses from the other side. This can be illustrated from a well-known us 
trial, of a doctor, in the State of Massachusetts. This State had decided to try 
to make abortion illegal (although it was legal under federal United States 
law), and the doctor in question was therefore being tried for manslaughter 
for having performed an abortion. During parts of the cross-examination, 
there was a clear clash of conceptual perspectives where the State attorney 
insisted on using the expression the baby and the doctor equally consistently 
opted for thefetus, as in the following exchange (Danet 1980): 

Attorney: You didn't tell us, Doctor, whether you determined th at the baby 
was alive or dead, did you, Doctor? 

Witness: 1hefetus had no signs oflife. 

(see also other legal examples in Drew & Heritage 1992). What I have emp
hasized so far is that people can take a range of alternative perspectives on 
the same objects or events, and that they use the words of the language to 
convey the specific perspective chosen on each occasion. But what happens 
when children start to learn their first language? How soon do they grasp the 
fact that different terms are used for talking ab out the same referent from dif
ferent perspectives? And what are some of the consequences of this realisa
tion for how they use their words and how they start to structure their 
growing vocabulary? This is what I turn to next. 

In recent research on children's acquisition of vocabulary, researchers 
have made the strong claim that children start out by assuming that each ob
ject-type can be referred to by only one word - effectively, they are claiming 
that children start out being able to take only one perspective on each object 
or event. The primary reason for this proposal is that such an approach is as
sumed to make the task ofword-learning easier for young children because it 
limits the number of hypotheses children might have to consider as they try 
to assign meanings to words (e .g., Markman 1989)' But these researchers have 
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gone further still to suggest that the one-word-per-referent restriction could 
stem from an innate constraint designed to aid bcical acquisition. I am going 
to argue instead that, from the start, children give evidence of being able t~ : 

(I) appreciate different physical perspectives on the objects and events 
around them from a very young age, and 

(2) use their words accordingly, from the one-word stage onwards. 

But before I turn to just how young children take a perspective with their 
early word-uses, we will first look at whether 1;0 and 2;0 year-olds are capa
bIe of understanding the notion of taking different perspectives in physical 
space. The evidence suggests that they are. 

SPATlAL PERSPECTIVE IN YOUNG CHILDREN 

Very young children demonstrate their ability to deal with different spatial 
perspectives in a variety of settings. First, take pointing. From about 9 months 
of age onwards, infants are able to follow adult pointing gestures. They can 
follow a point and consistently look in the direction pointed (Leung & 
Rheingold 1981). Younger infants, along with other animal species, typically 
look at the adult's finger instead. Within a few months, infants can clearly 
appreciate what is available to someone else's visual field. For example, if 
they are given a picture to look at, they either hold it out horizontally to 
show someone else, or rotate it through the horizontal plane to face someone 
else. (The only problem here is the picture is now upside down for the new 
observer, but this fact isn't accessible to the 1;0 year-old holding the picture.) 
If children aged 1;0 to 1;6 are given a cube with a picture pasted onto one 
side of it, they will turn the cube so the picture is on the uppermost surface in 
order to show it to someone else. And if they are given a cup with a picture 
pasted on the inside bottom surface to look at, they tilt the mug so its ope
ning is towards the observer in order to shów the picture. And by age 2;0, in 
showing a picture to someone else, children are now able to hold the picture 
up towards themselves, and rotate it through the vertical plane to face the 
new observer, and now the picture remains the right way up for the other 
person too (Lempers, Flavell & Flavell 1976). 

At age 2;0, young children have grasped the notions of 'front' and of 'facing' 
even if they do not yet have words for them. F or example, if they are given a 
set of toys to play with and asked to make them into a procession or a pa
rade, they line them all up facing the same way. But if asked to make two 
toys talk to each other, they then place them face-to-face, in a canonical en
counter (Levine & Carey 1982). By this age, children are also able to orient 
objects so they face towards or away from a reference point, in response to 
questions. And they are also beginning to use a variety of deictic terms like 
pronouns (usually I andyou first), locative here or there, and demonstrative this 
or that (Charney 1980, Clark 1978, Loveland 1984). Other more complex 
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deictic terms like come (vs go) or the causative verbs bring and take, though, may 
not be fully mastered until as late as age 8;0 or 9;0 (Clark & Garnica 1974). 

