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The role of communicative signals in segmenting actions
INTRODUCTION
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METHODS
We adapted the methodology by Carpenter et al. (2005) and
Southgate et al. (2009) in which an experimenter shows how an
animal is hopping or sliding into a house. In our study, children
were addressed either after the hopping/sliding action or after the
animal was put into the house. We hypothesised that 18mo would
be more likely to imitate the manner if they had been addressed
between the two actions. Preregistration on aspredicted, #5771.
We tested two groups of 20 18m-olds in
a between-subjects design.
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Manner imitation

Communicative signals, such as direct gaze and child-directedspeech are important sources for children to learn from. In the
current study we are particularly interested in whether
communicative signals can help 18-month-old children to
segment actions and whether the position of communicative
signals predicts which parts of an action children imitate.
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β = 1.55, SE = 0.65, p = 0.017
Unmarked: 12% (95% CI: 5−27%)
Marked:
40% (95% CI: 24−57%)

β = −0.36, SE = 0.56, p = 0.52
50% (95% CI: 33−67%)
42% (95% CI: 27−59%)

Imitation of outcome was at ceiling, with 99.9%.

Boing

Boing

Our hypothesis was only confirmed for the
sliding action, but not the hopping action.
It is likely that hopping is a salient action on
its own, and receives high imitation either
because it provides segmentation
information on its own, is more repetitive,
easier to be identified as intentional or is
simply more fun.
However, sliding is less salient on its own.
Children may perceive sliding as purely
instrumental, unless it is marked as a
separate action by the model.

Hopping

Outcome

“Hey, I’m going to
show you what the
squirrel does! Wow!”

OPEN QUESTIONS
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Hopping action

• How does it generalise to
other actions?
• Are social signals better than
non-social cues or a plain
pause?

Condition 2
(Unmarked): “Wow!”
After putting animal into
house

Condition 1
(Marked): “Wow!”
After hopping/sliding action and
before putting animal into
house
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Lorem Ipsum si dolor net

“Did you see that?
The animal went into the
house!”

Swoooooooosh
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