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When you notice infants in profound meditation, 

The reason, I tell you, is always the same: 

Their minds are engaged in a riipt contemplation 
Of the thought, of the thought, of a thing and its name ... 

- adapted from The Naming of Cats, T.S. Eliot (1939)

Eliot's notion that "The naming of cats is a difficult matter" ( 1939, p. 2), 

suggests the developmental corollary that, for infants, the naming of categories 

is a difficult matter. This paper describes our recent and ongoing endeavors to 

understand the early relation between language and conceptual organization. The 

series of studies described here was motivated by the discovery that novel words 

facilitate categorization in 12-month-old infants (Waxman and Markow, 1995). 

Such findings imply that the relation between words and object categories may 

be manifest in prelinguistic infants. Our goal was to extend these studies to a 

younger age and ascertain whether novel words could assist 9-month-old infants 

as they encounter the challenge of mapping words to meanings. 
The age of nine months seems an ideal time to investigate linkages between 

words and categories, because infants at about this age discriminate familiar from 

unfamiliar words in speech segments (Jusczyk & Aslin, 1995; Newsome & 
Jusczyk, 1994) and may demonstrate comprehension of some initial word-to

meaning connections. Moreover, by nine months, infants demonstrate the 

ability to categorize objects that are perceptually similar (e.g., Colombo, 

McCollam, Coldren, Mitchell, & Rash, 1990; Kemler Nelson, 1984; Roberts & 

Horowitz, 1986; Younger & Cohen, 1986). 

Recently, we conducted a series of studies addressing the question, "Do 

words facilitate object categorization in 9-month-old infants?" (Balaban & 

Waxman, in press). We begin here by presenting analyses that consolidate the 

data from three studies and reveal an affirmative answer to this question: Words 

can facilitate object categorization at nine months. We consider converging 

evidence from recent studies that extend these findings (a) to content-filtered 

words, (b) to nonsense words and (c) to novel words presented in speech 

segments. We discuss factors that might contribute to the facilitative influence 

of words on infants' object categorization. 

Demonstration that words enhance infants' attention to object categories is 

necessary, but not sufficient, to support a language-based enhancement of 
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