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An Interface between Language and Cognition:
Evidence from the Acquisition of Classifiers in Thai*

Pintip Tuaycharoen.

Abstract

Six strategies for the acquisition of classifiers are proposed here with regard to
spontaneous use of classifiers by two Thai subjects. They are: the early attempt strategy (2—2 2
years), the ‘noun’ identification strategy (2 — 2 % years) , the identical noun deletion (2 ¥: - 3 years),
the over-extension strategy (3 — 4 Y years), the trial and error strategy (4 % - 5 years) and the
dodging strategy (4 % - 5 years). All these strategies reflect an interface between language and
cognition.
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Introduction

Evidence from the writer's previous work on “Interactional Process and Adult Language
Addressed to a Thai child” (Tuaycharoen, 1995) gives an indication how a Thai child, through
interaction, learns new words, widens the conversational frames and increases complexity in his
language use. In this paper, the writer aims to give another longitudinal account of the
acquisition of classifiers in Thai in order to show that cognition is also an essential factor in
language processing. ’

The data for this study consist of two sets from spontaneous speech of a brother and a sister of
the same family. The first set of data comes from tape-recordings of the boy subject, from the age of 3

months to the age of 24 months; additional diary-observations from the age of 2 Ya years to 4 years were
also taken into consideration. The second set of data comes from diary observations of the speech of the
girl subject; the first subject’s younger sister, in various situations from the age of 3 to the age of 5 years.
Observations from the two sets of data support each other, and as the two subjects are brother and sister

whose family surroundings are the same, it is believed that the data are valid for an analysis when sex-
differences are not taken into account,

The Acquisition of Classifiers

Classifiers are acquired late, i.e. after most of the phonological and some of the semantic and
syntactic features have been acquired. However, it appears that t\hcre is a ‘blank’ attempt to use a
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classifier at the age of 24 months. By the age of 5 years, the classifiers are not yet fully acquired. The
way classifiers are acquired is now described,

Six strategies for the acqms:tlon of classifiers are proposed here with regard to the spontaneous
use of classifiers by the two subjects.

1. The Early Attempt Strategy (2-- 2 % years). In interaction with the adults, every time a
number was given, the first subject showed some hesitation, which appeared in pitch and vowel
prolongation. The hesitation was followed either by another piece of utterance or by silence. A detailed
account of this stage is to be given below.

At the age of 24 menths, all the five tones are in use, but the use of the fallmg and the high
tones is sporadic, and they are sometimes replaced by any one of the other three tones, i.e. Low, Mid, and
Rising. As far as the segmental units are concerned, all of the vowels and ‘most of the consonantal units
have been acquired. However, the velar plosive, velar nasal, alveolar fricative, alveolar flap as well as
the liquid - clusters, e.g. /pl-/,/phl-/, /pr-/, /phr-f,/tx-/, K1/, /khl-/, /kr-/, fkhr-/, are not yet fully developed.
The first orientation with numbers, which are significant for the use of classifiers, took place when the
child was 22 months old. At this stage the first child was taught how to count from one to five; this was
done by manipulatinig the child’s fingers for each number, i.e., /nuin/ ‘one’, /s3:1/ ‘two’, /sdun/ ‘three’,

Jsiiz/ “four’, /hd:/ ‘five’. The early response to these numbers was silence possibly because of inability to
understand the concept and because of limited production ability. It took about two months before the
child could produce /th3:/ for the model /s3:p/, ‘two®. Everytime a series of five numbers was recited, the
child responded to /s3:n/ only by saying /th3:/ and was silent for the rest. It may be said that during this

period the child’s repertoire consists of one form of numeral, /th3:/, and it is used frequently regardless of
appropriateness.

The evidence that.a Thai child at the age between 2 and 2 % years uses a number or a series .
of newly acquired numbers in interaction only to complete the discourse process even though it is
semantically inappropriate is further supported by another set of data collected by a group of
undergraduate students who were attending the Language Acquisition course at Thammasat University
during Oct.-March, 1984. The “stereotype expressions™ used as answers are given in Examples 1 and 2.

