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We experimentally investigate the meaning of denominal verbs in child and adult Romanian
using a semi-artificial/semi-nonce denominal verb (SAD) paradigm, i.e., using non-existent
verbs derived from familiar nouns (a ciresi ‘to cherry’). Importantly, the SAD paradigm allows
us to probe into meaning formation without the lexical bias of existing verbs. To see whether
children have difficulties understanding SAD verbs in linguistic contexts, we conducted a
Contextual Denominal Task. Children were asked to select a matching picture after hearing
sentences with SAD verbs in linguistic contexts biasing them for a particular interpretation.
Children generally opted for a literal interpretation of a ciresi ‘to cherry, involving the actual
object cherry (‘to pick/eat cherries’), over a figurative interpretation such as a deveni (rosie) ca
cireasa ‘to become (red) like a cherry’, i.e., ‘to blush” even in figurative-biasing contexts (like Mary
cherried when John told her she was beautiful). In order to see whether children perform better
when the meaning is made explicit or whether they have a general difficulty with figurative
meanings (whether implicit or explicit), we also conducted an Explicit Denominal Paraphrase
Task, where children were instead exposed to the corresponding denominal paraphrases
(e.g., a deveni ca cireasa ‘to become like a cherry’). Children performed almost adult-like when
the figurative meaning was more explicit. We account for our findings within a Meaning First
Approach (Sauerland & Alexiadou 2020; Guasti, Alexiadou & Sauerland 2023), which assumes
that compressed meaning is hard, and that decompressing words is subject to two possible
principles: (structural and conceptual) simplicity and plausibility. While adults tend to observe
plausibility, children prefer simplicity more, generally opting for literal readings, which merge
the light verb DO or similar verbs with nouns (Hale & Keyser 2002; Kiparsky 1997).
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1 Aim

Denominal verbs allow for two kinds of interpretations: literal interpretations, which involve the
actual entity denoted by the nominal root the verb is derived from (such as ‘to cover something
with butter’ for to butter), or figurative interpretations, which involve becoming or behaving like
the entity denoted by the nominal root (such as ‘to act like a monkey’ for to monkey (around)).
Such discussions go back to Clark & Clark (1979), Aronoff (1980), Kiparsky (1997), and Harley
& Haugen (2007) (among others) and bring to the forefront important questions about how we
understand meaning formation below the word level. How are these interpretations derived?

And why are certain interpretations preferred over others?

Given the many lexical idiosyncrasies which characterize denominals in natural languages
(e.g., the meaning of to book does not immediately relate to the noun book), we might get a better
understanding of the formation of the meaning of denominals if, instead of looking at familiar
verbs, we investigated semi-artificial denominal (SAD) verbs created from familiar nouns, such
as a ciresi ‘to cherry’ or a vulpi ‘to fox’ in Romanian, the language we focus on here. Such a
paradigm would enable us to probe how children and adults form meaning below the word level
by removing the lexical bias inherent in familiar denominals. Thus, we could see what kind of

structural rules and pragmatic constraints children and adults rely on.

Starting from the idea that a SAD paradigm offers us an advantage over familiar verb-noun
pairs, we experimentally investigate how Romanian 5-year-olds and adults understand such
verbs in various linguistic contexts. Importantly, in our paradigm, the same SAD verb can have
both literal interpretation, which involve the actual entity denoted by the root, and figurative
‘become like N’/‘behave like N’ interpretations (see (1) for a non-exhaustive list of actual

examples provided by participants in one of our tasks):

@D) a. aciresi ‘to cherry’
Literal interpretations = ‘to eat cherries’, ‘to pick cherries’
Figurative interpretations = ‘to blush’, ‘to turn red in the face’ (‘to become like a cherry’)

b. avulpi ‘to fox’
Literal interpretations = ‘to catch foxes’, ‘to turn into a big fox’
Figurative interpretations = ‘to lie’, ‘to trick’ (‘to act like a fox’)

