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THE ACQUISITION OF PLACE NAMES IN MOTHER
TONGUE LEARNING: SOME OBSERVATIONS
ON CHILDREN’S SPATIAL COGNITION

The paper reviews and complements existing knowledge about the acquisition of proper
names. On the basis of research into children’s language, it seems obvious today that the process
of acquisition of proper names (anthroponyms) is simultaneous to the acquisition of common
nouns. However, the underlying mechanisms explaining the separation of the two groups
of nouns are controversial. Compared to the case of anthroponyms, learning toponyms is a more
complicated and a longer-lasting process. In connection with this topic, researchers dealing with
spatial cognition are focusing on spatial orientation, on the localisation of spatial information
in the brain and on spatial language. They study neither the way children get to know the wider
geographical environment, nor the way they acquire toponyms. The author seeks to obtain more
information about the beginning of this process based on the study of two small children’s
toponymic knowledge in connection with their acquisition of geographical common nouns and
the development of spatial orientation. This makes it possible to draw preliminary conclusions
about the specificity of the cognitive mechanisms ensuring the knowledge of geographical
environment. The author suggests that the meaning of early toponyms is typically under-
generalised — children tend to interpret the names of cities/towns or streets by restricting them
to a certain house. It has also been made evident that, at the age of 2—4 years, the relationship
between places and persons is very tight (for instance, children connect the names of places
to specific persons). The semantic contingencies can be explained by the fact that, in the case
of children, the place concepts themselves (what is a city/town?, what is a street?, etc.) have not
been fully constructed yet, and that the elements of space are still not distinct entities.
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1. Introduction

In onomatological research specialists deal almost exclusively with the onomastic
knowledge of adults: in studying either communal or individual onomastic corpora,
they rely on the knowledge of adult speakers. The acquisition of first proper names
is definitely not a mainstream topic in onomatological studies. However, this issue
is interesting not only in itself, but also for being informative regarding the later use
of proper names.

The aquisition of lexical units comprises both the acquisiton of forms and their
meanings. Babies relate repeatedly occurring syllable combinations to a particular
situation (for example, to the usual morning greeting or to a person), i.e. the given
sequence of phonemes is transformed into a word [Gopnik, Meltzhoff & Kuhl, 2005,
138]. In each situation babies consider the sentences as relevant, i.e. the initial represen-
tation of a word always has elements related to the specific episode in which the word
occurs. Afterwards, under the influence of social reinforcements and the newer occur-
rences, the meaning of words will progressively reach the meaning in adult language
[MacWhinney, 2003, 5/0-513].

As far as the development of the meaning of words is concerned, researchers
dealing with children’s language did not address proper nouns for a long time; they
studied neither the differences in the acquisition of common nouns and proper nouns,
nor the mechanisms governing the processes. Therefore, earlier, onomatologists could
only make assumptions concerning the way proper nouns appear in children’s lan-
guage. For instance, in 1970, Gyorgy Szépe was of the opinion that, at an early stage
of language acquisition, proper and common nouns are not yet differentiated, and that
the two categories become separated only later [Szépe, 1970, 308].

Recently, this topic has been addressed in research into children’s language. Ac-
cording to general experience, babies have word representations already by the age
of one [Hall, 2009, 406—408; MacWhinney, 2003, 508]. Before the age of one, they
understand certain words, and when they are about one year old or a little bit older they
start producing words. It has also been revealed that at the beginning of their lexical
development small children acquire both proper and common nouns (the designations
of countable objects by common nouns) [Hall, 2009, 404—408; Gopnik, Meltzhoff &
Kuhl, 2005, 127]. In this phase, however, besides appellatives, early words do not
yet include proper names other than anthroponyms and words with the functionality
of anthroponyms. Conclusions drawn from research on the acquisition of anthropo-
nyms, however, can be applicable to the acquisition of other types of proper names,
including toponyms.

Experimental research shows that infants will associate the words Mummy and
Daddy with their own parents as early as at the age of six months, while they extend
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the meaning of the words sands and feet to the images of various hands and feet [ Tincoff
& Jusczyk, 1999; 2000]. In order to get knowledge about the word acquisition process,
children living naturally in an English language environment were also subjected to stu-
dies which found that babies make a distinction between proper nouns and appellatives
at the age of 8 to 9 months, as they tend to extend appellatives to new entities, which
does not happen with names [Fenson et al., 1994]. In some cases reserchers noticed
the under-generalisation of common words and the over-generalisation of proper nouns,
though such occurrences seem to be very rare [Hall, 2009, 407]. However, these words
do not function in an adult manner.