Example 1 : Stercotype Expressions 1

Situation; A girl, Um, aged 2 % years, was talking to an adult about a visit to a Magic
Land. (The classifiers are underlined.)

Adult: /pai thdy mot ki: khon/
‘How many people visited (the Magic Land)?”. !
Um: /nug tedy kit tei: khon/
‘one two ? four (classifiers)’.
Adult: (laugh) /kiz khon n4 dan day/
‘How many people? Loudly please.” -
Um: /mﬁg te3:p tei/

‘one two four’ (the numbers are incorrect)

The interaction went on until-—-

Adult: /pai PATA Gm teh3:p kin arai/
‘What did Um have at the PATA department store?’
Um: /dan kin/
‘Dunkin’
Adult: /dan kin arai/
‘Dunkin what?*
Unm: /dan Kip dot nat/

‘Dunkin Donut’
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Adult: /I nam arai/
‘And what kind of drink (did you) have?’
Um: /ndm khuat/
‘bottled drink’ (e.g. Pepsi, Coca Cola)
Adult /ném khuat dusi Ki: bazt /
‘Oha drink as well. How many bahts did it cost?’
Um: /nuy te3n tel: tei /

‘one two’ four four'
(Collected by Prae Popermhem, Yawarate Siripreedapak, Pontip Piyarat,
and Petchalada Suwanpong)

In this example, the child used a series of one-two-four (four) in the responses when numbers
were required. It is clearly seen that she acquired the numbers as a set or chunk, and used them
consistently where numbers were needed regardless of the meaning.

From the data of the present study, it was found that whenever a number was required in an
interaction with an adult the one form, /th3:/, was used. In some situations the meaning is appropriate; in
others it is not. Together with the number, the early recognition of the presence of a classifier is seen
from silence or hesitation as shown is Example 2.

Example 2: Stereotype Exbressions 2

2.1)  The subject Pui aged 24 months. (The classifier.in the adult’s speech is

underlined.)
Adult: /nai sa ba:n lug wighai miz pla: kit tua luk/
' ‘How many fish (did Baby see) in Uncle Wichai’s pond?’
Pui: /th3y/ (silence)---tghai tehai/ ‘
‘two  Wichai’, (the number is correct.)
Adult: /som lo l:k/
‘Two, really Baby?’
Puis’ Silence - (The correct response from the child would be /th3: tuaf)
22)  Adult /muts tehdu ni: lak hén nék ki: tua/
‘How many birds did Baby see this morning?’
Pui: /thd : ;o 2/ (hesitation then silence) -
- (The answer “Two’ is not correct : there was only one
bird.)
23)  Adult: Muik ki: duton [ hutk/
' ‘How old (how many months) is Baby now?’
Pui: /th3::::: /- (The answer is not correct; he was then 24 months.)
‘Two’

It is possible to say that in interaction with an adult, the child is often exposed to classifiers
in the adult’s utterances, especially when the classifier is accompanied by the word /ki:/ ‘how many’. It
seems that the child is aware of the presence of a classifier in adult speech, but does not try to produce it
as he has not yet sorted out which classifier to use with which noun, and may even not yet have

understood the concept of classifier. However, an awareness of the classifier is shown in the child’s use
of hesitation and pause.

. _II. _ Tl?'e Noun Identification Strategy (2 — 2 % years). From the age of 2 to 2 % years, the
child’s indication of the presence of a classifier appears in the use of the repetitive noun form but this

3
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was overextended . The child used a noun followed by a number and added the same noun to indicate

the unit classifiers. It is, perhaps, reasonable to say that the child perceives the representation of a noun _,

and its referential clue; and since there are many different forms of classifiers in the adult speech, it is
impossible for the child, at this stage, to use the appropriate form. Thus the strategy of applying noun
identification is attempted in place of a classifier. Examples are from the data of Pui, who at this time
was able to recite some nursery rhymes, and used the numbers from 1 to 10; the noun and the noun
identification used in place of a classifier, illustrated in Example 3, are underlined.

