
 

 

S P R I N G  2 0 1 3  

Who we Are 

Professor Sarah Creel’s 

Language Acquisition and 
Sound Recognition Lab 

So much to 
celebrate! 

Spring Newsletter 

We are the Language Acquisition and Sound Recognition Lab, or 

LASR. Our home base is UC San Diego, where Professor Sarah 
Creel, Principal Investigator to this research, is a faculty member 
of the Cognitive Science Department. Along with our lab 

manager, Adrienne Moore, graduate students Carson Dance and 
Conor Frye, post-bachelor researchers Dolly Rojo and Annie 
Ditta, as well as an excellent crew of undergraduates from UCSD, 

we are investigating several aspects of children’s development of 
language and recognition of various sounds. We recruit preschool-

aged children from the local San Diego community to participate 
in our short and fun computer tasks. We appreciate the great help 
from our preschool directors and are always grateful for the 

teachers’ hospitality. All of the tasks, or games, that we play with 
children are fun and short (about 15 minutes), and we award a 
little prize as a thank you for participating. We’d like to give a 

warm thank you to all the directors, teachers, parents, and 
children for helping us with our research, and hope to keep 

making great discoveries in this field! 

Congratulations to Professor Sarah 
Creel on receiving tenure and 

promotion to Associate Professor! 
 

Congratulations to graduate student 
Carson Dance as a recipient of the 

Kavli Grant, an award of $30,000 to 
help fund her studies in bilingual 

language development! 
 

Congratulations to graduate student 
Conor Frye on earning a poster 

presentation at the Conference of the 
Cognitive Science Society and for 
completing his Masters project! 

 
Congratulations to Annie Ditta, Dolly 

Rojo, Sofia Jimenez, and Thao 
Nguyen, who will be attending PhD 
programs across the country this fall! 

Best of luck, ladies! 
 
 

Standing: Yejin Chung, Annie Ditta, Adam Croom, Sarah Creel, Felicia 
Weinstein, the Cat in the Hat, Carson Dance, Conor Frye, Paige Piccinini; 
Seated: Dolly Rojo, Chelsea Kwak, Dr. Seuss, and Sophie Rushing.  
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How do Kids Understand Unfamiliar Accents? 
How do children recognize familiar words when 

those words are spoken in an unfamiliar way? This 
might occur due to a mispronunciation, or due to an 
unfamiliar accent. Many children grow up in an 
environment with multiple languages and/or different 
accents. For example, a Southern-accented speaker may 
produce the word “pen” as something that sounds a lot 
like “pin.” This creates a unique challenge for children 
as they learn to attach meaning to words. For this study, 
we were interested in how and whether preschoolers 
would recognize alternative pronunciations of words. 
We tested this by creating deliberate mispronunciations 
of familiar words, and measuring how accurately and 
how rapidly children recognized them. 
 In each experiment, preschoolers sat in front of 
a computer and listened to sounds. On each item of the 
experiments, they were presented with 4 pictures and a 
phrase asking them to identify one of the pictures 
(“Point to the fesh!”). At the same time, their eye 
movements and responses were tracked using a remote 
eye-tracking camera. When children saw 4 familiar 
pictures and heard a phrase with a mispronounced word 
(like “fesh”), they almost always identified the 
mispronounced word as the picture with the most 
similar-sounding name (the fish). However, the eye 
movement data showed that the children were slower to 
look at that picture paired with the unusual 
pronunciation. We also looked at how strong the 
mispronunciation was, using acoustic and linguistic 
measures of word similarity. For instance, “fesh” is 
closer to fish than “fosh” is to fish. Even for these 
stronger mispronunciations, preschoolers still identified 
the intended picture more than 50% of the time. Again, 
eye movement data showed that the stronger the 
mispronunciation, the longer it took the preschoolers to 
settle on a particular picture.  
 
Creel, S. C. (2012). Phonological similarity and mutual 
exclusivity: On-line recognition of atypical pronunciations in 
3-5-year-olds. Developmental Science, 15, 697-713. 
  
Do Children Consider the Source? 

Language is often seen as mainly a way of 
communicating word meanings, but in everyday life, 
speech can communicate abundant information about 
the speaker as well, including his or her gender, age, 
socioeconomic status and individual identity.  In this 
study we were investigating whether children use 
information about who is talking to make predictions 
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In the experiment we ran, child participants 

played a computer game involving two talkers. First, 
they were introduced to each talker’s favorite color. The 
children were then asked by each talker to select one of 
the several objects in different colors on the computer 
screen. We measured children’s looks to pictures using 
our eye-tracking camera. We found that children looked 
more to shapes in the male talker’s favorite color when 
the male speaker started talking, but looked more to 
shapes that were the female talker’s favorite color when 
the female speaker started talking. This result suggests 
that children, like adults, can use talker’s voice to focus 
on talker-relevant information as they hear a sentence. 
This looking pattern held both when the talkers 
preferred gender-stereo-typed colors (pink and blue) 
and when they preferred non-gender-stereotyped (black 
and white) colors. So preschool-aged children, as well 
as adults, do use information about who is talking to 
constrain real-time language processing.  

 
Creel, S. C. (2012). Preschoolers’ use of talker information 
in on-line comprehension. Child Development, 83(6), 2042-
2056. 


