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1. Introduction  
 

Upon hearing a new word, listeners are faced with an inherently complex 
task of deciding the referent of the word. One useful cue to the meaning of a 
new noun is the classifier preceding the noun. Although classifiers are not 
generally a feature of English or other European languages, classifier-like 
constructions are used with certain nouns in English. Thus, X in “a sheet of X” 
should refer to a broad, flat piece of object, while Y in “a chunk of Y” most 
probably refers to a thick, solid object.  

Classifiers can be exceptionally important for word learning in languages 
like Chinese where classifiers are obligatory when the number of entities needs 
to be specified. For example, the phrase “three people” should be expressed as 
“three classifier people” in Chinese. Mandarin has a generic classifier (ge), 
which is the most common classifier, and multiple specific classifiers indicating
the shape (tiao2: long and slender objects; zhang1: flat objects), function (liang4:
ground vehicle; sou1: water vehicle), or other physical properties of the object.  

The acquisition of Mandarin classifiers is a protracted process. Research has 
shown that 2-year-old Mandarin learners did not have a reliable understanding 
of classifiers, while the comprehension of classifiers developed rapidly between 
3 and 5 years of age (Chien, Lust, & Chiang 2003; Li, Huang, & Hsiao 2010). In 
addition, children were able to demonstrate adult-like knowledge of classifiers 
around 6 years of age. However, their ability to appropriately produce classifier 
still continues developing well beyond 6 years of age (Chien et al., 2003; Li et 
al., 2010). 

 
2. Present study 
 

This study aims to 1) determine if 3- to 5-year-old Chinese learners can use 
classifiers to determine the referents of new words, and to 2) document the 
development of classifiers.  
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2.1. Participants 
 
The participants were 3-, 4-, and 5-year-old monolingual Chinese learners 

(n = 24/age-group) at the Hubei University of Technology Daycare and 
Kindergarten.  
 
2.2. Apparatus and stimuli 
 

This study used the Intermodal Preferential Looking Paradigm (IPLP – 
Golinkoff, Ma, Song, Hirsh-Pasek, 2013). Children sat on a blindfold female 
research assistant’s lap facing a 40 in LED TV monitor at a distance of 1 meter 
from the center of the screen. The visual stimuli were showed as left and right 
split-screen displays at children’s eye level; the auditory stimuli were presented 
through the TV monitor. A hidden camera recorded children’s visual fixation to 
the display for offline coding.  

We used 16 classifiers referring to shape, vehicle function, human-animal 
distinction, and arrangement, respectively (Table 1).  

Table 1. The classifier used in this study  
 

Shape  pair 1 gen1: thin, slender, pole, stick objects 
 
 
pair 2 

zhang1: flat objects 
 
li4: small, grain-like objects 
tiao2: long, narrow objects 

Vehicle 
function  

pair 1 liang4: wheeled land vehicles (e.g., car) 
 
 
pair 2 

sou1: water vehicles (e.g., ship) 
 
jia4: winged flying vehicles (e.g., plane) 
lie4: long, arrayed vehicles (e.g. train) 

Arrangement pair 1 qun2: group, herd 
 
 
pair 2 

pai2: long, arrayed vehicles (e.g. train) 
 
shuang1: pair  
zhi1: a single one 

Human-animal 
distinction 

pair 1 wei4: polite classifier for people 
zhi1: an animal 
 

pair 2 ming2: classifier for people 
tou2: "head", classifier for domesticated animals 

 
Images of novel objects (animals) and unfamiliar humans were used. A 

female native speaker of Beijing Mandarin produced the speech stimuli. To 
maintain children’s interest in the task, she produced the speech in a child-
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directed manner (Cooper & Aslin, 1990; Fernald, 1985; Ma, Golinkoff, Houston, 
& Hirsh-Pasek, 2011; Werker, Pegg, & McLeod, 1994).  

2.3. Procedure 
 
Using the IPLP, an experiment contained sixteen 6-s tests (one per 

classifier). On each trial, children saw two images side-by-side (e.g., two objects,
or two vehicles, or two arrangements, or an animal-human pair), for which they
do not have ready names. For the accompanying speech stimuli, the onset of the 
classifier divided a trial into two phases: a pre-target phase and a post-target 
phase (“Kan4 [look]! Zhe4 [This] shi4 [is] yi2 [one] classifier shenme [an 
existential indefinite like something]). A significant increase in looking time to 
the target image across phases indicates that the participant has found the target 
image. As the existential indefinite shenme is uninformative of the target, 
children must rely on their knowledge of classifiers to find the target image in 
this task (Table 2).  

 
Table 2. An example of trials for the visual and speech stimuli 

 Left side Right side Speech stimuli 
Shape  Kan4 [Look]! Zhe4 

[this] shi4 [is] yi2 
[one] gen1 
[classifier] shenme 
[something] 

 

 
 
Human-
animal 
distinction 

  

Kan4 [Look]! Zhe4 
[this] shi4 [is] yi 
[one] wei4 
[classifier] shenme 
[something] 

 
2.4. Coding and data analysis 
 

Using SuperCoder, participants’ eye movements were coded frame-by-
frame to the thirtieth of a second. Mean increases in looking time at the target 
image across phases were calculated for each type of classifiers.  

 
3. Results and discussion 
 

Results showed that the 3-year-olds reliably used the shape (p= .005) and 
human-animal distinction classifiers (p =.002) to find the target images. 
However, their looking time at the target image did not increase across phases 
on trials of vehicle function classifiers or arrangement classifiers, suggesting 
that they did not have a robust understanding of these classifiers. The same 
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pattern of results was found in the 4-year-olds. The ability of using vehicle 
function classifiers was observed only in the 5-year-olds (p=.012). However, 

 

even for the 5-year-olds, the increase in looking time at the target image across 
phases was only marginally significant on the arrangement classifier trials (p 
= .028; an adjusted significance cutoff level of .0125 was used throughout this 
study).  

Thus, Chinese children can determine the referents of new words solely 
depending on classifiers as early as age 3. Classifiers therefore can be an 
important support for child word learning. Furthermore, the development of 
classifiers continues even beyond age 5 in a classifier language.  
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