Example 3 : Noun Identification

3.1  Puk /phuian mi: pdw/ 2 / pfu / (/piu/ is the child’s reduced form of
fkrapau/ *pocket’.)
‘Friend has 2 pockets.” (the child meant the side pockets of trousers;
the adult classifier is /kham/ ).

3.2) Pui was describing the food he had for lunch; the first two words in his
ufterance are not correct, He had two pieces of chicken only,
Pui: /phik kag kai 2 kai/
‘chili, shrimp, chicken 2 chicken.’
(The adult classifier for chicken is /[’l.‘laf ‘whole’, and ft¢hin/ ‘piece’.)

33) Pui; Mmék 3 ndk/
‘bird 3 bird.’
{The adult classifier is /tus/.)

34) Pui: /kew 1 kew/
‘glass 1 glass.’ (The adult classifier is/bai/.)

However, some of the repetitive classifiers which appeared in the. child’s utterances were in
the conventional form of Noun + Numeral + Noun, e.g, /niu 5 niu/ “finger 5 finger’, /ta: 2 tay/ ‘eye 2 eye’,
It was worth pointing out that adult members of the family, when interacting with the child,
never corrected his usage. Instead, they repeated his utterances but with the appropriate classifiers, and
sometimes with emphasis on the classifiers. This must have helped the child to gradually identify the
relevant classifiers from the adult utterances, and he eventually tried to match his forms with the adults’.

However, before the matching was complete, the child went through another strategy, the deletion
strategy. .

III. The Identical Noun Deletion Strategy (2 % - 3 years). From the age of 2 % to 3 years,
Noun repetition was observed to gradually come into use, and as pointed out eariier,
some uses were conventionally appropriate. However, during this period the child
became more advanced linguistically, He appeared to be able to register the differences
between the classifiers and the preceding nouns used in the adult speech, and made
attempts to match his production with the adults’. In addition, the child acquired the
neutral classifier, /2an/, and used it in tesponse to the phrase /thau raif *how much’ or
‘how many’, as shown in Example 4. '

Example 4: Neutral Classifier /2an/

4.1y  Adult: /pii mi: tehéig thau rai / *How many elephants does Pui have?”
Pui: 2 flan/ (The adult classifier for ‘elephant’ is ftua/.)



sl o 4. -
Mmeuazmwmad Un 20 aduil 1 nTagay - SUNAY 2544

4.2) Adult: /nai tgam mi: khandm thau rai/
i ‘How many candies are there on the plate?
Pui: 4 {?an/ (/1an/ is appropriate here.)

The Identical Noun Deletion Strategy was used when the child was uncertain about the
correctness of the classifier he used during interaction, or when the adults smiled or repeated the
question. Examples are from the data of Pui; the identical nouns and the numbers as well as the adult’s
classifier are underlined, as shown in Example 5.

Example 5: Identical Noun Deletion

5.1)  Pui: /phi: wim mi: ma 2 mat/
‘Cousin Waan has 2 dogs.’
Adult: (smile) /arai nd fuk/
‘What, Baby?’
Pui: /ma: shin -/
‘ dog 2;
52)  Adult: /bon ton mai mi: nok ki: tua luzk/ '
‘How many birds were there on the tree?’
Pui; /siim nék/ (The first noun is left out as it has already been used
‘3 blrd’ in the adult’s speech.)
Adult: /thau rai luk/
‘How many, Baby?’
Pui: /mdk saim ---/ (The second noun is deleted.)
“bird 3’

The deletion strategy is practised at this stage when the child appears to realize that the form
of the classifier is different from the noun form. This is prior to the period when different forms of
classifiers become widely used by the subjects.