Finally, as children get older still, they become able to talk about displace
ments in space as if they were standing in someone else's shoes and so taking, 
or presenting, that other perspective. By age 4;0, for example, one finds 
children thinking about differences in perspective as in the following examp
les (Clark, diary data) : 

(a) D (aged 3;11, in a wild animal park): ANTS think people are walking 
trees. 

(b) D (aged 4;6, thinking about giants): For a GlANT, a year is just an hour, 
and an hour is just a minute! <pause> And for an ANT, an hour is a 
year! 

A third kind of evidence that very young children can take different spatial 
perspectives on the same entity or event comes from their pretend-play -
when they act as if one object is another, while making clear evidence that 
they know what that object really is. For instance, a child aged 1;0 may hold 
up a spoon to his ear as if it is a telephone, but on another occasion show 
th at he knows how to hold a spoon and use it for eating. Soon af ter the be
ginning of the second year, such pretend play with actions becomes accom
panied by words as well - as when a child says hat while putting a bib on his 
head, or spoon while putting the end of a block into his mouth (Piaget 1951). 
At around age 2;0, children also start to do the voices for different toys in 
play, and, as they get older, produce more and more elaborate differentiations 
of roles in play through uses of language - voice-quality, vocabulary and topic 
choices, syntax, etc. (Andersen 1990). From age 3;0 to 4;0, children are also 
increasingly skilled at using their language to signal moves into or out of their 
pretend-play world, as in the following exchange between a mother and her 
3;0 year-old, playing with a doll's house: 

Mother: What furniture does the Maja doll want to have in her room then? 
Child [squeaky voice]: I want to have the furniture in my room. 

Here, the child signals the shift into the pretend world, speaking for a doll in 
the doll's house, by her choice of voice quality and by the choice of first
person pronouns (1, my) in place of her mother's third-person her (Strömqvist 
1984). 

In short, children offer extensive evidence by age 2;0 for their ability to 
take different physical perspectives in space, and for understanding wh at 
another person needs to be able to see or to know under different conditions. 
But do they understand that word-choices themselves mark perspective? 
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CONCEPTUAL PERSPECTIVE AND LEXICAL ACQ,UISITION 

As I mentioned earlier, researchers have taken rather different views on early 
lexical acquisition. One, the one I will argue for here, is the multiple-perspec
tives view, which we can characterise as follows: 

Speakers, child or adult, can take ma'!)' different perspectives on the same object or event. 

The other is what I will call the one-perspective view, namely: 

Young children can take on{y one perspective on an object or event. 

The difference between these two views can readily be summarized by consi
dering the expectations of each view about how a child might talk about an 
apple . Under the multiple-perspectives view, children can talk about this 
piece of fruit using any and all of the terms apple, fruit, snack, or flod, and 
should do so quite readily from the first. But under the one-perspective view, 
a child who knows the word apple can only look on this piece of fruit as an 
apple, and cannot take any other conceptual perspective on it. This is because, 
under the one-perspective view, 'each object [can] have only one category 
label' (Markman & Wachtel 1988). This one-perspective view draws in part 
on findings from some experimental word-Iearning studies with 2;0 to 4;0 
year-olds, where children appear reluctant to apply a second term to objects 
for which they already have a word. But before we evaluate the support for 
the one-perspective versus the multiple-perspectives views of word acquisi
tion, I want to consider what children he ar from adults. 

