
Children’s developing understanding that words have con-
ventional meanings and objects have conventional func-
tions emerges in parent-child activity and conversation.
Drawing on family conversations in everyday settings,
the chapter explores an apparent paradox between a
global analysis of conventionality as stable shared knowl-
edge and a local notion of conventions as flexibly negoti-
ated in activity.

Conventionality in Family
Conversations About Everyday Objects

Maureen A. Callanan, Deborah R. Siegel, Megan R. Luce

Conventionality is central to theories of the development of language and
thought. There is, however, some ambiguity in how conventionality is
understood. Conventional meanings must be stable enough at a global level
so that one can assume that others in the community know them, yet flex-
ible enough that new meanings can be negotiated in the context of individ-
ual conversations. Paradoxically, then, conventionality sometimes refers to
stable shared meanings (or even stodginess), while at other times it signi-
fies flexible and arbitrary meanings, understood in context and modified as
needed. This paradox must be carefully considered if we are to achieve clar-
ity about how conventionality figures in children’s developing understand-
ing of language and action.

We discuss these contradictory senses of the term conventional, raising
two key goals. First, we focus on how children develop an understanding
of conventionality and of the conventional meanings used in their commu-
nity. Developmental studies have investigated at what age children use the
principle of conventionality (Clark, 1993; Diesendruck, 2005). Our goal is
to ask more directly how this understanding comes about. The second, and
related, goal is to focus on the actual social settings where shared meanings
are negotiated and understood. Ironically, while conventionality focuses on
shared meaning, it has been analyzed largely as a concept that is held in the
mind of the individual who is attempting to understand and learn conven-
tions (but see, e.g., Clark & Wong, 2002).
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We first explore the paradox of stability and flexibility, as well as the
developmental and sociocultural contexts in which children learn about
conventionality. Next, we explore parent-child conversations, looking for
clues about how parents may guide children in learning conventional word
meanings and in learning that words are conventional. We then turn to a
focus on parent-child conversations about artifact functions, looking for
signs of how children are guided in understanding conventional functions
of objects. Finally, we conclude by discussing the potential of our sociocul-
tural and developmental approach for resolving the paradox between stable
and flexible versions of conventionality.

Paradoxical Definitions of Conventionality: 
Stability and Flexibility

To delve more deeply into the apparent contradiction between stability and
flexibility of conventional meaning, it is important to turn to Lewis’s (1969/
2002) classic philosophical analysis of convention as a solution to a class of
problems of coordination. Lewis’s insight is that conventions emerge when a
number of individuals are motivated to coordinate their actions. He argues that
conventions involve not understanding of a general rule but an ability to pre-
dict what others will do in a situation so that smooth coordination can result.
He offers an example of two people planning to meet in a public place but who
are unsure of exactly where to find each other. A single prior meeting can be
enough, in Lewis’s view, to lead the individuals to a prediction about a poten-
tial spot, and a successful prediction makes that location even more likely for
the next prediction. Relatively few multiple meetings in the same spot can lead
to an understanding of a conventional meeting place. Lewis talks about our
knowledge of conventions as “knowledge confined to particular instances,
taken one at a time” (p. 64). He argues that people use precedent and infer-
ences based on knowledge about others’ intentions to make these predictions.

Following Lewis’s analysis, conventionality implies both shared (and
somewhat stable) mutual knowledge and negotiation in local conversation
and action. For example, a parent and child may agree to call a block a “car”
in a particular play activity (Rakoczy, Tomasello, & Striano, 2005), even
though that is different from the communitywide conventional meaning for
the word. Very likely there is a continuum of conventional meanings, rang-
ing from widespread conventions that are accepted by a whole community
(perhaps reified in laws) to momentary agreed-on meanings. An example
from the stable end of the continuum would be laws, such as driving on the
right-hand side of the street. At the other extreme would be a conventional
meaning that is decided on just for the purpose of a particular conversation
or activity, such as using a penny as a pawn for a chess game when one pawn
is missing (Bloom, 1996).