IV. The Over-extension Strategy (3 — 4 ¥ years). In this stage classifying forms are used
extensively. Some are conventionally appropriate; others are over-extended. The term ‘Over-extension’
is used to describe the classifiers produced by the subjects of this study since the conditions of
application are along the same lines as Eve Clark’s report on the acquisition of meaning (Clark, 1975).

From this stage onwards, both sets of data are taken into corsideration. Most of the
classifiers which are recognized as correct forms at this stage are related to the children themselves and
their environment, e.g., body parts, objects used in the home situation, and in school. Examples are given

in Table I. Here only the classifiers are n'anscnbed the conventional forms are given in brackets where
they differ from the child’s forms.
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Table I Child’s Forms of Classifier

8

. Baby oil 1 /khuat/

9.

medicine 1 /I%t/
(in tube)

10. pen 2 /theiy/

]

1. paint-brush 1 /they/

12. pencil 4 /thew/

13. electric-lead 1 /sen/

14, blanket 1 /phufin/

15. orange 2 /luk/

{whole)

16. orange 1 /Kisp/(klizp)

(piece)

The classifiers which are over-extended appear to be either perceptual-based or functional-
based, but the numbers of items found with the perceptual-based criterion are greater than the functional-
based. The over-extension sirategy was of two kinds : a) Generic to specific, and b) Major classification

to its components.

a) Generic to specific. The children used classifiers with reference to the general form
when specifying its parts or objects with perceptual or functional similarity. Some examples are given

below in Example 6.

QBJECT MACHINE BODY FEATURE
1. book 1 /lem/ 1. radio 1 /khuiay/ l.nose 1 /tgamuk/
(khrutan)
2. tale 1 /kapdy/ 2. electric fan 1 /khutey/ 2. ear 2 /hiy/
(krap3p) .
3. glass 2 /bai/ 3. tape-recorder 1/khutan/ ! 3. tooth 4 /si/
4. dish 1[ /bai/ 4. TV 1 /Xkhumon/ 4. hand 2 /muxy
/bat nug/
5. banana 2 {/bfli/ 5. lego 1 ] fjawn/ 5, finger 5 /niu/
fluk/ flam/
{An aeroplane made from
a lego set)
6. medicine 2 /khuat/ 6. tongue 1 /lin/
(in bottle)
7. lotion 1 /khuat/

Example 6 Overextension Strategy a)
(The classifiers are underlined.)

6.1) Pui: (aged 3 % years)/mua teh4u nil: kep malf 2 ton pai fack khu: (khruz)/

‘this morning I pick jasmine 2 tree for teacher’ (literal translation);
( fton/ is the classifier for trees and plants; the classifier for

flowers is /dok/.)




mwuazmwmand UA 20 atfufl 1 nangian - Sunay 2544

62) Pui | /nik: jazk dai kradait 2 lem/
‘T would like paper 2 book’
(/lem/ is the classifier for “book™; the classifier for “paper” should be
/phem/ “piece™.)

6.3)  Pum, aged 4 % years (having dinner with her aunt)

Pum: Jau kai ma tup nuy (taking one piece of chicken)
‘get chicken 1’ (literal translation)
Adult: frau mi: kai khe; nii/
‘How many (pieces of) chicken are we having?’
Pum: frau mi: ka: khe: 2 tuo/

‘we have chicken only 2 chicken’ (literal translation)

/au tua ni: kom/

‘get this first’

(/tus/ is the classifier for a whole chicken, but ehin/ is for

pieces of chicken. In this example the child used /tua/ in place of
/tghin/ throughout.)

The other examples that follow are taken from Pum’s data in a ‘How many’ game where the
adult deliberately avoided using leading classifiers in her question.

Table II Over-extension Strategy a)
(The classifiers are transcribed; the appropriate adult classifiers are in brackets.)