It is accepted that the early acquisition of meaning by children are goverened
by conceptual biases. According to Hall, babies conceive certain entities (specifi-
cally human beings) as individual existing beings, while they conceive other entities
(objects) as specimens of corresponding categories. This binary distinction consti-
tutes the basis for linguistic categorisation, i.e. these early biases govern children
when they interpret the words referring to human beings as proper nouns and most
of'the other words referring to objects as common nouns [Ibid., 422—429]. However,
according to other scholars, it can be expected that children don’t possess a mature
principle of extendibility. Nevertheless, children are able to distinguish and catego-
rise objects. In possession of this ability, they are able to quickly modify their first
assumption about the proprial meaning of a word and switch to its interpretation
as a common noun [Hennon et al., 2002]. In connection with the theory of biases
several other questions are still unanswered. For instance, the factors determining
the initial constructions created by babies and their later ability to extend proper
nouns to concepts other than individuals (e.g. cities/towns, streets, cinemas, etc.)
are unclear.

It seems that, besides the initial biases, the name use and the linguistic behaviour
of the parents play an important role. According to recent studies, children’s interpre-
tation is influenced by the way their parents familiarise them with different objects
[Hall, Burns & Pawluski, 2003]. Researchers were interested in finding out how parents
linguistically treat the situation when they teach their child a particular proper noun as
the name of one individual at one time and as the name of two individuals belonging
to the same category (animal figure) at another time. Then the same test was carried out
with inanimate objects (e.g. shoe) presented by proper nouns, which do not get proper
name in general. In those instances parents not only used the name, but also gave chil-
dren a short explanation of the situation. Although that study did not focus on the lin-
guistic behaviour of children beginning to acquire words, but analysed the way parents
talked to 2 to 4 years old children, the linguistic behaviour of the parents obviously
characterises the earlier communication to children as well. Hence, one of the impor-
tant elements of parental behaviour is providing an example and an interpretation, but
besides this, the positive or negative confirmation of children’s name use is obviously
essential. This kind of parental behaviour must be relevant not only for the acquisition
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of personal names, it may play a similar role in the acquisition of other kinds of proper
nouns, including toponyms.

Later on, besides the initial biases and the help provided by parents, other factors
(e.g. awareness of the morpho-syntactic differences between the two groups of lexical
units) also support the appropriate acquisition of new proprial and appellative nouns
[Katz et al., 1974; Gelman & Taylor, 1984; Hall 1991]. However, the grammatical
distinctiveness of the two word classes is not necessarily a universal phenomenon.
For instance, in the Japanese language there are no grammatical elements that would
indicate clearly whether a particular word is a proper noun or a common word. Never-
theless, in the case of new words children are able to identify their referents, and this
ability might be based on conceptual biases (and parental help) [Imai & Haryu, 2004,
413—416]. At the same time, it can be assumed that those babies in whose native language
the difference between the two word classes is expressed grammatically, also make use
of this knowledge. For instance, it is obvious that from the appropriate phase of their
development, English or Hungarian children also rely on this fact in the identification
of the referents of new words. Since the grammatical markedness of place names
also varies from one language to another, in different languages this factor may have
a different role in the acquisition of this class of names. However, children can also be
presumed to attribute new elements to the class of toponyms relying on the grammati-
cal markedness as soon as they have recognized these clues.

2. The development of spatial cognition and acquisition of toponyms

As compared to anthroponyms (and to certain animal names), the learning of other
types of proper names, such as toponyms, is a much longer process. Toponyms are also
linguistic universals. It is therefore particularly interesting that they appear in children’s
language with a significant delay in comparison with anthroponyms, and even after-
wards, the development of semantic contents approaching those of adults takes a con-
siderable time. All this might seem inexplicable since spatial cognition and orientation
are essential preconditions of human existence.' Studies on place name acquisition are
virtually completely absent form cognitive studies. Yet, since toponymic representa-
tions are closely linked with spatial representations in the mental system, it would be
beneficial for our topic to briefly overview research on spatial cognition.

In cognitive psychology the concept of the cognitive map appeared in the middle
of the 20" century [Tolman, 1948]. The cognitive or mental map is the combination
of cognitive representations concerning the external environment. Thus, cognitive
maps contain information about the spatial situation of objects or persons and about
their relationship with the environment. It is our cognitive maps that help us to find our

! Although it is well known that toponyms do not help in spatial orientation, their role is still important
in speaking about space [see Reszegi, 2012a; 2012b, 374].
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way back home from our workplace without paying particular attention, even when
we are deep in thought.

