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Objectives: Word definition skill is a complex language ability in which meta-linguistic awareness 
and literacy skills play a critical role. The present study examined the development of word definition 
skills in Persian-speaking children aged 4.5 to 7.5 years, concerning content and form aspects.

Methods: This was a cross-sectional and analytic-descriptive study. The study subjects 
were 107 children of three age groups, as follows: 54-65-month-olds, 66-77-month-olds, 
and 78-90-month-olds. The study participants were selected from kindergartens and schools 
in districts 1, 7, and 17 of Tehran City, Iran, by multi-stage sampling method. In the word 
definition task, children were requested to define the words. To analyze the obtained data, the 
Kruskal-Wallis test was used.

Results: The obtained results indicated that the mean score of content (P=0.001) and form 
(P=0.002) aspects of word definition significantly increased with age in the study participants.

Discussion: A shift from functional and objective responses towards meta-linguistic definitions, 
i.e. further developed in terms of content and form, was observed with aging. At the age of 7 
years, definitions reflect the hierarchical nature of nouns, and applying the class name begins 
at this age. The age of reaching a specific class seems to be affected by the lexical category.
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Highlights 

● The development of word definition skills in Persian is similar to that in other languages.

● In the content dimension of word definition, pre-school children tend to employ more concrete and functional 
specifications to express definition. At the age of seven years, definitions reflect the hierarchical nature of nouns.

● In the form dimension of word definition, using non-verbal responses and single-word transitional significantly 
decreased with aging. Accordingly, the use of full Aristotelian response significantly increased in the study subjects.

Plain Language Summary 

To examine word development and the subsequent changes in conceptual knowledge, the word definition task can be 
employed. In this task, the individual must define a presented word. In this study, 107 children (54-90 months) were 
evaluated. They were requested to definite 14 nouns, and their responses surveyed the basis of their content and form. 
With increasing age, children’s use of the single word and functional responses decreased. Besides, applying category 
names increased with aging.

1. Introduction

ord knowledge regarding mental lexi-
con consists of the phonemic knowl-
edge of the sounds in a word; grammati-
cal knowledge of how to use a word in 
combination with others; and concep-

tual knowledge, including basic data about words and 
their definitions [1].

Vygotsky in 1978 proposed the systematic development 
of word definition, claiming that the conceptual knowl-
edge of the meaning of words changes over the develop-
ment process. According to him, when the referent of a 
word becomes substantial, its meaning keeps developing. 
For example, from a young child’s perspective, who has 
been bitten by a dog, the dog may be considered as a wild 
animal. However, if the child has always been spending 
time with the dog and is accustomed to playing with it, 
the dog is considered to be an adorable pet. Thus, emo-
tional content forms the words’ meaning at this stage. 
Next, awareness becomes objective, and the word “dog” 
recalls a specific memory (e.g. a dog being fed). As the 
child ages, the word definition becomes part of a system 
of abstract oppositions, like “dog is an animal, not a plant” 
[2]. The development of word meaning and other linguis-
tic aspects continues throughout the school years [3].

The word definition task can be employed to examine 
the word development and the subsequent changes in 
conceptual knowledge [2]. In this task, the subject must 
define a presented word [4]. This task also examines an 
individual’s metalinguistic ability [5]. Metalinguistic abil-

ity refers to an individual’s awareness of the components 
that form an acceptable definition; it also addresses one’s 
ability to analyze word classes and their features [4, 6].

Several studies have investigated the word definition 
skill, specifying its development in healthy children with 
different languages [7-12]. In a review article, Kikas 
highlighted qualitative differences between definitions 
provided by children of different ages. Younger children 
use descriptive and functional definitions; however, chil-
dren aged >9 years provide more abstract definitions, 
including the word class [13]. Gavriilidou assessed the 
word definition skill in Greek preschool children. The 
relevant results revealed that the objective and functional 
responses shift towards more conceptual and abstract re-
sponses [7]. To et al. studied the word definition skill in 
Chinese speakers aged 4.10 to 12.01 years. According to 
their findings, using main features, including the class, 
increases with age, leading to the generation of more for-
mal definitions [8].