Between conventions as laws and conventions as momentary agree-
ments are several steps along the continuum. Relatively close to the global
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end of the continuum, for example, would be a shift that happens within a
community based on adoption of one person’s innovative action. For exam-
ple, a news story discussed one Iowa woman’s serendipitous discovery that
“red hots” candies could be used instead of cinnamon in an apple pie (Edge,
2004). The woman’s friends liked the pie, and more and more people in the
community began using red hots until this became a regional favorite ver-
sion of apple pie. Another example, closer to the local end of the contin-
uum, is a case where a family adopts a novel meaning suggested by a young
child. For example, presumably because she was told that her mother ate
chicken at a particular business dinner, a child dubbed the next business
dinner as a “chicken meeting,” and the name stuck within the family. While
this phrase would not be understood outside the family, it was a convention
(and a convenient shorthand term) that the family used for many years. Our
sense is that conventional meanings can fall anywhere along this continuum
and that the likely position on the continuum varies depending on a com-
bination of type of content or cultural norms (or both) regarding that type
of content (e.g., see Schieffelin & Ochs, 1983).

A number of recent perspectives on representations of word meaning
are consistent with this view. For example, Murphy (1997) argues that many
words are polysemous and that the most parsimonious model of semantic
knowledge is one that postulates a single core meaning along with subtle
variations in meaning that are created and understood in particular contexts.
Furthermore, some theorists have argued that the local agreements are far
more crucial than global ones in determining the understanding of mean-
ing (Barr, 2004). Thus, the appearance of common knowledge may emerge
as a result of many local negotiations of meaning.

If meanings are so flexible, one might ask whether there is any meaning
that would be considered unconventional. We would argue that it is difficult
to characterize a meaning as conventional or unconventional except from the
point of view of a particular individual. The same action or meaning that is
conventional for one person is unconventional for another. Consider, for
example, an English person using the word boot in the United States to refer
to the trunk of a car. Or consider the many cases where norms of polite-
ness are inadvertently violated by visitors to a community. Behaving in ways
that are perfectly conventional in one’s own community can be perceived by
others as rude at worst and unconventional at best; examples are talking too
much or too little, interrupting others’ turns at talk, or being too passive.
Given the relative nature of conventionality, then, meanings that violate local
expectations will be seen as unconventional by those in the setting.

Developmental and Sociocultural Perspectives on
Conventionality

A key issue is how it is that children come to understand conventional mean-
ings and to understand that there can be multiple conventional meanings for
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one word or artifact. Much of the literature on children’s understanding of
conventional meanings investigates the developmental time course of chil-
dren’s understanding of conventionality. Clark’s (1993) principle of conven-
tionality is argued to be a crucial piece of the early development of language
understanding. Even in infancy, there is evidence that children have some
understanding of the idea that people use the same words for the same
objects (Henderson & Graham, 2005).

Our focus is on how these developmental changes may be supported
or influenced by parents’ conversations with children. We consider the pos-
sibility that parents’ guidance may change from talk about what to call or
how to use a particular thing (with younger children) to much more recip-
rocal negotiation of meaning (with older children). There are a number of
ways that parents may provide subtle cues about conventional meanings,
such as the use of generic language (Gelman, Coley, Rosengren, Hartman,
& Pappas, 1998) as a way to mark for children that the immediate situation
has importance beyond this one conversation. Also, Henderson and Sab-
bagh’s work (2005) shows that parents sometimes give children subtle cues
that a particular meaning should be considered conventional, whereas a dif-
ferent meaning may be idiosyncratic and not relevant to other people.

Ironically, much of the research on conventionality has largely ignored
the notion that conventions are determined within local conversations.
Hence, our second main theoretical issue addresses how conventionality
comes to be understood within the social contexts of everyday life. Because
conventions are based in attempts to coordinate behavior in individual
interactions (Lewis, 2002), one would expect to find a great deal of varia-
tion in conventions across communities. Building on the sociocultural the-
ories of Rogoff (2003) and others, we would argue that it is likely that
children do not have a goal of learning conventions for their own sake. Chil-
dren’s goals are more likely to center around becoming part of the social
group within which they are living. Learning conventions is part of commu-
nicating efficiently and becoming more like the group. There is evidence
that parents may have a goal of teaching children the conventional (or cor-
rect) way to do things, however. And the importance of this goal may vary
across different cultural communities.

Conventionality in Words

Conventionality is at the center of communication. For communication to
be effective, there must be a referential symbol system that is shared among
speakers (Lewis, 1969). We argue that this system necessarily includes both
stable and flexible elements that work together to facilitate successful com-
munication in global and local contexts.