Some of these interpretations are more plausible than others or even exist in other languages
(e.g., the English verb to fox expresses the meaning ‘to puzzle’, and to outfox expresses the
meaning ‘to defeat someone by being more cunning than them’). The indeterminacy of SAD verbs
is extremely important, as it allows us to determine what interpretations children and adults
prefer. However, it might be that these preferences differ when meaning is made more explicit
through paraphrases. Thus, we conducted two experiments: a Contextual Denominal Task and

an Explicit Denominal Paraphrase Task, both picture selection tasks, where participants heard



a sentence with a SAD verb/a corresponding denominal paraphrase in a linguistic context biasing

them for a literal or a figurative interpretation (see 2a, b):

2 a. Maria a ciresit cand Ion i-a zis cd e frumoasd. (figurative bias)
Maria has cherried when John CL-has told that is beautiful
‘Mary cherried when John told her she is beautiful.’

b. Maria a devenit ca cireasa cind Ion i-a zis cd (figurative bias)
Maria has become like cherry-the when John CL-has told that
e frumoasd.

is beautiful
‘Mary became like a cherry when John told her she is beautiful.’

Previewing the results, we found that children perform more adult-like with denominal
paraphrases than with denominal verbs, which they tend to interpret literally regardless of
context. Our experiments shed light on the lexical syntax of denominals from an acquisition
perspective, providing important insights into how meaning is formed below the word level, as

well as into the important role played by the context and the explicitness of language.

Our paper is structured as follows: after presenting the aim of the paper, in Section 2, we
present some general background on denominal verbs. In Section 3, we present a previous
experiment eliciting sentences and paraphrases with SAD verbs from Romanian children
and adults, as well as the two current experiments on SAD verbs (the Denominal Task and
the Explicit Denominal Paraphrase Task). In Section 4, we draw conclusions based on our

experimental research.

2 Background on denominal verbs
21 Theoretical approaches to denominal verbs

Denominal verbs, i.e., verbs derived from nominal roots/nouns, have received a lot of attention
in both morpho- and cognitive-semantic research, as well as in morphosyntactic research on

word formation (see Grestenberger & Kastner 2022 for an overview).

From a morpho-semantic perspective (Aronoff 1980; Plag 1999; Lieber 1992; 2004), zero-
derivation/conversion (of a noun into a verb) has been analyzed as a semantically impoverished
morphological process of the form X —> X , where the verb denotes an activity/a state/a process
which must have some connection with the noun. Thus, given this loose connection, conversion is
a highly unpredictable and polysemous word-formation process: the zero affix is able to express a
wide variety of meanings, from activities which involve the actual entities denoted by the noun to
activities which involve similarities to the appearance or behaviour of such entities. For instance,
the denominal to eel can mean either ‘to fish for eel’ or ‘to move like an eel’, and the denominal to

crew can mean either ‘to assign to a crew’ or ‘to act as a member of a crew’ (Plag 1999).



An important notion that has been discussed in relation to the similative (‘behave like N”)
interpretation of behaviour-related verbs has been the notion of stereotype, of prototypical features
which characterize a certain behaviour. Aronoff (1980) argues that the convention which makes
possible novel denominal verbs with ‘act like’ meanings is the same as the convention which
determines the possible domains of evaluation. For instance, (3) follows from a paraphrase such

as My sister, who is a good Houdini, got out of the locked closet.

3 My sister Houdini’d her way out of the locked closet. (Clark & Clark 1979: 784)

Similarly to judging someone to be a good Houdini, judging someone to Houdini requires
familiarity with Houdini (a famous escape artist and illusionist) and his typical/characteristic
activities/behaviour. Building on previous insights into the figurative, prototypical, ‘kind’
interpretation of indefinite nouns in general (von Heusinger & Wespel 2007; de Swart et al.
2007) and on the semantics of denominals derived with the suffix -ize (Plag 1999), Martin &
Pinén (2020) provide a systematic semantic account of French behaviour-like verbs derived
from nouns and adjectives in terms of the relationship of stereotype S: the interpretation of a verb
such as diplomatiser, meaning ‘to act like a diplomat’, can be captured through the stereotype
diplomat, which does not entail the noun N (i.e., Juliette need not be a diplomat to act like one)
but builds upon the facts/properties of N (i.e., politeness, charm, moderation, among others).
The verbal suffix -ise(r) introduces the stereotype (‘act like N’), resulting in the eventuality
predicate diplomatiser, which further combines with a Voice head (Kratzer 1996) that introduces

an external argument (the Agent).