 Zarifian et al. investigated the word definition skill 
in Persian-speaking children aged 7 to 12 years. They 
concluded that the mean scores of the content and form 
aspects significantly increased with age (P<0.01). More-
over, the content aspect of the responses shifted towards 
combination type II with age. Finally, regarding the 
form, phrases, clauses, simple sentences, transitional 
forms, and Aristotelian forms were the most frequent re-
sponses in the explored age group [14].

Mohammadi et al. compared the word definition scores 
in children aged 7-9 years with Developmental Lan-
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guage Disorder (DLD) and healthy Persian-speaking 
children. The related results indicated children with 
DLD achieved lower scores in content and form aspects, 
compared to their healthy counterparts [12].

The development of this skill initiates at the age of 4 
years [13]. Furthermore, data on the development of 
this skill in Persian-speaking children aged <7 years are 
scarce; thus, this research intended to examine the pro-
cess of developing word definition in 4.5-7.5-year-olds 
We also aimed to investigate the word definition skill 
changes with age in Persian-speaking children.

2. Methods

The present descriptive-analytical and cross-sectional 
study investigated 107 children (54 girls and 53 boys) 
of three age groups. There were 18 girls and 18 boys in 
the first (54-65 months) and third (78-90 months) age 
groups. The second age group (66-77 months) included 
18 girls and 17 boys. The multi-stage cluster sampling 
method was used to select the study participants. For 
sampling, 22 urban districts of Tehran City, Iran, were 
divided into three development zones (low, medium, and 
high) in terms of socioeconomic status [15]. After deter-
mining the regions located per zone, one of them was 
randomly selected. Then, two kindergartens, one girl’s 
school, and one boy’s school were randomly selected in 
each region. The inclusion and exclusion criteria of the 
study included being a monolingual Persian-speaker, the 
absence of any vision, hearing, and neurological deficits. 
The lack of any physical impairments, restricting the 
child’s interactions with others, and the absence of any 
emotional and mental health problems, and any delays in 
psychomotor, speech, and language development.

The instruments used in this study were a researcher-
made questionnaire and the word definition task. The 
researcher-made questionnaire was developed by the re-
searchers to collect the study participants’ demographic 
data and to apply the inclusion and exclusion criteria of 
the research. The questionnaires and the written consent 
forms were provided to the parents of the children who 
had met the inclusion criteria of the study. The children’s 
health records and questionnaires were evaluated in terms 
of the inclusion and exclusion criteria of the research.

The study subjects were asked about the meaning of 
each word presented in the word definition task. Each 
episode of the task normally lasted 15 minutes. After 
completing the task, children’s recorded definitions were 
transcribed and scored based on the content (Table 1) 
and form (Table 2) scoring approaches [16].

The word definition task was designed by Mohammadi 
in 2009. This task contains 14 words of 7 categories, as 
follows: eating instruments, animals, transportation, body 
parts, jobs, fruits, and places. The task was developed for 
children in the first to third grades of elementary school. 
Inter-rater validity was used to determine the validity of 
the task concerning the content aspect. The validity ob-
tained for the content aspect in the first and second run 
was 71% and 82%, respectively [12]. The scoring meth-
od was adopted from Marinellie and Johnson [5].

The task’s validity and reliability were re-examined for 
this age group since the target population consisted of 
children aged 4.5 to 7.5 years. The task was applied to 10 
children aged 54-65 months to determine the ability of 
children in defining words. It was found that the children 
of this age group recognized the words and could define 
them. Inter-rater reliability was used to determine the re-
liability of the task. Ten children of each age group were 
randomly selected and a total of 420 responses (14×30) 
were provided. Spearman correlation coefficient index 
was calculated as 0.93 for the content aspect. Therefore, 
the task was valid and reliable for the age group that par-
ticipated in the current study.

The best definitions provided for each word was scored 
as 5. A six-point scoring scale, ranging from zero to 5 
was employed for the form and content aspects of the 
task. The maximum and minimum scores per participant 
defining the 14 words were 70 and zero, respectively. To 
calculate the frequency of content and form responses, 
the sum of each response was divided into the total num-
ber of responses in the first and third (504), and second, 
(490) age groups and multiplied by 100 (Tables 3 and 
4). Then, the Chi-squared test was used to assess the sig-
nificance of changes in the study participants’ responses 
(Tables 5 and 6).