After the appearance of this concept, researchers focused initially on the complex
representation of space. Studies on spatial orientation revealed information about
the spatial cognition of adults. According to Lynch, an individual’s mental map is
composed of a combination of roads, demarcation lines, sectors, hubs and directions
and of their interrelations, and momentary perception or experience-based memories
also play a role [Lynch, 1960, 4-8]. Subsequently, in some cases toponyms were also
taken into account by researchers in order to find out more about mental maps, e.g.
the subjective map of Great Britain from a “native” Londoner’s eye view or the subjec-
tive map of the United States from a Texas farmer’s eye view [Down & Stea, 1977].

The development of spatial orientation abilities, the mental reflection process
of the closer environment is studied by cognitive development psychology. Spatial
orientation and spatial cognition develop in parallel with the kinetic development of in-
fants. Each newly acquired form of kinetic development (sitting, crawling, etc.) results
in new forms of spatial experience as well. Besides relying on the egocentric reference
framework, about 6.5 months old infants are already helped by the orientation points
of the allocentric (environment-centred) situation in their orientation, and when they
become 9 to 10 months old, this becomes predominant [ Gyorkd, Labadi & Beke, 2012].

The development of the wider spatial thinking of children is studied by applying
the method of drawing and interviewing. Piaget and Inhelder [1967] asked children
of different ages (6 to 10 years old) to draw their dwelling place and its surroundings.
They analysed these maps and distinguished three phases in the development of spatial
visualisation. The initial,“topological,” level is still characterised by the egocentric ap-
proach: the centre of children’s mental map is their own home, the map also contains
some better-known places, but those places are not interconnected, and directions,
proportions and distances do not reflect reality. The next, “projective,” level shows
a development in itself (projective level 1 and 2): the picture of the surrounding en-
vironment is becoming more and more detailed, the spatial relations are developing,
and directions, proportions and distances are improving. The “Euclidean” level is
already characterised by cartographic abstraction, the elements of space are organised
by the individual on the basis of an abstract reference system [cf. Biel, 1986]. There
is no strong correlation between the levels and children’s ages, because children show
significant individual differences in reaching these levels. Researchers, however, mainly
focus on the development of the mental reflection of space, and not on the emergence
of place names, nor on the development of their meanings and usage.

As regards spatial processing, it is mediated by the visual systems which is be-
lieved to be formed by two pathways (two-stream hypothesis). The ventral pathway
(the inferior pathway located between the occipital lobe and the temporal lobe) is
called the ‘what’ pathway, since it has been formerly believed that this pathway makes
processing with a higher resolution and focuses more on forms. The dorsal pathway



12 Katalin Reszegi

(the superior pathway located between the occipital lobe and the parietal lobe) has
been called the ‘where’ pathway, because it has been believed that it provides a lower
resolution and is more sensitive to locations and motions [Ungerleider & Mishkin,
1982]. However, on the basis of case studies in human neuropsychology it has become
clear that this separation is untenable in the functioning of the human mind, given that
there is no such sharp boundary between these pathways [Milner & Goodale, 1997].
However, in cognitive linguistics Landau and Jackendoff’s modularist theory, apply-
ing the two-stream hypothesis to the language, has become decisive. According to that
theory, speaking about objects (the world of nouns) is part of the ‘what’ pathway, while
the linguistic coding of places (the expressions of spatial relations in the language) is
part of the ‘where’ pathway [Landau & Jackendoff, 1996]. This theory concerns basi-
cally locative designations by common nouns (cf. The vase is on the table). However,
if we extend the theory to elements that denote locations, toponyms as the designations
of objects would be part of the ‘what’ pathway, which is relatively independent from
the ‘where’ pathway. Then again, the vision research theory upon which the hypothesis
is based is controversial, since the two systems are not clearly segregated within our
brains. In the light of the above, utilizing the holistic brain model as a model of spatial
cognition processes appears to be better justified. The holistic models do not assume any
linguistic module which would be independent from the other components of the cogni-
tive system and do not pre-suppose autonomous sub-systems within the language either.
Therefore, it can be assumed that the cognitive maps and the linguistic (and the topo-
nymic) system are not independent from each other.

As has been noted in my overview, researchers dealing with spatial cognition focus
on spatial orientation, on the reflection of spatial information and their localisation
in the brain, on the linguistic equivalents of spatial relations and their interconnections,
as well as on the development of these elements during childhood. They do not study
the way a child starts dividing the geographic environment, nor the way a child acquires
the place designations by proper nouns and common nouns. It is however evident that
those tasks are not easy. Further on, I will address the reflection of the geographic en-
vironment and the development of the meaning of geographic common names, together
with the acquisition of proper names, because I assume their development takes place
in a closely intertwined manner.

