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We are the Language Acquisition and Sound Recognition 
Lab, or LASR. Our home base is UC San Diego, where 
Professor Sarah Creel, Principal Investigator to this research, 
is a faculty member of the Cognitive Science Department. 
Along with our lab manager, Liz Groves, graduate students 
Conor Frye, Carson Miller, and Reina Mizrahi, and an 
excellent crew of undergraduates from UCSD, we are 
investigating several aspects of children’s development of 
language and recognition of various sounds. We recruit 
preschool-aged children from the local San Diego community 
to participate in our computer tasks. We appreciate the great 
help from our preschool directors and are always grateful for 
the teachers’ hospitality. All of the tasks, or games, that we 
play with children are fun and short (about 15 minutes), and 
award a little prize as a thank you for participating. We’d like 
to give a warm thank you to all the directors, teachers, 
parents, and children for helping us with our research, and 
hope to keep making great discoveries in this field! 

W I N T E R  2 0 1 6  

Preschoolers Say the 
Darndest Things 

• “My lips are expensive” 
 

Child: “Kitties!” 
 

• Experimenter: “I like your 
ponytails” 
Child: “Yes, they’re very 
cute.” 
 

• [About a music study] “I’m 
really good at this game 
because I eat a lot” 
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Do children encode information 
about talkers while simultaneously 

learning new words? 

WINTER 2016 

As children learn language, they gradually 
develop the ability to process multiple pieces of 
information about what is being said such as grammar 
and syntax. When hearing a spoken word, talker 
information, such as age, gender, and identity is 
communicated in addition to the word itself. Do 
children use talker identity to help them learn words? In 
this study, we wanted to know if children use this 
information when learning new words that sound very 
similar (geeb, geege) and if they are able to correct their 
assumptions when more information becomes available 
to them. We used eye-tracking equipment to see when 
children learned these new words and what information 
they were connecting to each of the new words. 

In each experiment, preschoolers played a 
computer game involving two characters, Anna and 
Conor. Each character had a favorite object, and both 
words sounded similar (geeb, geege). They were then 
asked by the talkers for their favorite object (“I want to 
see the geege”) or for the object of the other talker 
(“Conor wants to see the geege”). Children recognized 
words more quickly if the two similar sounding words 
were spoken by talkers with different identities (male 
and female). We also found that children will look to 
the talker’s favorite object when hearing the talker’s 
voice and before knowing what they should be looking 
for. So if Anna said, “Find the geege for Conor” 
children would first look to Anna’s favorite object (the 
geeb). But once they heard Conor’s name, they would 
look toward the geege. These experiments show that 
children learn not only word meanings, but also voice 
and talker identity when learning new words. 
 
Creel, S.C. (2014). Preschooler’s Flexible Use of Talker 
Information during Word Learning. Journal of Memory 
and Language, 73, 81-98. 

Summary of Recent Publications 

Thank you to our collaborators  
this past season! 

Montessori Discovery School ◊ City Tree Christian School ◊ 
Emmaus Today Christian Preschool ◊ Little Blessings Christian 
Preschool ◊ Leucadia Children’s School ◊ Playhouse Preschool 
◊ North Park Community Preschool ◊ Montessori Children’s 
School ◊ Kids Care Club ◊ Mission Nazarene Preschool ◊ My 
Friends and I Preschool ◊ Normal Heights United Methodist 
Children’s Center ◊ Lifetime Montessori School ◊ St. Michael 
Academy ◊ East County Christian Preschool ◊ St. Peter’s by the 
Sea Preschool ◊ Montessori Children’s House ◊ St. Mark’s 
Nursery School ◊ FasTracKids ◊ Rise N Shine Preschool ◊ 
Sacred Heart Academy Preschool ◊ Del Mar Hills Nursery 
School ◊ LePort School Solana Beach ◊ Bonita Learning 
Academy ◊ Gethsemane Christian Preschool ◊ Toddler Town 
Preschool ◊ Chase Ranch Montessori School ◊ Manchester 
Family Child Development Center ◊ Northminster Preschool 

There are two main properties of sound that 
children and adults process: pitch contour and timbre. 
Pitch contour refers to the “shape” of a melody (how 
low or high it goes), while timbre is the difference 
between a flute, a trumpet, and a voice producing the 
same note, for example. In speech, timbre provides 
important information about talker identity, such as 
gender of the speaker, but melody is the relevant 
property in music. Which of these do children use more 
when processing music? In this study, we used eye-
tracking equipment and discrimination tasks to see if 
children could make associations between sounds and 
cartoon characters, or tell the difference between them. 

Each experiment had two parts. In the first part, 
preschoolers would first be asked if two sounds were 
the same or different. The sounds that differed would 
vary in either pitch contour (melody) or in timbre 
(instrument playing). For this part, children showed 
above-chance performance for both, but higher 
performance with timbre discrimination. In the second 
part, children were trained to associate sounds with a 
cartoon character, as its “favorite song.” The results 
showed that kids did not form the association of 
character with pitch contour, however, although they 
succeeded with timbre. 

These results show that kids can discriminate 
and make associations with timbre better than with 
pitch contour, possibly because of language experience, 
or maybe because melody is harder to encode. 

 
Creel, S. C. (2015). Ups and Downs in Auditory 
Development: Preschoolers’ Sensitivity to Pitch Contour 
and Timbre. Cognitive Science.  

Do children pay attention to pitch 
contour and timbre as relevant 

properties of music? 