The Shapiro-Wilk test data indicated that the variables 
were not normally distributed; thus, the non-parametric 
statistical tests were employed. The Kruskal-Wallis test 
was used (Tables 7 and 8) to investigate the differences 
in the mean scores of the content and form aspects in 
different age groups. Additionally, multiple comparison 
tests were applied to compare the paired mean scores.

3. Results

The present study results regarding the development 
of the content aspect revealed that functional respons-
es were the most frequent feedbacks in all age groups 
(Figure 1 and Table 3). In the first age group, the most 
frequent response was concrete, and responses contain-
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ing combination type II had the highest frequency in 
the second and third age groups. The frequency of er-
ror, concrete, and function responses decreased with 
age. In contrast, the frequency of responses containing 
combinations type I and type II increased with age. The 
frequency of class-nonspecific and class-specific re-
sponses used by the children of the second age group 
increased in contrast to that of the children of the first 
age group; however, the frequency of such responses de-
creased in the third age group. In contrast, the frequency 
of responses including combinations type I and type II 
increased in them. None of the three age groups used 
synonyms, and the frequency of association and relation 
responses equaled <2%.

Reviewing significant changes among the age groups 
(Table 5), it was observed that using error (P=0.002) and 
concrete (P=0.003) responses significantly decreased; 
however, the use of combination type II significantly in-
creased (P<0.001) in them. Concerning other responses, 
despite some changes, none of them were significant.

In all explored age groups, responses containing claus-
es, phrases, and simple sentences were of most frequency 
(Figure 2 and Table 4). Transitional form responses were 
the second most frequent in all studied age groups. The 
frequency of non-verbal responses and single words, 
clauses, phrases, and simple sentences decreased with 
age; however, the frequency of responses with partial- 
and full-Aristotelian form increased with age. Further-

Table 1. Categories and points assigned for the content of noun definitions

Category Point(s) Example(s)

Error 
(incorrect definition, no response, or gesture) 0

Horse: “like a horse”

Pencil: {child uses writing gesture}

Function 
(the function of the item or how the object is used) 1

Book: “you read it”

Horse: “runs fast”

Concrete 
(composition, color, shape, location, etc.) 1 Apple: “red and round”

Association 1

Baby: “little”

Book: “has lots of pages and words”

Pencil: “paper”

Book: “homework”

Relation (use of analogy) 1
Horse: “like a cow”

Train: “like a car”

Class-nonspecific 2
Train: “a kind of machine”

Apple: “a snack”

Class-specific 3
Horse: “an animal”

Apple: “fruit”

Synonym 3 Book: “text”

Combination I 
(Any combination of function, concrete, relation association, and 

class-nonspecific)
4 Apple: “it is red and you eat it as a snack”

Combination II 
(The use of class-specific or synonym plus at least one attribute) 5

Pencil: “you write with it and
it’s made out of wood”

Train: “it is transportation. Trains run on tracks”

Book: “it is a text and it has a table of contents”

Marinellie and Johnson [5].
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more, despite the decline in the use of clausal, phrasal, 
and simple sentence responses with age, this class was 
the most frequent one in all investigated age groups. 
As per Table 6, using non-verbal (P=0.002) and single-
word (P<0.001) responses significantly reduced with 
age; however, applying full-Aristotelian definition sig-
nificantly increased with aging (P<0.001). The changes 
in the transitional form were significant (P=0.029). Al-
though changes have been observed in other responses, 
they were not significant.

The mean scores of form and content aspects were 
compared in the studied age groups. According to Ta-
bles 7 and 8, there was a significant difference in their 
mean scores (P=0.001). Such data indicate that the word 
definition’s mean scores of form and content aspects 
increased with age. The multiple comparison method 
was employed to verify the exact differences between 
the content and form aspects per age group. Additional 
test results comparing the mean scores of the content and 
form aspects for three age groups suggested significant 
differences between the first and the second (α=0.05), as 
well as between the first and the third groups (P<0.05); 
however, no significant difference was observed between 
the second and third age groups in this regard.