3. Data and methods

In order to gain a better understanding of the initial phase of the process, I followed
the developments of two infants’ knowledge on names through eight months. Upon initia-
tion of the research, Lili was two years old, and Maté was three and a quarter years old.
Neither the number of the children covered by the scope of the research, nor its duration
is sufficient to make generalized statements on the process, still, the data can be used
to make preliminary conclusions, which can then be refined by subsequent research.
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Lili is my own daughter. She started talking at a very early age, and her speech
developed rapidly; her holophrases were replaced by word combinations when she
was 15 months old, and at the age of 20 months, she produced longer sentences of 3
to 4 words. I logged her linguistic development, and made a video recording of our
conversations at least once every month. As [ wished to keep track of how her knowledge
of toponyms develops, [ kept a record of the appearance of the first toponyms, and sub-
sequently recorded monthly conversations in which toponyms came up, for example,
while playing puzzles, I asked her where various members of the family lived, in which
city, in which street, or in which country a particular city is located; what route to take
to a certain relative of ours, etc. Apart from the recordings, we spoke about different
places several times, because our relatives live in different parts of the country and
abroad; also in connection with our journeys; in connection with her children’s books
in which we also encounter travelling, remote continents, etc.

In other families the topic of locations and toponyms is usually a less central topic.
This is true for Maté’s family as well. Maté is the little boy from a family we know,
and I learned about the development of his usage of toponyms based on the testimony
given by his mother. Additionally, I have also personally met and talked with him
on several occasions. Maté’s development of speech started relatively late; up until
the age of two, he only used a few words and his telegraphic speech was replaced
by multi-word sentences when he was two and a half years old. This was also the point
at which he started using toponyms.

It seems very important to pay attention to one theoretical question. Just like
the mentioned words Mummy and Daddy, at a certain stage of their linguistic develop-
ment, children can interpret common nouns as proprial designations of places because
of the uniqueness of the denoted object in their experience. It can be assumed, for ex-
ample, that at first the words designating different parts of their home (e.g. kitchen or
playroom) may seem to them to be monoreferential. These words can be considered as
proto-toponyms or quasi-toponyms, and it is obvious that they play an important role
in the formation of the corresponding cognitive function of identification of a place by
aword. So this early stage is essential for the emergence of real place names. However,
this study focuses on the acquisition of “real” toponyms, i.e. the words that adults at-
tribute to the class of toponyms, and the connecting geographic environment.

4. Results and preliminary conclusions

Answering to the question “Where do you live?”, Lili used her first toponyms
already at the age of two: Debrecenben ‘in Debrecen’, a Sinai Miklos utcan ‘in Sinai
Miklos street’. Almost simultaneously with these toponyms her corpus of toponyms was
enriched with further city names and country names. During the period of eight months
she learned more names and we also located the places we talked about on a map. There-
fore, at present Lili knows and uses in one way or another more than twenty toponyms,
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mainly macrotoponyms; street names: Sinai Miklos utca, Darabos utca, Damjanich utca;
names of cities and towns: Debrecen, Radvainy, Nanas, Budapest, Gyula, Sarospatak;
country names: Magyarorszag ‘Hungary’, Svdjc ~ *Svajcorszag ‘Switzerland’ (actually,
there is no form with the formant orszag ‘country’ in the standard literary language),
Hollandia ‘the Netherlands’, Németorszag ‘Germany’; continent names: Afrika ‘ Africa’,
Europa ‘Europe’, Dél-Amerika ‘South America’; other macrotoponyms: Balaton, Duna
‘Danube’. Besides these toponyms she used temporarily some toponyms that had been
mentioned once or twice during our talks, but had not been mentioned later, hence their
cognitive relation was not reinforced to such an extent that they could be preserved.
In addition to names, I have also sought to explain the meaning of certain geographi-
cal common names (utca ‘street’, varos ‘town/city’, orszdag ‘country’, t0 ‘lake’, hegy
‘mountain’) to her. These forms have been memorised, but the related semantic content
is still far from the semantic content existing in the language of adults.?

Maté has similar toponymic knowledge as Lili, he also knows some street names
(e.g. Pereces utca 6. ‘6, Pereces street’, Rakoczi) some names of city parts (e.g. Liget)
some city names (e.g. Genf ‘Geneva’), some country names (e.g. Ausztia ‘Austria’,
Svajc ‘Switzerland’), as well as some geographical common names. For the time being,
the semantic content of toponyms and geographical common names is rather contingent.

