Availability of generic versus existential NP interpretations in 4-year-olds
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Despite the great body of research that has accumulated on many aspects of
genericity, relatively little of it has examined children’s acquisition of generic language.
Although the problem of acquisition varies cross-linguistically, in English, at least,
acquisition would seem to be complicated by the fact that the very same noun phrase (NP)
can be interpreted generically or referentially depending on the sentence it occurs in, as in the
examples in (1) and (2).
1) a. The cow has four stomachs.
b. A camel spits three times before sleeping.
c. Mice live in the walls. (usually)

2) a. The cow is eating.
b. A camel spit three times.
c. Mice live in the walls. (here)

Previous research (Sneed 2005) has shown that despite the many-to-many mapping
between form and function of NPs, there are systematic correlations in the input between LFsyntactic position and NP-interpretation that a child could latch onto to learn about genericity.
For example, in the corpus Sneed used (Tardif corpus in the CHILDES database, MacWhinney 2000)
sentences in child-directed speech with bare plural (BP) subjects are interpreted generically
as in (1c), yet children get no evidence for the existential interpretation of BP subjects
provided in (2c). However, Sneed (2005) did not address the issues of whether children
attend to such statistical differences in learning, or how children interpret sentence with BP
subjects.
Using the Truth Value Judgment Task (TVJT) methodology (Crain & McKee 1985,
Crain & Thornton 1998), I examined sentences with BP subjects that, out of context, are
ambiguous between a generic ((1c)) and an existential ((2c)) interpretation. I showed that 4year-olds have access to both these interpretations in the appropriate contexts and are not
limited to what is provided by the statistical distributions in their input (Sneed 2005).
Additionally, children’s interpretational preferences differed significantly from adult controls.
Each participant heard six test stories and four non-matching filler items. Each of the
six test stories provided participants (28 adults, 28 children) with a context for what was
usually true, before showing them that on this particular occasion it was not. For example, in
one story, participants were shown that the crocodiles at the zoo normally live in the river
area but that on this day the zookeeper had to move the crocodiles to the desert area in order
to clean the river. At test, participants heard the story described one of two ways, as in (3) or
as in (4). Within the context of the story, test sentences in the ExT context ((3)) were true on
their existential interpretation and false on their generic interpretation, while truth conditions
for sentences in the GenT context ((4)) were reversed.
3) ExT Context
Crocodiles are in the desert area.
a. ›x [x is a crocodile & x is in the desert area]
b. GENx [x is an crocodile] [x is in the desert area]
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True
False

4) GenT Context
Crocodiles are in the river area.
a. ›x [x is a crocodile & x is in the river area]
b. GENx [x is an crocodile] [x is in the river area]

=
=

False
True

Participants heard test sentences for each context (ExT or GenT) in a block as
indicated in the table below, counterbalanced for order. Half the participants were in
Condition A, the other half in Condition B. Results below are on first-block data unless
otherwise noted.
Condition A = Block A then Block B
Block ExT
Filler
ExT
Filler
ExT
ExT

Condition B = Block B then Block A
Block GenT
Filler
GenT
GenT
Filler
GenT

Adults were predicted to accept test sentences in both contexts because (3) is true at
test and (4) is generally true. If children were sensitive to the statistical distributions in their
input found by Sneed (2005), they should interpret sentences with BP subjects generically,
rejecting sentences like (3). In fact, though, for adults the existential reading (3) is
significantly more accessible than the generic (4) (64% acceptance rate for the existential
compared to 24% for the generic (t = +3.11, p = 0.004)) whereas for children, both readings
are equally accessible (74% for existential compared to 81% for generic (t = -.77, p = 0.45)).
Children did not differ from adults in their acceptance of existential sentences (t = +0.78, p =
0.44); they differed significantly from adults for generic sentences (t = 5.76, p < 0.001).
Children’s correct responses on filler items and justifications on test items indicate that their
acceptance of test sentences in the GenT context is not due to a response bias. Children in
both ordering conditions accepted the interpretation they heard in block 1 at higher rates than
the interpretation they heard in block 2 (F = 6.16, p < 0.02).
These findings suggest that children possess a system of grammatical representations
that is richer than could be derived from the input alone. They can use the input to test
hypotheses provided by their grammars, but are not limited to what they hear. The observed
ordering effects seem to indicate that the interpretation children hear first remains activated
throughout the experimental task and influences their judgments of the alternate
interpretation, suggesting that priming is operative at the syntax-semantics interface. The
differences between adult and child populations suggest that there may be pragmatic
constraints that children are not sensitive to restricting the contexts in which generic
expression is felicitous.
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