NOUN NUMERAL | CLASSIFIER REFERENT REFERENT
OBJECT CLASSIFIER
(The first referent the
child used with the !
: particular classifier)
1. tooth-brush 1 /the:y/ (Pan/) pencil fthewn/
2. ha_ir-cx:eam 1 {kap3n/ plastic or aluminjum fkrapdy/
E:l:n? iiji?]i :'l)ke (/krapiik/) container
3. powder-compact 1 fkap3n/ same as 2
(falap/) :
4. toilet(-{palper. I /kap3y/ plastic container ’kap3n/
in round plastic p
Eontainf:r)p (mudn))
5. balm 1 fkhuat/ glass container Jkhnat/
. (/krapuky)
6. orange-rind 1 /haif (ftein/) orange (whole) foai/, ks
7. ash-tray 1 /thuai/ (/2an/) ~_cup, bowl /bail, fthiai/
8. key(1 key) , 1 /phuar/ bunch of keys /phuay/
(f2an, dak/) )
9. scotch-tape 1 K/ round rubber eraser, | /an/, Ko/
' (/?an, musn/) stone
10. vase(with 2 fdol/ (fbaif) flowers fdark/
flowers in)
11. toe 10 /thany/ (/niw) foot fthaw/, /khany/
12. pillow-case - 1 fphuitn/ sheet, blanket fphuian/
(/pidk, /bai)

i
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In the case of the lexical item number 3, viz, ‘powder-compact’, the child seems to have used
the functional criterion. For Pum, the second subject, the first referential experience was the use of talc
in a bottle-like aluminium container, and the classifier /krap3y/ or /kap3n/ had been heard and used by the
child for a long time. So the appropriate form of classifier for talc, i.c., /kap3n/, was used. When shown
a powder compact, she probably knew that the function of the powder was the same as that of the talc,
Le. to use on the face. Regardless of the different shapes of the containers, the same form of classifier
was produced.

Example number 6, orange-rind, illustrates over-extension based on the generic form, i.e.
orange (whole). In fact the child was capable of using the classifiers for a whole orange, i.e., /luk/, and
for pieces of orange, i.e., /kiip/ for /kilip/, (see Table I Nos. 15 and 16). The classifier for orange-rind,
/tehin/, is unfamiliar to the child. Of the two classifiers for ‘orange’ which she had in her repertoire, i.e.

/luk/ and /Kitp/, she selected /l:k/ which indicates the over-extension of the generic form to refer to the
specific part.

Itern number 10, ‘vase’, also illustrates the over-extension of the whole setting rather than its
elements. It is very common for the child to see a vase with flowers in, and the first attraction is
probably the flowers. Therefore when a vase with flowers was shown, the child unhesitatingly used the

flower classifier /da:k/. In fact, she could have used the neutral classifier /2an/ for the vase since the .
classifier /2an/ was used sporadically by her in reply when some objects were shown to her. In this case:

the application of the classifier depends on the perception of the whole unit and on the most salient
signal,

b) Major classification to its component, The classifiers used under this category are
mainly for things related to machines or things with sound and/or electrical power. At this stage, the
children are able to use some classifiers for machines properly (cf. list in Table I); however, the
classifiers of some other objects with machine components appear to be over-extended. Examples are
given in Table IIL

Table III Over-extension Strategy b)
Data from -Pum-:

NOUN NUMERAL | CHILD CLASSIFIER ADULT
CLASSIFIER
1. Volkswagen car 1 /khuran/ /khan/
2. motor cycle 1 /khufaljl /khan/
3. bicycle 1 /khutan/ /khan/
4. refrigerator 1 /khuter/ oy
5. alarm clock 1 /khuton/ . fruzan/
6. ironing-board 1 /khwian/ (for khruian) Ran/

Examples 1 to 3 in the Table indicate over-extension under the functional-similarity criterion
as mobile vehicle on wheels, It’s interesting to note that the adult has the same classifier for car, motor-
bike, and bicycle, ie. /khan/. However, examples 2 and 3 also share several aspects of perceptual
similarity.

