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Abstract

The present study experimentally examined how
children carve up the visible spectrum by color terms,
using a word production task. In the experiment
Japanese-speaking three, four, and five-year-old
children and adults were asked to name the colors of
93 color patches. By using the large set of color
patches, we sought to observe the developmental
changes in boundaries between color terms at a fine
scale. The multivariate analysis revealed that the
naming pattern was very different between children
and adults. It was extremely difficult for
three-years-old children to delineate the boundaries
between neighboring colors (e.g., “midori” (green) and
“a0” (blue) and use the terms for the colors in the
same way as the adults do. The boundaries between
these color terms were gradually adjusted to those of
adult-like categories in older age groups. On the other
hand, even three-years-old children did not cross the
perceptually salient color boundaries, such as those
between warm and cold colors. The results suggest
that when children learn meanings of words, they start
out with carving up the semantic domain into broad
islands by relying on perceptual saliency. They then
continuously restructure the semantic domain by
adjusting the boundaries between the subdomains,
which leads to the refinement of the meanings of
individual words.
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