Stability in Word Meaning. There is a sense in which word meanings
have to show cross-situational stability. Once speakers agree on which arbi-
trary sounds should conventionally link with which referents, people can-
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not change the word used for a given referent and expect others to under-
stand their meaning. These conventions offer speakers a way to establish
mutual understanding and a reasonable assumption that certain word forms
will remain consistent over time (Clark, 1993).

Clark and Wong (2002) posit that understanding the conventional nature
of words is a necessary precondition for children to begin using language and
argue that children recognize the conventional nature of words in the very
early stages of their language production (Clark, 1993). Recent studies on
children’s understanding of conventionality are beginning to illuminate ways
that children attend to aspects of conventionality in communicative contexts.
Young children begin symbol learning by accepting both gestures and verbal-
izations as referents, but by about two years old, children come to prefer
words to gestures as referential symbols (Namy & Waxman, 1998; Woodward
& Hoyne, 1999). Words come to hold a privileged place in communication,
possibly because children begin to understand their conventional nature.

In addition, older children believe that there are some kinds of informa-
tion about words that most speakers should know. Diesendruck and Mark-
son (2001) demonstrated that three-year-olds assumed that people share
knowledge of novel object labels but not of novel facts about objects. In Hen-
derson and Graham’s study (2005), two-year-olds appreciated that knowl-
edge of object labels, but not individuals’ preferences for objects, is assumed
to be shared knowledge. Diesendruck (2005) provides evidence that three-
to four-year-olds seem to understand that common nouns are generally
known by speakers of the same language, whereas proper nouns are not. In
determining which referents speakers are labeling, children seem to use infor-
mation about aspects of conventionality and speakers’ knowledge of words.

Research from the sociocultural tradition suggests that children’s cog-
nitive development is integrally tied to social practices and involves active
participation of both adults and children (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff,
2003; Vygotsky, 1978). Based on this premise, we look to parent-child con-
versations and interactions as an important source of children’s early learn-
ing (Callanan & Jipson, 2001).

Parents, as more knowledgeable members of the community, are in a
position to communicate to children what the “correct” words are and may
convey to children the need to conform to the conventions of the larger lin-
guistic community. We may also ask whether the ways parents communicate
with young children might guide their understanding that words are conven-
tional in the stable sense. In a number of studies of young children playing
with toys and reading books with parents, we found that parents provided
information about conventionality as they naturally engaged in playing with
and labeling objects (Callanan & Sabbagh, 2004; Luce & Callanan, 2006).
Parents sometimes explicitly conveyed the conventional nature of words to
children by pointing out that people call objects by certain names, as in,
“That’s called a radiator” (e.g., see Gelman, 2003, and Gelman, Coley, Rosen-
gren, Hartman, & Pappas, 1998, for discussions of generic language).
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More often, parents convey information about the conventionality of
labels in more subtle ways. The parents in our studies often engaged in
searching for the most appropriate label for an object—for example, “Is that
a bucket loader?” “I think it’s either a seal or a sea lion.” These statements
might suggest to children that there are stable, inflexible conventional labels
that are shared among people and that one must strive to use the correct
word. From this kind of conversation, parents may guide children toward
an understanding of words as conventional symbols.

Flexibility in Word Meanings. Whereas word meanings must be 
relatively stable over time for effective communication, on the local conver-
sational level, word meanings can be negotiated to reach mutual under-
standing. Within conversational contexts, speakers are likely to assume that
others will use the conventional words, but speakers can agree to use an
unconventional word as long as mutual understanding is achieved. For
example, a parent and child may come to call a pacifier “num num,” or in
a given conversation they might refer to a toy with an idiosyncratic name
(for example, referring to a plastic seal as “dogfish”). Indeed, the stability
assumed in theories of conventionality might be somewhat of an illusion
because words can be used and understood flexibly over time and across
contexts (see Murphy, 1997).

