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Children' s Difficultie s W i t h Colo r  W o r d s 

Charle s Darwin' s childre n ha d suc h difficultie s learnin g 
colo r  word s tha t  h e actuall y speculate d tha t  hi s childre n 
migh t  b e colo r  blind .  Whil e childre n struggl e learnin g th e 
names o f  colors ,  the y ca n perceive ,  discriminate ,  an d 
remember  colo r  i n muc h th e sam e wa y a s adults ,  give n no n 
word-learnin g tasks .  Fo r  exampl e childre n ca n matc h color s 
i n "follow-the-leader "  typ e tasks ,  o r  recogniz e a  to y a s on e 
seen previousl y base d onl y o n color . 

One explanatio n fo r  children' s difficultie s i s tha t  the y d o 
not  kno w tha t  colo r  i s relevan t  fo r  wor d learning .  Severa l 
previou s findings  sugges t  tha t  befor e childre n ca n lear n 
colo r  word s the y mus t  lear n t o atten d t o colo r  i n wor d 
learnin g tasks .  First ,  childre n ofte n lear n tha t  th e colo r 
word s ar e subordinat e member s o f  th e categor y o f  color , 
befor e the y ca n labe l  an y colo r  wit h th e correc t  colo r  wor d 
(Backsheide r  &  Shatz ,  1993) .  Second ,  som e report s sugges t 
tha t  befor e childre n lear n t o nam e color s i n general ,  the y ca n 
lear n t o nam e a  specifi c  objec t  base d o n colo r  (Soja ,  1994) . 
Third ,  som e childre n lear n color s first  i n th e contex t  o f 
characteristicall y colore d object s (e.g. ,  gree n grass ,  re d 
apple )  (Mervis ,  1992) . 

These result s sugges t  tha t  childre n wil l  com e t o atten d t o 
colo r  i n a  wor d learnin g tas k whe n the y ca n mak e mapping s 
betwee n colo r  word s an d a  fe w specifi c  individua l  object s o f 
tha t  color .  Whethe r  th e mappin g i s initiall y  t o colo r  alon e 
rathe r  tha n a  specifi c  objec t  ma y b e les s importan t  tha n th e 
strengt h o f  th e connection . 

The Experiment 

Two-year-old s (96 % white ,  5 0 % female )  wer e see n i n a 
laborator y pla y roo m fo r  on e half-hou r  session .  Eac h wa s 
assigne d t o on e o f  tw o differen t  conditions .  I n al l  condition s 
ther e wa s a  comprehensio n pre-test ,  followe d b y a  trainin g 
phas e an d a  post-test .  Fo r  th e pre-tes t  childre n wer e show n 
thre e patche s o f  colore d clot h (red ,  green ,  an d yellow )  an d 
aske d fo r  eac h o f  th e color s twice .  I n th e trainin g phas e 
childre n playe d a  gam e i n whic h thre e toy s (red ,  green ,  an d 
yellow )  wer e se t  ou t  an d name d b y color ,  thi s wa s 
considere d th e "reference "  set .  Next ,  thre e mor e toys ,  th e 
"matching "  set ,  als o painte d red ,  green ,  an d yellow ,  wer e se t 
out  an d childre n wer e aske d t o pu t  th e red/green/yello w one s 

together .  Onl y th e trainin g phas e wa s varie d betwee n 
conditions .  Fo r  th e first  conditio n th e "reference "  se t  wa s 
identica l  toy s tha t  varie d onl y b y color .  Fo r  th e secon d 
conditio n th e "reference "  se t  wa s o f  differen t  kin d an d size , 
i n additio n t o color .  Finally ,  fo r  th e post-tes t  ne w toy s wer e 
shown t o th e child ,  on e se t  a t  a  time ,  an d the y wer e aske d t o 
poin t  t o the m b y color . 

The Result s sho w tha t  childre n wh o learne d t o associat e a 
colo r  ter m wit h a  member  o f  th e referenc e se t  showe d bette r 
transfe r  i n th e post-test .  I n addition ,  th e difference s betwee n 
th e tw o condition s demonstrat e tha t  children' s attentio n wa s 
affecte d b y th e similarit y o f  th e referenc e set .  Thi s researc h 
provide s ne w insight s int o children' s difficultie s wit h colo r 
word s an d th e processe s tha t  underli e learnin g i n general . 
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