Example 6 in the same Table shows that the child associates the ironing-board with its.

component, i.e. an jron; thus the classifier /khrutan/ was used instead of /?an/

V. The Trial and Error Strategy (4 %2 - 5 years). During the age of 4 %4 to 5 years when the
children are using some classifiers, and have a degree of over-extension, they also make use of a Trial
and Error Strategy for some classifiers that they are not sure of. Such a strategy involves the other
strategies 'used earlier, i.e., Noun Identification, Deletion, and Over-extension. The shift from one
strategy to another is also seen, as in Table IV below.

8
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NOUN NUMERAL | CHILD ADULT SELF STRATEGY
FORM FORM CORRECTION
hay ‘eye’ 2 Muk/ | /khai, tay/ Jtaf Over-ext./
Noun Iden.

/khiu/ ‘eyebrow’ 2 fkhiu/ fkham/ fkhain/ Noun Iden.
/théi/ “foot’ 2 o /khain/ - Deletion

fthi jép kradat/ 1 o fan/ - Deletion

‘stapler’

/niu théw/ ‘toe’ 10 fthdn/ fni/ - Over-ext.
/tikkataimiy/ I Jmiy ftua/ ftua/ Noun Tden.
‘teddy bear’

Jrom/ 1 Jrom/ fkhan/ Nlem/ Noun Iden./
‘umbrella’ Over ext.
{krapdu wii/ 1 g {bai/ Jweasif Delet./
‘cane case’ Noun Iden.
/6% “table’ 1 @ ftua/ s Delet./
Noun Iden.
fplusak som/ 1 /som/ Ntghin/ fplurak/ Over ext./
‘orangﬂ?d’ Noun Iflen.
/kain kein/ ! o ftua/ - Deletion
‘trousers’

Most of the classifiers of the items mentioned above are not commonly used in the child’s
environment; therefore she resorted to the Trial and Error Strategy.

VI. The Dodging Strategy (4 % - 5 years). In addition, there is another strategy which was
found in the data of the second subject only. That is, whenever she was asked about something in pairs,

she did use the classifier for ‘pair’, i.e. /khu/, but.when only one of the pair was shown, she used, what
will be called a dodging strategy, and the result is acceptable if not common, as shown in Example 7.

Example 7 Dodging Strategy

ANSWER

/khuty (khrutn) 2an/ ‘half of it’ N
/khuy noay/ “half

-1 hair- pin was shown
-1 shoe was shown

Conclusion

To summarize the strategies in the acquisition of classifiers by the children in this study, it is
proposed that the children first become aware of the existence of classifiers, but are unable to arrive at
the system and therefore cannot produce the relevant forms; later they perceive the pattern with noun
repetition, so use this identical noun.form classifier, The first general use is of the repetitive which is
obviously the easiest because it is a repetition of the noun; then the addition of /2an/, which is the most
neutral, i.e., can be used as an alternative to some of the specific classifiers; then others followed. That is
to say when the linguistic repertoire is more developed, the children over-extend the use of classifiers by
using a generic form for a specific part or item, as well as using the major classification for its -
component. For unfamiliar objects, the children use the trial and error process. With growing confidence
in the use of classifiers, the children shift from one strategy to another when they are unsure of the adult
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form. The change of classifier is, however, restricted to the strategies the children were using in the
earlier stages. '

It is believed that the above-mentioned strategies are used until the children reach elementary
school level, Take Pui, the first subject, as an example. When he was 10 and was in the 6" grade of the
elementary school level, he sometimes shifted from one classifier to another. However, over-extension
was never found in Pui’s speech at that time.

The writer believes that interaction, cognition and language ability, apart from the brain
functions, are three basic factors in the course of langnage development. Cognition strengthens
awareness of what to be acquired. The interface between language and cognition from the empirical
evidence presented above illustrates basic cognitive processes, namely identification, salient, and
holistic perception. The data from this study provide evidence how Thai children employ a variety of
strategies in order to achieve effectiveness in language processing. Above all, the last strategy, the
dodging by paraphrasing, indicates the influence of cognition in retrieving meaning, the internal code.
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