Conversion has also been addressed by various morphological structural theories which
attempt to capture how meaning is formed below the word level (Table 1). According to Lexical
Syntax (Hale & Keyser 2002), the meaning of denominal verbs can be represented structurally via
syntactic rules such as Incorporation/Conflation (dance = DO dance, shelve = PUT ON shelf, see
further examples in Bleotu 2012; 2013; 2016a). According to Distributed Morphology and similar

frameworks (Halle & Marantz 1993; Marantz 1997; Borer 2014, a.0), denominals are derived via

Lexical syntax Distributed Morphology Spanning (Ramchand 2014)
(Hale & Keyser 2002) (Halle & Marantz 1993)
v’ A init@*
N N N
\Y NP A% Root ‘x’ Proc*
N | dance N
NN, VvV N x> N
dance t dance
Linearized as x [N Proc Init]

Table 1: Structural accounts of the meaning of denominals.



a process of Merge between a verb and an underspecified root. Another morphological theory,
Spanning (Brody 2000; Ramchand 2008; 2014; Svenonius 2012; 2016; Bleotu 2016b; 2019; Blix
2021) argues that denominal verbs represent a span, a word which spells out multiple heads.
While resorting to different processes, these theories all try to capture an important intuition
about denominal verbs: that their meaning is the result of combining multiple linguistic units

into a single form.

According to Kiparsky (1997), denominal verb meaning is only partly explained through
structurally merging a light verb with a nominal element. In addition, denominals observe a

Canonical Use Principle, relying on world knowledge:

@ Canonical Use Principle

If an action is named after a thing, it involves a canonical use of that thing.

For instance, a verb such as to tape does not mean ‘to throw tape at someone’, but rather ‘to

cover something with tape’, i.e., ‘to use tape in a typical way’.

The fact that denominal verbs can express a variety of meanings has also been discussed
by structural accounts. Kiparsky (1997) distinguishes between two types of denominals: true
denominals like tape, which cannot combine with other objects than tape (*to tape with pushpins),
and pseudo denominals like hammer, which may combine with other objects than hammer,
expressing an activity performed in a manner typically associated with the root object (to
hammer with a shoe). He proposes a structural distinction between the two types, arguing that
true denominals merge (light) verbs with nouns, while pseudo denominals merge verbs with
roots (Table 2). Roots introduce the component like N into the structure and interpretation of
pseudo-denominals: for the current hammering activity, the shoe is used like a hammer, though

it is not one (see Kiparsky 1997: 16).

True denominals Pseudo denominals
\% A%
PN SN
\% N \% Root

Table 2: Types of denominal verbs (Kiparsky 1997).

Whereas Kiparsky (1997) considers this distinction structural, Harley & Haugen (2007) argue
that the distinction is pragmatic: while taping with pushpins is impossible, given that pushpins
do not have adhesive properties, taping with band-aids is more plausible. Consequently, all
denominal types are derived from merging verbs with roots, a view supported by multiple

experiments on English native speakers conducted by Bleotu & Bloem (2020; 2021).



While Kiparsky (1997) and subsequent articles have looked at similative readings of verbs
derived from nouns with the thematic roles instrument (to hammer), location (to shelve), or
locatum, i.e., displaced theme (to butter), behaviour-related denominal verbs such as to monkey
(‘to act like a monkey’) have not been investigated from this perspective. However, ‘act like N’
readings of denominals can also be looked at from a structural viewpoint.! An account in terms
of Lexical Syntax could argue that to monkey is the result of multiple successive incorporations
starting from ‘ACT LIKE monkey’. Monkey would incorporate into LIKE, and the composite
preposition LIKE-monkey would then further incorporate into ACT (see (5) and Table 3). In
a Distributed Morphology/Spanning framework, the root monkey (expressing the meaning

