The acquisition of focus: Production and comprehension

Visit 4: Scientific Report

This fourth meeting of the three project members, B. Höhle (University of Potsdam, Germany), K. Szendroi (UCL, London, UK) and J. Gervain (CNRS-Université Paris Descartes, Paris, France) took place in Oxford between Oct 24th-26th 2012, hosted by Kriszta Szendroi. Four students involved in the project were also present. This meeting had two main aims: to discuss the results obtained in the three languages up to this point, and to prepare the poster accepted and to be presented at the upcoming BUCLD conference.
The objective of the current project is to test the comprehension and production of focus in young children, who show seemingly paradoxical behaviour with early (around 2-3 years) adult-like production, but delayed comprehension (no adult-like performance before 6 years). Our hypothesis is that comprehension is also operational in children younger than 6 years (possibly already at 2-3 years, paralleling production), but task-related and other performance factors prevented children in previous studies from showing their full competence. 

Testing has now advanced considerably in all three languages and all three age groups. During this meeting, we have discussed these preliminary results (Figure 1), which are very promising. Indeed, we have observed an adult-like performance even in the youngest (3y) age group, as predicted. We also observed interesting stimulus effects, modulated by language differences: there was a general bias to interpret the target sentences (e.g. The birdie has the book.) as having an object focus (as opposed to a subject focus). This object bias was much stronger in French in all age groups than in the two Germanic languages. This cross-linguistic difference is not unexpected, as the most commonly used marker of focus in French is not prosody, but syntax (clefting). Indeed, the productivity of prosodically marked focus in French is an object of debate in the literature, to which our data provide an interesting contribution. Having analysed and discussed these results, we also designed the poster that our team would present at the upcoming BUCLD conference (Nov 2-4, 2012, Boston, USA).
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Figure 1. Summary of preliminary results