In the family of the three-year-and-eleven-month-old Maté it was due to the study
that the topic of places and toponyms came to the forefront. He was two and a half
years old when he used his first toponyms; in answer to the question “Where do you
live?” he replied: Pereces utca 6 (‘6, Pereces street’). Later on, his toponymicon was
also extended by newer elements; just like Lili, he is familiar with the names of certain
streets, cities, countries, other macrotoponyms, as well as a few geographical com-
mon words. The general character of the current name corpus known to him is very
similar to that of Lili’s. This similarity manifest itself in the number and the classes
of'the names, but also in their knowledge of the same toponyms (like Debrecen or Svdjc
known to both children). Since the two families have many common features, the high
degree of similarity between the two children’s process of toponym acquisition obvi-
ously cannot be generalized. However, it seems possible to draw some observations
based on the study of the two children.

At this age, children are in the earliest (topological) phase within the phase se-
quence of spatial thinking as introduced by Piaget and Inhelder [1967]. This phase is
characterized by the fact that beyond their own homes, which carry central importance,
there are only a few other better known places on the mental map formed in the chil-
dren’s minds, and these latter places are independent from the former. The sequence
in which toponyms are acquired also follows this pattern. At an early stage, children
acquire the name of their own place of residence or perhaps the name of an area which

21t must be noted, however, that adult linguistic meanings also manifest significant discrepancies
between individuals [cf. Tolcsvai, 2008, 39; Reszegi, 2012b, 369].
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is important for some other reason. Later on, a child’s vocabulary of names becomes
broadened and the meanings of names develop on the basis of spatial experience or with
the information conveyed through speech. The language use and name use of parents or
those communities to which a child belongs obviously play a decisive role in the divi-
sion and the representation of the geographic environment, as well as in the acquisi-
tion of toponyms. The other basic factor is the geographic environment itself, where
a child obtains his or her experience concerning places. Consulting maps also provides
further opportunities to shape spatial and toponymic knowledge — however, I think
that this is not typical at such an early age, (at least, it operates in a different way than
in the case of adults).

In the acquisition of toponyms there are probably no such conceptual biases as
in the case of the distinction of anthroponyms and common names at the beginning
of language acquisition. However, by the time children start learning geographical
common names and toponyms, they have already practised many times the attribution
of meanings and they can also rely on their knowledge about the existence of individu-
alising designations and category designations, and they also know certain semantic
characteristics of those designations.

In that case too, the process operates by a similar principle to that used for other
words. According to my studies, the meaning of toponyms also tend to be under-
generalised. Initially, Lili connected Debrecen to our own flat, then the same role was
taken by Sinai Miklos utca (cf. Menjiink haza a Sinai Miklosomba! ‘Let’s go home
to my Sinai Miklds [street name]’). Under-generalisation is based on the fact that
children link to the given phonetic form the specific contents of which they have real
experience. Therefore, they interpret the names of different places consistently with
reference to a narrow and well conceivable place. Lili interprets the toponyms Svdjc
‘Switzerland’ or Németorszag ‘Germany’ also in this way: ‘the place, the house and its
surroundings where her aunt works’ or ‘the place, the house and its surroundings where
her mother has gone’. Maté’s knowledge about names can be characterised similarly:
for him, Rakoczi ‘Rakoczi street’ also denotes the house of his grandparents, and Genf’
‘Geneva’ is the place where his aunt’s family lives.

It is also possible to quote cases in which even these specific meanings are not
associated with the name, i.e. children use a series of sounds they heard earlier and
interpreted as a toponym only to imitate the speech of adults, without, however, linking
any other semantic information to it. Lili, for example, said the following in the course
of'a pretended phone conversation: Mi még mindig Hollandiaban, Miskolcon vagyunk
‘We are still in the Netherlands, in Miskolc’ — with the latter being the name of a city
in Hungary. Therefore, the only toponym feature apparently important to her is that
of marking places, but, for the while being, she attributes no more specific meaning
to these series of sounds.

The quoted examples prove children’s ability to acquire series of sounds with
toponymic function without differentiating toponyms according to the types of places
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the denote. This is the very reason, however, why no conceptual content similar to that
of adults can be presumed, but barely some sort of a preliminary association. There are
cases where not even the latter is developed. Maté, for example, learnt a new children’s
song at the kindergarten with the word Duna (the name of a river) in its lyrics, yet,
when asked if he knew what Duna was, his reply was negative. Then again, in this
regard, it is important to remember that there is a long period during which it is not
so much the meaning of songs and nursery rhymes that is important to children, but
rather their rhythm; they quite often cannot remember the lyrics exactly, but simply
follow the rhythm of the song, in other words, their requirements when learning these
series of sounds are different.