CHILD-DIRECTED SPEECH 

What do children he ar from the adults who talk to them? Do adults limit the 
ways in which they talk about objects and events? Notice that languages offer 
multiple terms for talking about all sorts of things, precisely to allow people 
to take different conceptual perspectives and to present those perspectives to 
others when they talk to them. In fact, studies of child-directed speech show 
that adults readily use multiple terms for the same object even when talking 
to very young children who as yet can say very few words. In one study of 
child-directed speech, for example, Callanan and her colleagues (1995) found 
that when aduits were asked to teach their young children the words for ob
jects in an unfamiliar domain (e.g., kinds of whales), they frequently used 
multiple terms for the same referent (e.g., whale, beluga, and evenfish). In talking 
to children who had between 10 and 50 words in production (mean age 1;4), 
they did this some 17% of the time; and to older children (1;11), who had be
tween 100 and 400 words in production, they did this 31% of the time. In short, 
adults readily offer children multiple perspectives, in their word choices for 
the same referents, from the earliest stages of language acquisition on. 

Adults are also remarkably consistent in how they introduce information 
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that links one word to another, for instance, when they offer terms for parts 
of things. They typically first talk about the object, e.g., 'This is a rabbit', and 
only then intro duce the term for the target part, as in 'There are his ears.' 
(The part itself is gene rally introduced in a possessive or demonstrative con
struction.) In one study of mothers' spontaneous interactions with their 2;0 

year-olds, the adults used this form of presentation for terms for parts in 664 
out of 667 exchanges (99.55%) (Masur 1997). Adults also offer children various 
kinds of metalanguage directions about the connections among word mea
nings (Clark 1997, 1998), including information about the following relations: 

- lnclusion (X is a kind of! sort of Y) 
'Oaks are kinds of trees' 

- Set membership (X is Y) 
'All ofthem together are vehicles' 

- Properrylmaterial (X has/is made ofY) 
'A walrus has tusks' 

- Part (X is part of Y) 
'Your thumb is part of your hand' 

- Comparison (X looks likelis similar to Y) 
'A zebra looks a bit like a horse' 

- Alignment (with X and Y known: this is X, this is Y, and this is Z) 
'This is a be ar, this is a lion, and this is a leopard' 

In short, adults not only provide children with the conventional words to use, 
but also tell them how some of the meanings of such words are connected. 
Notice th at telling children wh at the words are for things, and indicating how 
their meanings are related to other words, both result in the use of multiple 
terms for the same referent. A dog may therefore be the dog, the animal, your 
spaniel, the family pet, the nuisance, and the barker. If children are used to hearing 
the same referent picked out with different expressions on different occasions, 
they should take for granted th at one of the functions of words is in fact to 
allow the presentation of the same referent from a variety of perspectives. 

If children realize that words mark different conceptual perspectives, two 
predictions follow: first, they should readily use two (or more) terms for the 
same referent. And second, they should readily accept new terms for familiar 
objects and actions, whether they already know a word for them or not. These 
predictions from the multiple-perspectives view of lexical acquisition contrast 
with the predictions of the one-perspective view. This view instead predicts, 
first, that children will use only one term for a referent object, and second, 
that they will reject any additional terms for things where they already know a 
word for them. 

I will briefly review five kinds of evidence relevant to these predictions, and 
argue that all five favour the multiple-perspectives view. The five kinds of 
evidence consist of: (a) use and acceptance of multiple terms for the same 
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object in spontaneous production; (h) rejections of perspectives, and not of 
words per se; (c) creation ofinnovative words for talking about subcategories 
of familiar categories; (d) elicited shifts in conceptual perspective, and (e) lear
ning of multiple terms for the same referents. 

(a) Use and acceptance of multiple terms 
In their spontaneous speech, children use multiple terms for the same referent 
from at least 1;6 onwards. For example, they refer to their breakfast cereal as 
bothJood and cereal (D 1;7); they label individual animal types (e.g., lion, tiger, 
zebra) but designate them collectively as animal (D 1;7); and they are aware 
that they themselves can be designated in a number of ways, as in the follo
wing exchange where the mother asks the child (D, aged 2;1) what he is usu
ally called, in contrast to what his father is called (Clark, diary data): 

Mother: Are you 'lovey'? 
D: No, I 'Damon', I 'cookie', I 'sweetheart'! Herb 'lovry'. 

And slightly older children, aged 3;0 and 4;0, readily supply multiple terms 
for the same referent when asked deliberately mis-worded questions, as in the 
following sequence where the child is looking at a picture of a rose (Waxman 
& Hatch 1992): 

Adult: Is this a dandelion? 
Child: No, it's a rose. 

