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Word learning requires forming appropriately specific representations of  
how words sound
• Accepting words that sound different (e.g. new talker, new affect)
• Rejecting words when they change too much (e.g. new phonemes)

At 8 months of  age1 (see Bulgarelli&Bergelson2022 figure panel)
• Infants trained with a single token of  a new word:

• Dishabituate to a new talker
• Dishabituate to a new word

• Infants trained with talker variability
• Do not dishabituate to a new talker
• Do not dishabituate to a new word

Talker variability may have increased task difficulty
• Processing talker variability may be more challenging 2,3

Social and referential cues can help older, 14-month-old infants in 
difficult word learning tasks 4.5

Does adding social and referential cues help infants process talker 
variability appropriately during word learning?

• 54 8-month-old infants
• One-word switch task6

• Three habituation conditions
• No-Talker-Variability – 1 token from 1 female talker
• Within-Talker-Variability – 12 tokens from 1 female talker
• Between-Talker-Variability – 10 tokens from 10 female talkers

Acknowledgements
This work was funded by NIH grant DP5-OD019812 awarded to Elika Bergelson and NIH-NICHD, F32 
HD101216 awarded to Federica Bulgarelli. We thank all of  the research assistants who aided with 
recruitment and data collection. 

Citations
1. Bulgarelli, F., & Bergelson, E. (2022). Talker variability shapes early word representations in English-learning 

8-month-olds. Infancy, 27(2), 341-368.
2. Mullennix, J. W., Pisoni, D. B., & Martin, C. S. (1989). Some effects of talker variability on spoken word recognition. The journal of the 

acoustical society of America, 85(1), 365-378.
3. Ryalls, B. O., & Pisoni, D. B. (1997). The effect of talker variability on word recognition in preschool children. Developmental 

psychology, 33(3), 441.
4. Fennell, C. T. (2012). Object familiarity enhances infants’ use of phonetic detail in novel words. Infancy, 17(3), 339-353.
5. Fais, L., Werker, J. F., Cass, B., Leibowich, J., Barbosa, A. V., & Vatikiotis-Bateson, E. (2012). Here's looking at you, baby: what gaze and 

movement reveal about minimal pair word-object association at 14 months. Laboratory Phonology, 3(1), 91-124.
6. Stager, C. L., & Werker, J. F. (1997). Infants listen for more phonetic detail in speech perception than in word-learning 

tasks. Nature, 388(6640), 381-382.

• Adding social + referential cues changed how infants processed 
talker variability

• Infants increase looking time to all types of  trials, but in a 
more gradient way

• Picture changes are considered more noteworthy than 
word and talker changes, which do not differ from each 
other

Social and referential cues
• Infants increase their looking time 

to all 3 trials, p <.001
• No-Talker-Variability

• No significant differences 
across trial types

• Talker-Variability
• Looking time on 

PictureSwitch > Talker and 
Word Switch

• TalkerSwitch != WordSwitch

• But pattern is still not ‘adult-like’
• Talker changes and word changes should not be 

considered the same
• Word learning in 8-month-olds is still fragile and sensitive to 

context and variability
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