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..ABSTRACT -
This paper reports. a study carried out rith 14
children (ranging in age from 2.8 to 3.5 years) which investigated
children's concepts of difference. Pairs of small objects differing
on a number of dimensions were presented to the children. As each
pair of objects was presented, children were asked to select the
object that was]\"big," n1ittle," "fat," "thin," "tall," "short." They
were also askeg.c pick one of two index cards with "more™ or "less"
buttons painted on it and to choose one of a pair of identical
objects "before" or "after" a transformation had been performed on it
(such as a pair of sneakers, one of which had been tied). The overall-
performance of the younger and older children was not very different.
They were fairly successful with all concepts except "thin," "less,"
and "pefore." In follow-up questions with the choice object it came
out that the children appear to make more choices in terms of big or
1ittle. The data on size adjectives suggest that the children wvere
answering all of the guestions with reference to some sort of gemneral
or undifferentiated size dimension that they marked as "big" to
"1ittle.™ (MS)
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Size 1s Bie or Little:
An Approach to the Dinensionality of Children's Concepts.
by
s Noper A. llebb
University of Arkansas at Little Roclk
In a paper that appeared in a recent edition of Child Nevelop-
ment, (Uebb, Oliveri, & O'Keeffe, 1974) my assoclates and I reported
4 series of studies on the meaning of “different" in the languare of
young children. In a sample that rouped from just under three to
- about four years of age, we found four reasonably diastinect stagpes g

in the meanin; of “"different.' The most interesting of the four

a from wy point of view was the third in which children acted as 1f
"difgetgg;“ were undefined vithout ;gmé visible basis of comparison:
that is, two things that were completely different were not "different"

° at all. fﬁ“ﬂ
Naticné of similarity and difference are very iﬁstrugti%g be~
c;use as adults use them they are coiipletely abstract: they are.
Co - defined either by stimulus context %-LE you are etimulus mingegas or:
by the subjégt's‘intEEEStaland intentiens - if you are more f;ﬂctians
o

ally inclined as I am. The young ¢hild vho 1s presuﬁabiy unable to
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. etc.) that differed on a number of dimensions wvere pfgsen;ed to the

deal with such undeterninism, nay be fafced to.chanpe the problen
into something concrete—-or at least to find some é;ﬂcfete referent
for the abstract problem. o

Thile a ref@éeatial theorv of meaning is clearly inadequate for
adults - or even for children older than about five - many of the
anam;liég in the lanpuage of young children may well be best under-
stood as fgsulting fron the child's need for concrete representations
of his concepts. In Ehelféﬁétt to follow, I would like to present
some data that is consistent with this thea?y as yell as repert on

a novel technique that may be useful for investipating the under-

*1ying dimensions of children's semantic retuvorits.

ape from 2;% to 3:5. A collection of small objects (toys, blocks,

‘children 1in pairs. 11¢ were not particularly interesced in the atin-

ulus characteristics that determined the child's reaction and only

insisted that the cbject differed on the dimension that the child

would be questioned about. In other words, we usel what Harry Harlow

has always affectionately called “juﬁkiikgAs,eaéhlégiI;ﬁf objects was
presented the child was asked to select the abjecﬁ that was "big'",
“1itele’’, “fét‘,.fihig": 'tall”, or "shgrti" Pairs of index carda
wéfe;uééd uith a-Sﬁéll number of buttgﬂsA?aiﬁted Qn-theé and tﬁé
child was asked for the card that had 'more" or ”12;5“:buttaﬁsi
Finally, some péifs of identical ﬂﬂjeets were presented on Whichl

some tranaformation had or had not been performed. One such item



g

wvas é pair gg sncakefg, one of which had been tied. The chilé‘wag
asked for the QE?Eét “Eéfgre“ or “after the trangfgfmaﬁian had been
performed. These questions added uﬁuta a total of 19 palred terms.
;hay nipht be gcgsideréd pasitiva‘ar nagativé and, with the exception
af‘”befcfe” and “after’ that are included because of Fve Clark'slgx*
EEllEﬂE study, marked or unmarvked. Iﬁ testine ve went through one
random order presentation of the objectives and then atéemptad to pet
a second run with a second set of objects. Our subjects were ﬁéfy
young, ;nd many of them stopped perfarmiﬁg before we completed the.
replication series. The reliability data ve did pet was by and larpe
consistent with.the data frem the firat trilals, though in the presen~
tatien to follou I shall only cite data from the first ten trials.