Based on the development of the two children’s knowledge of toponyms,
the associations made between places and persons at this age can be presumed
to be very close as yet. This is reflected partly by the fact that children link certain
toponyms to specific persons. In some cases it is not the nature of the place which is
dominant, the meaning of the different toponyms can instead be determined as for
instance ‘grandpa and grandma and their house’, i.e. ‘the place where grandpa and
grandma usually are’. It was observed that Lili likes using locative structures with
anthroponyms when she names places which can be easily delimited but which are
not mentioned by adults by proper names, for instance, it is the case with the desig-
nation of playgrounds: Anton jatszotere ‘Anton’s playground’, Benedek jatszotere
‘Benedek’s playground’.

Both children know the words varos, utca, orszag (‘town/city’, ‘street’, ‘country’
respectively), and since we have talked about this, Lili is able to enumerate some to-
ponyms as examples. As proven by mix-ups (e.g. answers such as Anglia ‘England’ or
Afrika * Africa’ given to the question Milyen varosok vannak? ‘What cities are there?”),
names are not yet strictly associated to a single category of concepts, the meanings
of the words are still contingent and very similar to each other. At the same time, it
seems to be easier to tie names to categories in cases where the name itself includes
the word denoting the type of place. In the Hungarian language, for example, there are
country names including the word orszag (‘country’) as a constituent, in an analogous
manner to which Lili created the word form *Svdjcorszdg (‘Swisscountry’). With
respect to developing adult language meanings for geographical common words,
the relationship between appellatives and proper names can be presumed to be bidi-
rectional; children’s knowledge on toponyms helps them develop a conceptual content
for appellatives denoting places, while the development of an appellative meaning also
effects the semantic content related to the places denoted by appellatives. During our
talks the representation of names and geographical common names, as well as the rep-
resentation of the environment itself are under constant change. Needless to say, actual
spatial experiences also have a role in the process.

Beyond the semantic contingencies outlined above, early name use is also charac-
terised by the fact that toponyms consisting of several linguistic elements are used as
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linguistic units. For instance, as an answer to the question “Where do you live?” Maté
has been using for quite some time the designation Pereces utca 6 as one single unit.
According to certain representatives of cognitive semantics, names are managed by
speakers as coherent linguistic units later on as well, that is, they are considered to be
structures which can be incorporated into texts and understood without analysing their
inner morphological, syntactical and semantic properties [Tolcsvai, 2008, 37-3§].
There are, however, several factors indicating that the existence of analytic processing
can be presumed as well (e.g. semantically motivated errors limited in scope to certain
constituents of names), which are particularly characteristic of individuals faced with
toponyms previously unknown to them [Reszegi, 2016]. Children can also be assumed
to apply such dual processing in the course of acquiring toponyms, with the earliest
fixed forms initially being treated as single linguistic units, and analytically processed
later on.

It must also be pointed out that children typically hear names in textual contexts,
in conjugated forms, thus, they learn what suffixation is characteristic of names along
with the names themselves. Still, studying Lili’s name usage, I found that she pro-
bably learnt the suffixation of names along with the names themselves, as she makes
no mistakes in conjugation.

Behind semantic contingencies several factors may be taken into account.
On the one hand, I found that children try to link the names to specific places that can
be easily delimited. However, it is also typical that humans tend to interpret a certain
place as a particular part of space. However, spatial elements are not separated from
each other in such a way that persons are, which means that places are not individually
existing, distinct entities [cf. Hoffmann, 1993, 38]. This might explain the fact that,
compared to anthroponyms, the names of places appear significantly later in the process
of mother tongue acquisition.

In connection with semantic uncertainties it must also be taken into account that
for the concept of ‘street’, ‘town/city’ or ‘country’, the environment needs to be ap-
proached from a much wider perspective than the actual experience of a child of that
age. As far as the information related to toponyms is concerned, the knowledge
of adults is also very different, given that the type and the localisation of the place,
as well as the events, persons and habits may all form part of it. There is, however,
a great difference in the semantic content of the toponyms of adults and those of small
children: indeed, in the case of children, the knowledge of the place type is uncertain
because the place concepts (what is a town/city?, what is a street?, etc.) have not been
constructed yet. In the absence of those concepts children are unable to use the related
information obtained from the talks.