Adult: Is this a tree? 
Child: It's aflower. 

Adult: Is this an animal? 
Child: No, it's a plant. 

In effect, these children have no hesitation in applying the terms rose, flower, 
and plant all to the same referent object (a picture of a rose) . The point is that 
children appear to have no hesitation in their spontaneous speech and in eli
citation tasks like this in using multiple terms for the same referent. But the 
use of multiple terms applied to a single referent is consistent only with the 
predictions from the multiple-perspectives view, and not with those of the 
one-perspective view. 

(b) Rejections 
Researchers have occasionally reported that 2 ;0 year-olds at times will reject 
a word, often in the context of the adult saying something like 'Look at this 
anima!', whereupon the child says something like: It's not an animal, it's a dog. 
This has been taken as evidence that children this age will not accept or use 
both animal and dog for referring to dogs. But doser inspection of these anec
dotes suggests that the problem in fact lies elsewhere. These same children 
typically use the term animal, but in reference to collections of animals (i.e ., 
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where there is more than one present, and typically more than one kind). For 
them, the term animal therefore denotes a collection of different kinds of ani
mals, rather than a superordinate category to which each animal sub-type 
belongs. That is, the child's meaning for animal ('collection') is inconsistent 
with the adult's uses of the same term. This, then, could account for why 
children on occasion reject the adult's use . 

To look at the status of rejected terms more closely, I analysed all the re
jections recorded in my diary data up to the age of 3;0, and looked at each 
word rejected to see whether it had been used before for that kind of object 
or not. I found that nearly all the rejections involved two known words, both 
already familiar to the child, and not pairs of words where one was known 
and one was an unfamiliar or new word. So an alternative interpretation of 
data like these is th at children this age are not rejecting additional words for 
the same referents, but rather are rejecting the perspective th at the adult has 
proposed (Clark 1993)' Both terms, then, can apply to the referent, but one 
perspective may be preferred in context to the other. Again, this interpreta
tion is consistent with the multiple-perspectives account, but not with the 
one-perspective account. 

(c) Creating new words 
From a very young age, children coin new words for talking about subkinds of 
things, for subcategories of familiar categories. For example, English-speaking 
children come up with words like poodle-dog and Dalmatian-dog for subkinds of 
dog, when they are told th at these dogs are poodles or Dalmatians. That is, they 
rely on the construction of novel compound nouns to indicate greater specifi
city within familiar categories. (This appears to be very common in children 
acquiring Germanic languages, languages where this is a productive option.) 

Among the novel compounds for subkinds created spontaneously by child
ren acquiring English, one finds instances like the following (Clark 1993): 

Age Word Referent 

1;7 crow-bird picture of crow 
1;1 oil-spoon spoon for cod-liver oil 
2;0 coffee-churn coffee-grinder 
2;0 fire-dog stray dog found near fire 
2;1 spear-page picture of people with spears 

In fact, two-year-olds, as weIl as older children, readily coin new words for 
subkinds upon de mand as well (Clark, Gelman, & Lane 1985)' By age 2;0, 
English-speaking children appear to be fully aware th at the head (second) 
noun in a compound serves to designate the kind of thing being talked about 
and that the initial, modifier, noun qualifies the head noun in some way. 
Apple-Icnife designates a kind of knife and not a kind of apple, just as birycle
truck designates a kind of truck, and not a kind of bicycle. But if a knife can be 
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caUed both knifé and apple-knifé, this runs counter to the one-perspective pre
dictions, but it is entirely consistent with those for the multiple-perspectives 
view. 

(d) Shijting perspective 
Since children shift perspective spontaneously when they talk about some
thing in two different ways, we have looked to see whether they can shift per
spective when asked to do so. If they are able to take two (or more) 
perspectives on the same referent, this should not cause them any great diffi
culty. And, indeed, we found that children as young as 2 ;0 could shift per
spective up on demand (Clark & Svaib 1997). We used anthropomorphic 
pictures to ask questions that required shifts from words for one level to 
words for another (for instance from cat to anima~ and also shifts from one 
domain to another (for instance, from words for animals - cat - to words for 
professions - mail-man). Even young 2 ;0 year-olds were practically at ceiling 
in their performance (with weU over 90% correct) both in understanding two 
different terms for the same referent and in producing two terms for the same 
referent (see also Deák & Maratsos 1998). 