The need to establish shared meaning is not solely to conform to con-
ventions, but also for the purpose of communicating. Sociopragmatic views
of language development (e.g., Akhtar & Tomasello, 2000) argue that chil-
dren’s task is not to abstract meanings from sounds, but to use the social
communicative context to figure out what a speaker is talking about and
doing. The more a person understands another’s intentions, the more effec-
tively he or she communicates. This is apparent in numerous studies where
parents tune in to subtleties in children’s intentions when communicating
and modify their word choice based on knowledge about the child (e.g.,
Masur, 1997; Wales, Colman, & Pattison, 1983). Parents may often inter-
pret their child’s idiosyncratic utterance (“want num num”) as expressing
the intention for another adult (“she wants her pacifier”). In contrast, lack
of shared experience or knowledge of children’s meanings makes commu-
nication much more difficult (e.g., Tizard & Hughes, 1984). In short, com-
municating is a process in which speakers must align their word meanings
to achieve understanding. Vygotsky (1987) states that “word meaning devel-
ops. When the child first learns a new word, the development of its mean-
ing is not completed but has only begun” (p. 170).

Recent studies demonstrate that children are sensitive to contextual fac-
tors that influence the use of conventional labels. Bilingual Hebrew–English-
speaking three-year-olds expected a monolingual Hebrew speaker to know the
Hebrew names for common objects but not the English names (Diesendruck,
2005). The acceptance of words as conventional also depends on whether the
speaker is a valid and informed member of the linguistic community (Sabbagh
& Baldwin, 2001). When an adult speaker labeled an object and expressed
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uncertainty about this novel label, three- and four-year-old children were less
likely to learn the novel word than when the label was presented with certainty.
This suggests that young children are sensitive to the knowledge status of
speakers when determining whether a novel word is likely to be conventional.

Conventions are contingent on the context and goals of the activity in
which they are used. In our studies, parents often labeled the same object
with different words and often provided additional information that clari-
fied their connection—for example, “This is a beluga. It’s a kind of whale”
(Callanan & Sabbagh, 2004). Parents often negotiated what to call an
object—for example, “I think this is a seal or a sea lion” or “He is either a
shark or a dolphin.” Beginning around the age of two years, children were
often active participants in this negotiation. This activity may guide chil-
dren toward an understanding of the flexible nature of conventionality:
although there are stable word forms that are likely to be used, two people
can agree to use a different word for a given referent.

The degree to which parents allow for negotiation of word choice may
be culturally variable. Whereas Western mothers may accept young chil-
dren’s early utterances as valid (“num num” for pacifier; “chicken meeting”
for business dinner), adults in other cultures may not be as likely to accept
or acknowledge the young child’s idiosyncratic words or incorrect attempts
at producing conventional words (e.g., Schieffelin & Ochs, 1983). There are
perhaps limits to what kinds of utterances parents will accept. If a child calls
the family dog “book,” the child will likely be corrected, with the word book
being rejected as a conventional label for the dog.

We observed differences in parents’ negotiations of names with one- to
two-year-old children in three toy contexts: toy vehicles, a baby doll and
doll clothing, and a set of plastic sea creatures (Callanan & Sabbagh, 2004).
With the doll and clothing, parents and children focused on talk about
dressing and feeding the doll. With the toy trucks and cars, talk focused on
driving the vehicles. In contrast, with the sea creatures, which also seemed
to be the context where the parents were most unfamiliar with the labels,
we found more focus on naming the animals and figuring out what kind of
animal each was. Overall, 75 percent of the parents used more label negoti-
ation when talking about the sea creatures than in the other contexts, sug-
gesting that the perceived goal of the activity plays a role in the extent to
which conventionality of language is highlighted. Whether parents see the
activity as being about teaching the names of objects (as with the sea crea-
ture toys) or about using language to communicate about another activity
(as with the  dressing dolls and driving vehicles) may affect how strongly
conventionality might be conveyed in conversation.

Rather than forming a stable representation of the conventional label
for each particular object, children may pick up cues about the need to
attend to a variety of situational and conversational factors when deciding
what an object is called. Understanding conventionality may be a process
carried out in interactions with other speakers, especially parents. We will
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return to this idea; first, we turn to an analysis of the stability and flexibil-
ity of conventional meanings of artifacts.