Landscape objects are perhaps somewhat more concrete, but in Lili’s case, the cor-
responding proper names are yet lacking, and orographic common names have rather
uncertain meanings, similarly to the denominations of waters. Such uncertainty is typical
of Maté’s knowledge of names as well. This has an obvious connection with the fact
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that the children live in a city situated on the Great Hungarian Plain, and, though they
have made occasional journeys to mountainous areas, their relevant experiences are
still rather limited. In this respect, later on, besides experiences, maps may provide
assistance (both with natural and man-made places), for the time being, however, their
interpretation is clearly beyond the abilities of such a young infant. Lili already does,
however, have a perfectly clear understanding of some map-related aspects: she knows,
for example, that if we want to find out where a particular place is, we have to quickly
find a map; also, she does recognize maps of Hungary, and can associate a couple of its
points with certain city names. I believe that later on information found on maps will
help the formation of a mental image of the broader geographical environment, and
the formation of concepts of places and the meanings of place names as well.

However, in Lili’s case, eight months after the appearance of the first names
there are some observable indications of the development of toponymic concepts.
For examle, concept of street and her street names slowly approach those of adults:
the question £z még mindig a Darabos utca? ‘Is it still Darabos street?’ asked while
we were walking down Darabos street suggests, for instance, that she is already able
to extend the word street, and relates it not only to a specific building like before.
So, after the initial under-generalisation, the meaning of the word starts to broaden.
On the other hand, in the case of the older child, Maté, there was still a perceptible
semantic uncertainty with respect to the word utca ‘street’ and street names even
towards the end of the study. The localisation knowledge related to names is also
developing. In the case of street names it is based partly on actual experience; but
in connection with some city names it is also clear that Lili already stores such
knowledge as well, cf.: Radvany messze van, oda vonattal kell menni ‘Radvany [set-
tlement name] is far away, you have to go there by train’. It has been observed that
Lili’s name corpus is broadening and her mental map is becoming more complex. For
instance, she has memorised directions between certain distinct orientation points,
for example the direction to Anton jatszotere ‘Anton’s playground’ or the direction
to the place where we usually go to buy bread.?

Even at a later stage, development implies both qualitative and quantitative changes.
Children’s place concepts, the basic categories of spatial division slowly approach
those of adults, and in interaction with those concepts and categories, the meaning
of toponyms also changes and their number grows. The pace of this process is obvi-
ously dependent on the child’s fields of interests, as well as on his or her related expe-
rience (effective spatial and speech-based experience). However, for the time being,
we only have assumptions concerning the course of this process. We do not have any
knowledge about the point in time when children become able to describe paths, e.g.
to provide orientation instructions about the immediate environment in which they

3 Similar objects also appear on the maps drawn by older children, representing the immediate
environment in which they live [cf. Budai, 2008].
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live. Thanks to the increased momentum that sociological name studies have gained
in the last few years, we do already have some idea of how extensive the toponymicon
of schoolchildren under the age of ten is: schoolchildren surveyed by Gyorfty [2015,
14] are familiar with 10-20 toponyms within their own settlement. Additionally, they
are also familiar with further names, such as names of the neighbouring settlements,
of larger or better known settlements and areas, those of lakes and countries. Still,
socio-onomastics, in line with its purposes, is aimed at the knowledge of and the usage
of toponymic corpora limited to specific areas, e.g. a settlement and its boundaries,
and does not endeavour to uncover the entire toponym stock known to a particular
individual [cf. Reszegi, 2015, 172].

5. Conclusions

Thanks to studies using functional approaches, we have recently found out
more about the name giving and name usage habits of adult speakers with regards
to various types of names. However, no comprehensive image of name usage can
be obtained without due consideration being paid to the initiation and early phases
of the process. To the present day, no studies of such nature have been launched within
the field of onomastic research, therefore scholars addressing the issue have to delve
into the psycholinguistic research carried out on child language as a starting point.
As proven by my overview, however, most of the relevant studies do not deal with
more than the acquisition of personal names, and, even within this scope, are limited
to certain aspects, thus, there is a large number of open questions pertaining to this
class of names, which is particularly true for toponyms and the related acquisition
of knowledge on the geographical environment. [ am confident that this brief overview
will help to raise awareness on the importance of studies within the area, and I hope
my work will serve as a good foundation for further research.
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YCBOEHHME TOIIOHUMOB ITPU OBYYEHUU POJHOMY A3BIKY:
W3 HABJIIOJEHUI HAJI TPOCTPAHCTBEHHBIM MBIIIJIEHUEM JIETEA