When asked to shift from one perspective to another, even young two
year-olds appear to use and understand multiple terms for the same referent 
in ways that are consistent with the multiple-perspectives account of lexical 
acquisition. They readily accept more than one way of referring to the same 
referent, and they themselves also produce more than one term for the same 
referent. These findings are again inconsistent with predictions from the one
perspective account. 

(e) Leaming multiple terms for the same referent 
When children are taught new words for things, and given the information 
th at an X is a kind of Y (e.g., a shrew is a kind of animal), they are able to use 
both terms (shrew and anima~ appropriately. That is, they understand that 
shrews are both shrews and animals, whereas other things might be animals 
but not shrews. When young 2;0 year-olds are taught unfamiliar words for 
unfamiliar kinds of objects, they readily take in both the new words offered 
and the information about inclusion, and make use of both in their ' word 
learning (see Clark & Grossman 1998). The result is that children as young as 
two readily assign two words to referents where the meaning of one word is 
included in the other. This, then, is yet another setting in which even very 
young children adopt multiple terms for the same referent (see also Taylor & 
Gelman 1989, Waxman & Senghas 1992). 

Children also seem to add further terms for things quite readily when it is 
clear how a new, unfamiliar, term is related to a term that is already known. 
But where this is not made clear, then children may weU be confused ab out 
the intended relation, and play safe by using only a term already familiar to 
them, or only one of the terms they have been taught (see further Clark 
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1997). This may make it look as if they are restricting themselves to one term 
only for a particular referent-type. Evidence from word-Iearning, therefore, 
may differ with the kinds of pragmatic information available. Where the rela
tions among word-meanings are clear, children as young as 2;0, and proba
bly younger as weIl, appear to have no difficulty in learning two distinct 
terms for the s~me referent. Again, these findings are consistent, overall, with 
the multiple-perspectives view of acquisition, but they are not consistent with 
the one-perspective view. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The relation between language and thought in young children is indeed a 
rich one, with children able to represent things from diverse points of view -
conceptual perspectives - as soon as they have the words to do so. They take 
in from adults the fact th at different words for the same referent are used to 
mark different perspectives on that entity. And, in their acquisition of words, 
children show that, from the start, they can and do use them to mark diffe
rent perspectives on the same referent object. 

In some work on first language acquisition, research ers have argued th at 
children's initial assumptions about word meanings are constrained in such a 
way that children assume at first that any one referent can only be talked 
about with a single term. Effectively, this approach assumes that the relation 
of language to thought is quite limited, since it mandates that children can use 
only one word for an object and must therefore be able to take only one per
spective on it. What I have shown here is that children can in fact take diffe
rent perspectives on the same thing, and that they do this from an early age. 

Children are exposed from the start to multiple perspectives in the langu
age they hear, and they grasp this property of language, exhibited in the lexi
con, from the earliest stages of acquisition onwards. Their grasp of this 
property may be aided by the fact that they also show considerable skill in 
physical (spatial) perspective-taking by the age of 1;0 to 1;6. Moreover, they 
start to make use of lexically-marked perspective-taking in their language use 
by at least age 2;0 and possibly even earlier. Examination ofyoung children's 
uses of multiple terms for the same referents across a variety of tasks and set
tings for spontaneous as weIl as elicited speech also shows th at they use their 
words to take different perspectives on the things they talk about. 

In short, a one-year-old knows that his toy horse is a horse when he's pulling 
it along, but when he sits on it, it can be achair. The object itself is the same, 
but the two perspectives, marked by the terms horse and chair respectively, are 
different. The principle that different words can refer to the same thing in order 
to present it from different perspectives is built-in to the design of language. 
Wh at is most impressive, though, is th at children grasp this principle so early, 
and are able to make use of it as soon as they have the words available . 
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