‘monkey-like’) would simply merge with verbal elements (see (5) and Table 3).2

Lexical syntax Distributed Morphology Spanning (Ramchand 2014)
(Hale & Keyser 2002) (Halle & Marantz 1993)
v’ A" init@*
/\ N SN
v Root X’ Proc*
v VP monkey PN
O i <
k monkey
N 2N Linearized as x [N Proc Init]
v Pj v PP
SN e N
P Ni P NP
monkey tj |
N
ti

Table 3: Possible structural representations of the denominal verb to monkey.

)] I saw them monkeying (around) all day.

Interestingly, most of the theoretical literature on denominal verbs (Hale & Keyser 2002; Halle
& Marantz 1993; Marantz 1997; Borer 2014, a.o.) has focused on the array of denominal verbs

present in the lexicon. However, looking at more creative/innovative uses of denominals (such as

1 As well pointed out by a reviewer, behaviour-like verbs may lead to different assumptions than instrument verbs:
a speaker asserting I hammered the desk with my shoe is not committed to the belief that the shoe has the stereotyp-
ical properties of a hammer, but, instead, to the belief that they used their shoe in a hammer-like way (Kiparsky’s
Canonical Use Principle). However, a speaker asserting Tom is monkeying is committed to the belief that Tom has the
stereotypical properties of a monkey. The difference between the two might, however, also be related to whether the
denominal is used in a(n) (in)transitive frame: His heart hammered all day may indicate the speaker’s commitment
that the heart is like a hammer. Thus, typicality might affect subjects/objects differently.

X

As a reviewer suggested, we could also assume (to) monkey is derived from the noun monkey used in a figurative
manner (see Bleotu & Bloem 2020; 2021 for an account along these lines, in terms of merging V with an OBJECT
TYPE N). This would be contrary to the general assumption made in this paper that nouns are interpreted in a literal
manner (by default).



those in (3), labelled as contextuals by Clark & Clark 1979) is essential for establishing what can

be ascribed to syntax and what can be ascribed to extralinguistic information.

2.2 Previous research on denominal verb comprehension in adults

Kelly (1998) investigated verbs derived from rules such as to dance the X, to play the X, or to
travel by X as opposed to idiosyncratic denominals such as to monkey, to chair, or to eye through
several (production, comprehension, and paraphrasing) experiments, and found that rule-derived
verbs are easier to produce, comprehend and paraphrase than idiosyncratically derived ones.
Stekauer (2005; 2006) and Stekauer, Diaz-Negrillo, & Valera (2011) asked participants to give
all possible meanings of novel denominal verbs and rate the likelihood of such meanings on
a 1-10 Likert scale. They found that participants tended to associate certain conceptual fields
with specific relations (e.g., Animal denominals tend towards the relation OBJECT, followed by
MANNER, Fruit denominals tend towards the relation OBJECT, the field Furniture tends towards
INSTRUMENT and LOCATION, a.o.).

Recent work by Bleotu (2017), Bleotu & Ivan (2022; to appear) has looked at the interpretation
of denominals by Romanian native-speaking monolingual adults. Speakers had to provide
paraphrases and sentences for SAD verbs with and without the reflexive clitic SE, corresponding
roughly to ‘(one)self’. Interestingly, SE clitic denominal verbs receive more ‘become like N’ and
‘act like N’ interpretations than denominal verbs without clitics. A se ciresi ‘to SE cherry’, for
instance, is understood as ‘to become like a cherry’ (‘to blush’, ‘to become red’) more than a ciresi
‘to cherry’. This shows that denominal verb interpretation is not only determined by the root but

also by the morpho-syntactic frame in which a denominal verb is used.

Thus, adults seem to be sensitive both to the make-up of denominal verbs (Kelly 1998; Stekauer
2005; 2006; Stekauer, Diaz-Negrillo & Valera 2011), as well as to the syntactic environment in
which they occur (Bleotu 2017; Bleotu & Ivan 2022; 2023).