B crarbe mpencTaBiieH 0030p COBPEMEHHBIX HCCICIOBAaHUI B OONACTH YCBOCHHSI UMEH
coOCTBEeHHBIX. V3yueHHe NETCKOH pedr MO3BOJISIET CIIENIaTh BEIBOJ O TOM, YTO YCBOCHHUE HMEH
COOCTBCHHBIX (aHTPOIMOHUMOB) IPOUCXOIUT OJHOBPEMEHHO C YCBOCHHEM HAPHIIATCIBHBIX
nMeH. OTHaAKO MEXaHU3MBI, O0BSICHSIOMINE TTOCIICAYFONTYE0 MH((epeHIIHAIIFO STHX IBYX TPYIIIT
CYIICCTBUTEIFHBIX, IO KOHIA HE TOHATHEIL. [10 cpaBHEHUIO C OBIAJCHUEM aHTPOIIOHHMAaMHU
YCBOGHUE peOCHKOM TOIIOHUMOB ITPEICTABISACTCS 00JI€€ CIOKHBIM U JUTUTEITEHBIM MIPOIIECCOM.
HWccrnenoBarenu, 3aHUMAIOIINECS MPOCTPAHCTBEHHBIM MBIIUICHUEM, JEIAIOT aKICHT Ha Ha-
BBIKaX MPOCTPAHCTBEHHON OPHCHTAINH, HA JIOKAJIU3AIMH MMPOCTPAHCTBCHHOW HH(MOpMauu
B MO3T¢, HA OCBOCHHU «IIPOCTPAHCTBCHHOTO SI3BIKA», B TO JK€ BPEMS MTOYTH OTCYTCTBYIOT pa-
OOTBI O TOM, KaK JIETH OCBAaMBAIOT OOJIee MHUPOKOE Teorpaduaeckoe MPOCTPAHCTBO U KaK OHU
YCBaMBAaIOT TONOHUMHUIO. ABTOP CTaThH MPEAIPUHIMACT OMBITKY H3YYHATH ATOT IIPOIECC B €TO
HavaJbHOU (pa3e. B cTaThe ommchiBaeTCs pa3BUTHE TONOHUMIKOHA JBOUX JICTCH B CBSI3U C OC-
BOCHHEM MH I'eoTpaQuIeCKUX TSPMUHOB U PA3BUTHEM HX CIIOCOOHOCTH K IPOCTPAHCTBEHHOM
opucHTanuu. HaOmoneHus, cenanHble B X0I€ HCCICIOBAHMS, TI03BOJISIOT CHOPMYIUPOBATH
MIPEABAPUTEIHHBIC BBIBOIBI O CIICII(HKE KOTHUTHBHBIX MEXaHU3MOB, 00CCIICUUBAIOIINX OC-
BOCHHE MTPOCTPAHCTBCHHOW CPEIbI B PAHHEM JIETCKOM BO3pacTe. ABTOP MPUXOAUT K BBIBOLY,
YTO 3HAYCHHEC HaWOOJee PAaHHUX TOMOHHMOB OOBIYHO HEIOCTATOYHO I'CHEPATM30BaHO: JICTH
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HUMEIOT TEHJEHIIMIO UHTEPIPETHPOBATh UMEHA TOPOIOB M YU, CyXas UX 3HAYE€HHUE 10 OT-
JISTIBHOTO 3/1aHus1. Takxke MmoKa3aHo, 4To B Bo3pacte 2—4 JIeT B CO3HaHUH peOCHKA CyIIECTBYET
Hepas3pbIBHAsI CBS3b MEK/TY JIOKYCOM U UEJIOBEKOM (HarpuMep, JIETH aCCOLMUPYIOT Kakoe-JIi0o
MECTO C OIpECICHHBIM uesioBekoM). [10100HbIE ceMaHTHYECKHE OTKIOHEHUSI MOTYT OBITh
00BsICHEHBI TeM (PAKTOM, UTO y JIETeH B 9TOM BO3pACTE €lIe HE B ITOJIHOH Mepe chopMHUpOBaHBI
6azoBble reorpaduyuecKre MOHITUS (TOPOJ, YIHIA U TIP.) ¥ YTO AJIEMEHTHI IPOCTPAHCTBA CIIIe
HE SIBJISTIOTCS JUIs HUX B ITOJIHOW Mepe OT/IEIbHBIMU CYIIHOCTSIMHU.

KnmoueBsie cmoBa: BeHFepCKI/Iﬁ S3bIK, YCBOCHUC A3bIKa, YCBOCHUC UMCH CO6CTBCHHLIX,
TOIIOHUMMUSA, MIPOCTPAHCTBCHHOC MBIIIIJICHUEC, KOTHUTUBHAA KapTd, TOMOHUMHUYCCKOC 3HAHHUC.
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