4. Discussion

The current research data regarding the content aspect 
of word definition signified that the frequency of error 
responses decreased with age in the study participants. 
Providing error responses may indicate that the child is 
still experiencing setting and completing the process of 
word definition (slow mapping), and /her word knowl-
edge is incomplete. This is a long process in which chil-
dren always make hypotheses about the meaning of a 
new word. In this process, one is always modifying and 
updating the semantic representations and concepts re-
lated to the term until a thorough knowledge is obtained 
[17]. Using error responses significantly decreased with 
age in the study subjects; thus, the explored children’s 
knowledge of the meaning of words was developing. 
For example, a child’s failure to responding to the defini-
tion of a term may indicate that the child had inadequate 
knowledge regarding the definition of the word. When 
the child provided an incorrect response, like “We play 
at school” in defining a term, like “school”, the response 
was similar to the definition provided for the word 
“park”. As demonstrated in the present study, a five-year-
old child is expected to provide a functional response in 
defining a concrete noun; however, the response men-
tioned above “we play at school” does not determine 
the school’s function. Such a response indicates that the 

Table 2. Categories and points assigned for the form of noun definitions

Category Point(s) Example(s)

Non-verbal 0 Pencil:{demonstrates writing}

Single word or article + word 
(no class term) 1

Horse: “runs”

Baby: “a boy”

Phrase/clause or simple sentence 2
Train: “trains run on tracks.”

Coat: “you wear”

Transitional form 
(Use of “something” or “thing” plus attribute) 3

Coat: “something you wear”

Book: “a thing that you read”

Partial Aristotelian form 
[A kind of.….] [a (n).….] [a.….is a.….] [it’s a.….] 4

Horse: “a kind of animal”

Apple: “a fruit”

Train: “it’s a type of transportation”

Aristotelian form 
(Class term plus additional attribute) 5

Horse: “an animal that runs fast”

Mouth: “a body part you use 
to chew”

Coat: “a type of clothing
you wear in the cold”

Marinellie and Johnson [5].

Malekian M, et al. Development of Word Definition Skill in Children. IRJ. 2020; 18(4):419-430.

http://irj.uswr.ac.ir/


424

I ranian R ehabilitation JournalDecember 2020, Volume 18, Number 4

child is unaware of the school’s primary function and 
that his/her knowledge of the school’s meaning needs to 
be completed.

All of the study participants, regardless of age, pre-
sented a high tendency to provide functional responses. 
However, using functional and concrete responses de-
creased with age in the study subjects. Despite such de-
clines, a majority of responses in the second and third 
age groups were functional, and no significant decrease 
was observed in this area. The decreased use of func-

tional and concrete responses is predictable concerning 
the developmental process of word definition. Respect-
ing the development process and Vygotsky’s perspec-
tive, it is expected that children’s maturity causes higher 
levels of awareness about word definition; they include 
the word into an opposition system beyond its concrete 
and functional features, assigning each word to a specific 
class and providing definitions that contain the word’s 
class [2, 18]. The increased use of specific and non-spe-
cific classes of words in preschool children of the sec-
ond age group may be because of the same reason. The 

Table 3. The frequency of content-based responses of word definition in the examined age groups

Age Groups
Type of Responses

No. (%)

54-65 Months 66-77 Months 78-90 Months

Error 23 (4.76) 9 (1.83) 6 (1.19)

Function 357 (71.03) 353 (72.65) 323 (64.28)

Concrete 60 (11.70) 29 (5.91) 39 (7.73)

Association 6 (1.19) 4 (0.81) 1 (0.19)

Relation 3 (0.59) 9 (1.83) 4 (0.79)

Synonym 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0)

Class-nonspecific 5 (0.99) 10 (2.04) 6 (1.19)

Class-specific 9 (1.78) 16 (3.26) 15 (2.97)

Combination I 13 (2.57) 20 (4.08) 26 (5.15)

Combination II 27 (5.30) 37 (7.55) 83 (16.46)