In terms of the cholce dat$ nothing terribly surprising hé@pened.
The positive or “unnarked” adjéétivgsqware easier than the negative
or ‘marked’ adjectives--1if ycuudg'an aﬁélisigiaf variance iﬁJis
sipnificant (p<.005)=-all terms were responded to éa::ectiy at above
chance 1§veislgx§e§£-fé§ threegi Responding, tgl”thin“ wis within the
c;aﬂce rance so the children could have been cuessing and to “less

and “before" at a level significantly belov chance - that 1s, the

childrer were svsteng;igallz,wréﬁﬁ in theif éampfehensiéﬁ of "less"
and ‘before.” | ‘

.The overall performance of the younger and older chiidten vithin
the group vas not very different. ‘The diffefehee‘@as statistically
_signifiéant at a margiAal level (pﬁ.DS)iand the mapnitude of d{gfés—
ence vas snall. This point 1s important aﬁlilas a way af»pgtiqg that

the proup was relatively horogeneous with respect to this task.

N
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The most interesting portion of the study occured subseaquent to
the child's choice. After the -child had selected his object, the in-

vestigator asked him: "If that ome {pointing to the child's choice}

is the v _.on [repestiﬁr the term frgm the questian} dhaz is

that one {pain*inr to the nbjegt atill on the Eable}? Twu thinna
1 be 5aid about the response to the question: TFirst the children
responded: of 140 questions (14 subjects times 10 questions), only

22 elic i,ed no response or somuthing we could not decipher iﬁtG“EﬁE"

'11ish- Second, the answers were very consistent: To the six size

te

W

big, little,,tall.:fat, short, and thin, the children answered
either "bin' or "little” repardless of vhat the question had been.
So 1E the question had been “bip” and the large object chosen the

TEFaiﬁiﬂﬂ ijECt was still 'little”; but if the question had been "fat"

the remaining object was still '“1ittle.” The number of "big" or "little”

respongses vas variable, ranging from 13 of 14 "big's'--contrast to

%

"1ittle' dovm to 5 of 14 "little's" in contrast to “fat''--but there

vas no systeratic second choice to any éuestiaqg éh;fEﬁ subjects re-
spandéd vith Ehexcaffect contrast but the nore éémﬁaﬂ responses vere

|
sonz specific charaétaristig or name of the remaining ubjeet. 1 should
note that given the question "what 1s that" you can not really say that

nacing the object 4s incorrect. Before describing the reeponses to

the other terns let me méntinn that ve subsequently replicated the

- 2

data on size adje:tives wvith a lafger sample (124) of inner-city child-

ren. . Usiny “‘bie” 'tall‘f "fat”, and "heav? . we found a miniﬂum of
507 and a maxinun DE ?5? of our suble ts 1ving the nodal bip'

+14ttle’. responses to our confrast qﬁéstians_"

-
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- These data on size adjectives suppest that the child is ansuer-

inp all of our questions with reference to sone sort of peneral, or

undifferentiated, size dimension that he marks as “'bip" to "little.
(A suprestion other investigators have;@ade)- The next question is
vhether discreet quantity is alac part of an undifferentiated size
concept at this time - the ansver is apparently ng}f Children nenc-
rally pigked-the‘card vith the greater nunber of buttaga to both

rota’ and ' less' questions. The ansver to the contrast questien,

o

liovever, vas generally té gilve the specific nurber of buttons on the

renaining card. (The way the task uas‘désigﬁeé this chlésénly be
“one' or tuo - larger numbefg night Rave produced difféfé%ﬁgféSpGﬂEES),
~ Thus at this point in tine children appear éc realize that ”mgfé” or
B = : El - : .
. “less' vhen referred to objects of discreet quantity refer to’mumber
and naé to sone SFSEiﬂIIindiééféf“(léﬁﬁth,;déﬂsity,aEté;)il Let me

state here, that there is pood reason to believe that discreet quantity

at sonc later time may very well be referred to a spatial dimension -

. that 1s, if lenpth beconds the indicator of nurber as the studies of
, A _

congervation suerest. The response to the "before'/"after” question

vas inEEfgsging, but not terribly informative without further vorlk.
" The rodal response was to name the transformation + or - “not” - f.e.

