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Development of the comprehension of complex phrases:
Using phrases composed of an adjective and a noun
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We 1nvestigated the developmental stages in the comprehension of phrases such as “black
shoes.” Ninio (2004) has suggested that initially, children can first comprehend only the noun,
“shoes.” They later reach the stage in which they can also comprehend the noun together with the
adjective “black.” Ninio (2004) presented four pictures (black shoes, white shoes, black socks, and

white socks) to Hebrew speaking children with the following instructions: “Please give me black
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shoes.” Ninio hypothesized that when performing this task, children would make more wrong
responses with the correct noun (e.g. white shoes) than wrong responses with the correct
adjective (e.g. black socks). The results of the experiment supported this hypothesis. However,
Ninio’s experiment was confounded because in Hebrew, the noun 1s the first word, as well as the
syntactic headword of a phrase. We eliminated this confounding factor by repeating Ninio’s
experiment in the Japanese language. Also in our experiment children made more wrong
responses with the correct noun than with the correct adjective. This result suggests that
children in the early stage of development comprehend the noun phrases only on the basis of the
noun. Future plans and problems of this research are discussed. Problems and research
strategies in investigating the developmental stages of noun comprehension are discussed.
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