Conventionality in Artifacts

Conventionality has mainly been discussed in the language literature but we
argue, in line with Lewis (1969), that such a notion can also be extended to
other tools, notably people’s understanding of human-made artifacts. To date,
two theoretical approaches have been quite prominent in exploring people’s
conceptions of artifacts: essentialism and activity theory. Research in an
essentialist framework holds that the identity of a kind is understood in terms
of core or essential features (Gelman, 2003; Medin & Ortony, 1989). On the
other hand, Vygotsky’s insights (1978) about the importance of objects as
tools for thought shift focus from the object itself to its place as a component
of a culturally embedded activity system. Similar arguments can also be
found in the fields of archaeology and material culture, where there has been
a shift from the study of “lifeless objects” to the acknowledgment of artifacts’
complex social nature and sociocultural embeddedness (Lemonnier, 1986).
Based on the work of Vygotsky, Leont’ev (1981) expanded the notion of tools
in activity and argued that artifacts must be understood and studied not as
stand-alone objects but as part of an activity with motives and goals (see also
Engeström, 1999). Pulling from activity theory, we examine the conventional
nature of artifacts, the phenomena of stability and flexibility in artifact con-
cepts, and children’s developing notion of these complex objects.

Stability of Artifact Meanings. As with language, conventional mean-
ings for artifacts are generally viewed as somewhat stable. Essentialism
approaches focus on the stability of an artifact’s function, usually based on
the intention of the designer (German & Johnson, 2002; Kelemen, 1999:
Matan & Carey, 2001) and the core features of kinds. While individuals may
not explicitly know the core features (or essence) of a kind, this approach
posits that people have a belief in their existence (Medin & Ortony, 1989).
One could, for example, change the outward appearance of a dog and it
would still be seen as a dog because it retains its essence (Keil, 1989).
Instead of a biological or chemical essence, artifacts’ essences are seen as
social and psychological (Keil, 1989). Researchers taking the design stance
approach (appropriated from Dennett, 1987) propose that we understand
an artifact in terms of the function intended by the inventor (Bloom, 1996;
German & Johnson, 2002; Kelemen, 1999; Matan & Carey, 2001).

We argue that although artifacts are typically used in line with the inven-
tor’s intentions, this is not necessarily what is core to people’s understanding
of these objects. Emphasizing the inventor’s intention seems to ironically
ignore the social and cultural nature of these objects by assuming that they
carry meaning in isolation from the larger activity system where they are expe-
rienced. In contrast, activity theory views artifact concepts as stable because
they are tools involved in shared cultural practices (Lave & Wenger, 1991;
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Leont’ev, 1981, Rogoff, 2003). Within a community of practice, there tends
to be regularity in the activities of the members (also called habitus by Bour-
dieu, 1977), leading to a shared, or conventional, meaning for the artifact.

We argue that in everyday parent-child interactions, children learn the
functions of artifacts by observing and participating in actions with those
objects (Siegel & Callanan, in press). How might they learn that these mean-
ings go beyond the immediate context and can be generalized to others in
the community and other artifacts of that kind? Parents may verbally or non-
verbally suggest to their children that there is a stable or conventionally
accepted use for a given artifact. For instance, parents may use generic
phrases to refer to an artifact in the immediate context, as in, “A hammer is
for fixing things” (Gelman et al., 1998). They may also emphasize certain
uses for an artifact and correct the child’s unconventional use, thereby sug-
gesting to the child that there is a correct or conventional way to use it.

Based on these ideas, we observed parent-child conversations and inter-
actions involving artifacts at the Children’s Discovery Museum of San Jose.
Observations centered on prototypes for a geometry-focused exhibition called
Secrets of Circles. Two exhibits using light-pen technology allowed visitors to
draw circles on a light-reflective table, where the drawings would fade after a
few seconds. One of the tools available was a compass. We asked how parents
might convey to children, both verbally and nonverbally, that this object has
a conventional function. We coded parents’ references to conventional func-
tions through verbal use of generic phrases (for example, “A compass is for
drawing circles”), more subtle references to a conventional function (“You’re
supposed to do this with it” while drawing), as well as clear nonverbal demon-
strations of the “correct” function (drawing a circle by holding one leg of the
compass still and rotating the other around in a smooth motion). For uncon-
ventional functions, we coded both verbal references to unconventional uses
(for example, “You can write your name with it”), as well as modeling of idio-
syncratic uses. Parents were more likely to talk about and use the compass
conventionally (64 percent of families) than unconventionally (34 percent of
families), suggesting that parents may take advantage of everyday interactions
to inform children about the conventional functions of unfamiliar objects.