Figure 1. The frequency of content-based responses of word definition in the studied age groups
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frequency of these responses also decreased with age 
in the study participants. It seems that the definition of 
the specific and non-specific classes has changed to the 
combinations types I and II in older children. Providing 
definitions with a substantial and fluent form requires 
practice [19], and the school’s official training provides 
such facilities. Moreover, schools might have contribut-

ed to the increased use of the combination of types I and 
II in children. What assists children to explore their envi-
ronment in the early years is the manipulation of objects 
and their function. Therefore, the function is the objects’ 
main feature in the early years; it plays a more significant 
role than the language in shaping the child’s concepts 
[20]. This is perhaps due to the importance of functions 

Table 4. The frequency of form-based responses of word definition in the studied age groups

Age Group
Type of Responses

No. (%) 

54-65 Months 66-77 Months 78-90 Months

Non-verbal 23 (4.76) 9 (1.83) 6 (1.19)

Single word or
article + word 24 (6.74) 25 (5.10) 8 (1.58)

Phrase/clause or
simple sentence 302 (59.92) 253 (51.63) 263 (52.18)

Transitional form 112 (22.22) 155 (31.63) 125 (25.59)

Partial Aristotelian
form 7 (1.38) 10 (2.04) 15 (2.97)

Aristotelian form
(class term plus Additional attribute) 25 (4.96) 38 (7.75) 83 (16.46)

Table 5. Results of content-based responses in the examined age groups

Variable Age Group Mean±SD Z P

Content aspect of word definition

54-65 months 18.41±8.97

14.86 0.00166-77 months 21.14±7.99

78-90 months 26.33±1.08

Figure 2. The frequency of form-based responses of word definition in the explored age groups
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in forming the concepts. These data suggest that the re-
duced use of functional responses was not significant 
during the development process; the children of each 
age group also tended to adopt functional responses. The 
reason for not using synonyms by children may be the 
words used in the task, i.e. objectives, and no synonyms 
could be found for most objectives.

The current research findings were consistent with 
those of other studies in terms of word definitions ad-
opted in different languages. To et al. [8] examined the 
development of definitions for objective terms in Chi-
nese children. Their findings indicated that preschool 
children tend to employ more concrete and functional 
specifications to express definition. At the age of 7 years, 
definitions reflect the hierarchical nature of nouns. Using 
the class name begins at this age. At the age of 9 years, 
a greater portion of definitions comprise the name of the 
class, and the definitions are quite similar to those of the 
11-year-old children.

Gavriilidou argued that functional and concrete re-
sponses used by the Greek preschool children shift to-

wards more abstract responses, containing the class 
name with age. However, the functional responses re-
main the most frequent at this age [7, 8].

Concerning the responses with form dimension, using 
non-verbal responses and single-word transition signifi-
cantly decreased with age, while using full-Aristotelian 
responses significantly increased in the study subjects. 
These findings were consistent with those of studies on 
the word definition conducted by Marinellie and John-
son [3, 5], Gavriilidou [7], and To et al. [8].

In the case of transitional forms, consistent with the 
findings of Marinellie and Johnson [5] and To et al. [8], 
the frequency of the responses was initially increased, 
then decreased with age in the third age group (78-90 
months). In their studies, using transitional responses in-
creased at the age of 9-10 years, and decreased after that. 
In the current study, applying such responses gradually 
decreased at the age of 6.5 years. This data discrepancy 
may be due to the different lexical categories used in the 
studies. The age of reaching a specific class seems to be 
affected by the lexical issues. In their studies, the chosen 

Table 6. Results of form-based responses in the studied age groups

Variable Age Group Mean±SD Z P

Form aspect of word 
definition

54-65 month 31.30±8.43

12.10 0.00266-77 month 35.02±8.21

78-90 month 38.77±9.54

Table 7. Changes in the content-based responses in the investigated age groups

Types of Responses Z P

Error 13 0.0001

Function 2.006 0.367

Concrete 11.73 0.003

Association 3.45 0.178

Relation 3.87 0.144

Class-nonspecific 2 0.368

Class-specific 2.15 0.341

Combination I 4.305 0.116

Combination II 36.40 >0.001
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words, e.g. “fan” as cooling equipment or “pencil” and 
“ruler” as stationery, were challenging for a child to at-
tribute to a specific category. Thus, the child used the 
ambiguous word “something” to describe these words. 
As a result, the reduced use of transitional responses or 
ambiguous terms, containing a phrase occurs later.