the shoe that is "not tied." : " . ’ , -,fi

These data suppest that the dinensions the child.impoges an'ghesé

&

problems are not the same as those adults use, but are related. When
a child in our study responds to aay of the size terms he seems ‘to
have sone ‘big'’ - "Iittle" dimension in nind A post hoc “examination

of our étimq;i supprested that overall, size geemed to be the determin-

ing factor and mot heipht or elevation as ve night expect from lMaratsos't

o
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vorl - apain let ne note that our subjects are younpger than those
genetallf appagring in such studies and it is very possible that thé
" gystematic use of some spatial indicator pfﬁgéfty - length for nqmber,r
elevation for size - yell may éﬁpeaf'in a later staﬁeg Second, let
me ncxtéB thazjwithﬂut.the'ccntrast question data, the ghiid's syatems
work rcasonably §211 compared to adult standards of perfarﬁanées- e
sreally does pick the ‘faﬁ" object vhen asked fcf one, even though hov
he apparently does it on thevbaéig_af gomething other ;han fitness.
Thus, I believe that theé ﬁechnique I use here of ésking a child for the
other end of a dimension might be prenerally uéeful in studying cancep;
tual netvorks.. v

Let me just néntian"iﬁ passing thit.ue have collected more data
(:witﬁ the coritrast quggtiaﬂ téchniquei .Hané of this has been énﬁe very
gysPEﬁatically to date and I vill not comment on it at any lenpgth except
for one point I vill mention belov. ﬂfiéflj, as children pet older ve
ﬁse% rore "correct’ answers, and it appears. that the basie phenamenan is
going to hold up longer uith "nan-r:aalistic" objeects~-blocks and stiﬁks'
for example, longer than it will uith "realistie" abjécts—=tays aninals.
for exarmple. Uﬁethar some gancepts wiil diffcrentiate ;nwaﬁfixéd order -
Ef@h“thg mgfé_égng¥al concept remains fo be .seen. though I would certainly
expect such a result. Clearly, the data I do have sugrpest éhaz discreet
versus cgﬁtinuéég'ﬁﬁaﬁtity'éifféréntibted pfiét to v;fiﬂus Eaﬁéiﬂﬁﬂgé
concepts. SO far it appears the amount of individual variation between

subjects will increase as the subjects pet older.

But let me return to my ariﬁinal idea. What if myiearlier'suggests,.

ion were correct and the gﬂnﬁﬁsians 1 see here are due to the child over

. ‘peneralizing from sgiéific, concrete, referents he uses for his concepts.
¥ | ’ o
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1f that were true, the confusions should go far beyond undifferentia-
-tad slze concepts. llere iS»QDE_EKSEplEi After ve finished the stgay
I descrlbed above, Qe questioned some subjects with other terms. On
onic set of itenms we presented was a snall toy jet aifplaﬂe and a 1arﬁé
 bi-planc and we asked for the "fast" one. f make no assumptions about
the 3-year-olds ldeas of aerodynanics, but the c@géistEﬁt4thice was
of the larper plane--the remaining plane was’the “1ittle" one.for

most subjects. Similar fgsults_haVe been obtained wvith paizs of ani-
nals and requests for the 'strong', "brave", and "fast" ones; the lar- |
rer anééé iz selected and the réﬂaining”nbjgct is the "little” one.
FthaﬁsVYQu call-this a '"response bias" aﬁd perhaps it only shows some
undifferentiatéd, evaluative dimgﬁsiﬁn confounded Uith size-—-as some-

one like Osgpond wauld sugﬁesta—l ‘ean not prove othervise. However,

perhaps a giraﬁfé ig “'braver' than a hippo because in the child's ex- -
' ,perignce bipper people are also alder s EIEVEf , 'stronper’, “faster’,

ete. The data are atlléasé consistent uith such a beli;f .

Let ne gﬁd on a cryptic note: perhapa Bruner's nétiﬁn cf ikaééﬁ
reprgsgnﬁatian that has never gotten the attention I thinl 1t de%etvas
will prove to be more useful;than it has appeared to date. -
| - Réference
Wzbb, R. A., Oliverdi, 1. E. & 0'Keeffe, L., Inﬁestigatians of the
- neaning of 'différent” in the language of young :ﬁildfen;
Child Development, 1974, 45, 984-991. :