Flexibility in Artifact Meaning. Artifact and word meanings gain util-
ity from being sufficiently stable for a community to share a common under-
standing. Due to their physical nature, artifact meanings may be more
constrained than those of words, but a closer look at local interactions
reveals variation and flexibility in artifact meaning and use. Thus, artifacts,
like words, may merely give the illusion of having stability in meaning,
highlighting the tension between stability in meaning at one end of the con-
tinuum (the community level) and variation at another end of the contin-
uum (the local level).

Flexibility in artifact meaning can be noted across communities and
across time within one community; even a single individual may think
about multiple conventional meanings for the same artifact depending on



92 CONVENTIONALITY IN COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR CHILD AND ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT • DOI: 10.1002/cad

the activity or context. Within a community, Bourdieu (1977) has suggested
that the statistical regularities in our actions and conceptions result in social
consensus and that members perceive this shared meaning as objective or
as fact. This may result in an illusion of stability as well as objectivity.

Recognition of the inherent flexibility in artifact meanings is often
apparent in humor. For example, in the film The Gods Must Be Crazy, a
Coke bottle drops from an airplane into the Kalahari desert, and a small
group who sees this event treats the bottle as a sacred object that must be
returned to the gods. Di Yanni and Kelemen (2005), taking the design
stance, suggest that the humor in the film comes from the idea that this use
of a Coke bottle is invalid, differing as it does from the inventor’s intention.
Following Bourdieu, we would argue instead that while this use is uncon-
ventional in our culture, it is a valid and conventional meaning within the
fictional Kalahari community depicted in the film. Similarly, Western cul-
ture’s meanings for a number of objects and activities might engender
humor (or even anger) in members of other cultural groups. Perhaps it
would be amusing to Indian women, for example, that nose rings are seen
as a sign of rebellion and counterculture among adolescents in the United
States, given that they are a common adornment with a variety of shared
meanings used by women in India.

If artifact functions are understood in terms of shared agreement by a
community, they must also be understood to change with the evolving
needs and activities of the community, taking on new functions or different
meanings as the community changes. Siegel and Callanan (2006) found that
when one person was described as using an artifact differently than the
designer intended, it did not change people’s conception of the artifact.
However, when many people were described as using it in a new way, par-
ticipants were more likely to depart from its designed function and report
that the object’s true function was the alternative one. Hence, meanings may
be stable and robust in the face of deviations from the norm, yet as the com-
munity’s use of an artifact changes, so may people’s reasoning about these
objects. Dennett (1987) also discusses the idea of an artifact adopted by a
different culture for a new purpose and poses the philosophical question of
when the artifact’s meaning shifts to a new conventional meaning. There is
no clear answer to this question, but we would argue that rather than an
overall shift in inherent meaning of the object, there are variations in mean-
ing depending on the perspective of the person using the artifact.

Furthermore, an individual may use an artifact in different ways, de-
pending on the goal and context of the activity. We investigated how chil-
dren might learn about artifacts’ shifting meanings depending on the context.
In the same study of circle-drawing museum exhibits already noted, we com-
pared parents’ talk and behavior around two different exhibits that included
a compass. One context (the Round Table) contained a number of different
ways of using the light pens to draw circles, including a spinning disk where
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one could hold the light pen in one spot and create a circle. In the second
context (the Compass Table), only compasses were available, including
a large, fixed compass that afforded only moving one arm around to draw a
circle. We found that parents were more likely to talk about and use the com-
passes conventionally at the Compass Table (79 percent of families) than at
the Round Table (56 percent of families). This suggests that children may
sometimes encounter different information about meanings and functions of
artifacts, depending on the larger activity context. In another study, Siegel
and Szechter (2006) found that adults talk about the same photographs dif-
ferently in a photo album versus in a museum setting. Again, conceptions of
artifacts seem to vary depending on the context or activity.

The notion of flexibility in the meaning of artifacts is consistent with the
sociocultural approach we have adopted (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1998).
Activity theory and sociocultural theory emphasize that objects are dynamic
and variable in meaning. As an artifact is encountered in different con-
texts and is used for different purposes, it becomes part of a different activ-
ity system with its own motives and goals. These changes occur at the local
level of activity, resulting in variability in meaning across settings. But these
changes also manifest at the community level, with the apparently stable con-
cept slowly evolving. As with the social pragmatic view of language, the
meaning is not in the object itself, but in its use by members of the commu-
nity during meaningful activities.