The girls of the studied age groups used full Aristote-
lian forms more than their boy counterparts; however, 
the frequency of response was almost the same in both 
genders of the third age group. Such similarity might 
arise from the effect of formal education and the develop-
ment of metalinguistic awareness. To define the Aristo-
telian form, a child must properly combine the semantic 
content in mind. Such a process requires meta-linguistic 
knowledge and the practice of the desired form, i.e. en-
hanced with age. Furthermore, schooling appears to be 
another factor contributing to this issue [3, 19, 21].

Lack of significant changes in applying the function, 
association, relation, synonym responses, non-specific 
class, combination type I, clause, phrase, simple sen-
tence, and partial Aristotelian form may be because of the 
slow development of word definition [7]. The increased 
mean score of the content aspect suggests that children 
use the definitions of higher quality to a greater extent 
(definitions achieved higher scores according to Table 1).

In terms of form, the child uses partial- and full-Aris-
totelian forms instead of a single word or phrase over 
time to express the semantic content in mind. In Persian, 
however, most children tend to use a specific issue with a 
descriptive phrase to build the full-Aristotelian form. As 
a result, there is a low frequency of partial-Aristotelian 
form in this regard.

Moreover, this increase results from the alternations 
in the development process of organizing words in the 
mental lexicon. This reflects that one has acquired the 
hierarchically-organized conceptual system [22]. Ac-
cording to Vygotsky, this system is of a certain length, 
suggesting that movements occur from introductory lev-
els to more complex ones. The hierarchy also has a cer-
tain width, since it contains materials based on concrete 
properties and cases, like the names of the classes or cat-
egories never experienced by children. For example, for 
the word “horse” in this hierarchy; there are both tangi-
ble features, such as fast running, having a mane, as well 
as the superordinate term of the animal. Accordingly, it 
is expected that using specific terms in definitions of a 
child would increase [2, 7].

When defining a term, the child can move from one 
level to another in this hierarchy. If the child uses the sen-
tence “It runs fast” to define the word” horse”, he/she has 
expressed low levels of hierarchy; however, if he/she uses 
the sentence “It is an animal”, he/she has reached higher 
levels of the hierarchy. Furthermore, the child’s meta-lin-
guistic awareness has also improved, and schooling pro-
vides him/her with the opportunity to practice the desired 
definition of the term to use the language structures to ex-
press the semantic content of their own [23, 24].

5. Conclusion

The present study results revealed that the development 
of word definition skill in Persian is similar to that of 
other languages. This similarity may be because of the 
words used in the test, i.e. all concrete. As external rep-
resentations and semantic features forming the meaning 
of the objective words are alike in different languages; 
this similarity in the development process of the word 
definition skills may only be used for the objective, but 

Table 8. Changes in the form-based responses in the studied age groups

Types of Responses Z P

Non-verbal 13 0.002

Single-word 15.61 <0.001

Phrase/clause or simple sentence 4.91 0.086

Transitional form 7.1 0.029

Partial Aristotelian form 3.06 0.216

Aristotelian form 38.06 <0.001
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not abstract nouns. Linguistic or cultural differences are 
involved in forming definitions for abstract words. Be-
sides, there is less overlap in different languages between 
the definition of these words [25]; thus, generalizing the 
obtained data to other lexical classes might require fur-
ther studies in this area, including applying words, such 
as abstract names, verbs, and adjectives.

The current study findings can be considered as a pre-
liminary investigation to assess the word definition skill 
in children with language problems in this age group; sub-
sequently, such measures provide them with educational 
and treatment solutions as long as such standardized tests 
are developed and standardized scores are obtained.

In this study, due to time constraints, it impossible to 
study a larger sample size from different districts in Teh-
ran. Another limitation of this research was the task words, 
which included only objective but not abstract names and 
other lexical classes, including verbs and adjectives.
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