Local to Global: Development of Conventionality
Within Activity and Conversation

We have argued that conventions, and the conventional meanings of both
words and artifacts, are simultaneously defined by both their stability in
meaning and their variability in meaning. Yet it is not clear how a stable
concept might result from a variety of local negotiations of meaning. We
suggest that stability, or more accurately the illusion of stability, apparent at
the community or global level rises out of local interaction and negotiation.

Work originating with Lewis’s analysis (1969) has claimed that mem-
bers within a community, through their participation in local-level inter-
actions, build a common knowledge or a mutual understanding. More
recently, researchers have questioned the need for common knowledge in
the creation of stable conventional meanings (Barr, 2004).

Malt and Sloman (2004) examined links between local and global
meaning, finding that when an object label is introduced into a conversa-
tion, adult conversational partners establish precedents for how to name the
object. The chosen name is subsequently carried into future conversations,
with new partners establishing a coordination equilibrium or stable conven-
tional word throughout the entire linguistic community. Similarly, Barr
(2004) suggests that conventions emerge not from individuals’ attempting
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to explicitly match the global stable convention in their community, but
from local interactions where individuals negotiate meaning in the conver-
sation at hand with the collective goal of coordinating perspectives and
actions. This view therefore argues against the necessity for any explicit
global representation of community behavior or conventions in forming a
stable convention (though Barr, 2004, does suggest that meta knowledge of
or reflection on emerging conventions may play a role).

Barr demonstrated with computer simulations that global conventions
are best adhered to when individuals adjusted their behavior based on local
rather than global communitywide information. Thus, “common knowledge
is not necessary for the emergence of symbolic conventions. . . . Instead . . .
semantic representations are coordinated through use; that is, as a by-product
of individual attempts at coordination among speakers and listeners which 
are distributed over time and across the language community” (Barr, 2004, 
p. 939). What seem like stable global conventions at the community level may
actually be flexible negotiations that are carried out among speakers across
time and contexts. In this view, people (including children) do not need to
strategize, reason about, or call to mind a representation of global common
knowledge (or conventions). This approach questions Clark and Wong’s idea
(2002) that young children need to develop knowledge of conventionality in
order to begin learning language.

Sociocultural perspectives suggest that conventionality is not some-
thing that exists independent of people in communicative interactions. It is
not something that is discovered; rather, it is played out in communicative
interactions. We suggest that this relationship between local-level interac-
tions and global-level conventions can be applied to both word meanings
and artifact concepts. There is a great deal of evidence that children are
motivated to participate in the practices of their community from an early
age (Rogoff, 2003; Tomasello, Carpenter, Call, Behne, & Moll, 2005). Fur-
thermore, infants seem to perceive human action as goal oriented as early
as six months (Woodward, 1998), and by eighteen months, they imitate the
intended goals of others rather than an accidental action (Meltzoff, 1995).
Children not only learn what the goals of others’ actions are, they also learn
the means to achieve those goals through imitative learning (Tomasello,
1999). In children’s early experiences, they will perhaps internalize the prac-
tices and meanings of their community through interaction with more com-
petent community members, especially parents. As children grow and
participate in multiple communities, they appropriate their own meanings,
as well as gain more experience with the meanings being used by people
who interact with them. There is evidence in our data that parents are sen-
sitive to the age of the child in the ways that they communicate about con-
ventional meanings and that the focus on conventional meanings may be
stronger as children get older.

New conventional meanings are constantly being negotiated at the
same time that children are becoming familiar with the currently shared
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conventional meanings. We argue that it is not the case that children have
a conventionality principle or acquire the conventional meanings; rather,
conventionality is a process that constantly takes place within local activity.
This should not be seen as a stagelike process toward a single set of conven-
tional meanings, but more of a dynamic, slowly evolving, and constantly
changing set of patterns of meaning. Lewis (1969) distinguishes people
using conventions from those of us who study the use of conventions: “We
who do generalize . . . in order to give a general description of that conven-
tion” (pp. 64–65). He argues that it is perhaps those who look from outside
who see a stable general rule, more than the people who are in the midst of
coordinating their actions. As children engage with members of their com-
munities, they negotiate meaning of words and artifacts. We suggest that by
doing this, children are both helping to create interpersonal understanding
and participating in the ongoing process of evolving cultural meanings.
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