2.3 Denominal verbs in child language

Denominal verbs have also been investigated in child language, which shows numerous cases of
morphological creativity. Children start coining novel denominal verbs from as early as 2 (Bowerman
1982a; Clark 1982; 1993; Clark & Berman 1984; Kuczaj 1978; Oshima-Takane, Barner, Elsabbagh,
& Guerriero 2001). Based on personal longitudinal records of 2- and 3-year-olds and other sources,
Clark (1982) provides multiple examples from child language with coined denominals, derived
from nouns present in the child’s vocabulary. The examples involve various denominal verb types:
instrument verbs (i.e., verbs which incorporate the instrument), locatum verbs (i.e., verbs which
incorporate the Locatum, a displaced Theme), location verbs (i.e., verbs which incorporate the
Location)-see Table 4, as well as characteristic activity verbs, meaning “do as X does”, which are

very frequent in child language but not so frequent in adult language (Table 5).



Instrument verbs Locatum verbs Location verbs

(1) S (2;7): having hit his baby sis- (1) DH (2;3, talking about SO (ca. 5;0): I'm
ter, explaining what made her cry): I getting dressed?): Mummy going to basket
broomed her. [ = hit her with a (toy) trousers me. those apples.
broom]

(2) J (256, asking a teacher
(2) S (3;0,21, watching a man opening | to toss a pillow at him
a door with a key): He’s keying the door. | during a mock pillow fight):

i !
(3) S (3;2, pretending to shoot his Pillow me!

mother with a stick): I'm going to gun (3) CB (3;11, putting crack-
you. ers in her soup): I'm cracker-
ing my soup.

Table 4: Examples with instrument, locatum and location verbs coined by English-speaking
children (Clark 1982).

Characteristic activities

Act of Act done to

(1) EB (2;3, when the stove timer (1) S (2;4, to mother preparing to brush his hair):
went off): The buzzer is buzzing. Don’t hair me.

(2) RG (3;0, wanting a bell to be (2) S (2;4, eating soup): I'm souping.

rung): Make it bell (3) J (2;6, seated in a rocker): Rocker me, mommy.

(3) S (3;0, watching a truck go

by): It’s trucking. (4) S (2;8,15, hearing his father using the vacuum

cleaner in the hall: Daddy’s rugging down the hall.
(Later, going out to help): I'm helping rug. . . . . .

(5) S (2;9, overheard talking to another child while
outside playing with a toy lawn mower): I'm lawning.

Table 5: Examples with characteristic activity verbs coined by English-speaking children (Clark
1982).

On the one hand, children’s innovative denominals show that children can turn nouns
into verbs, extending their understanding to novel categories, as also discussed in Oshima-
Takane, Miyata, & Naka (2000). On the other hand, children often produce novel denominals
that an adult would not come up with. This happens because adults observe an innovative
denominal verb convention (Clark & Clark 1979): they associate nouns denoting entities with
states/processes/activities judged as typical for that entity based on the speaker’s and hearer’s
mutual knowledge while taking already existing forms into account. Thus, sweep normally
pre-empts broom. In contrast, children use any noun denoting a concrete entity as a verb to
talk about a state, process, or activity associated with that entity. Unlike adults, children often

use the same noun both as a denominal verb and an argument for the verb (Make it [the bell]



bell), they lack awareness of pre-empting vocabulary (sweep normally pre-empts broom), and
they are unable to judge mutual knowledge between them and their interlocutor as easily as
adults.

Polysemous verb-noun pairs also pose another challenge for acquisition in English, given that,
if one assumes a one-to-one mapping between a form and its meaning (Slobin 1973), children

may have problems understanding that the same word can be used as both a noun and a verb.

While Conwell & Morgan (2012) have claimed that children learn nouns and verbs derived
from nouns separately from the parent input, the existence of cross-categorial extensions to verbs
that are inexistent in the adults’ language such as to broom can be taken as evidence that class
extension strategies must be in place. However, caution is needed. Although coined denominal
verbs appear in production very early, children might not truly understand these verbs in an
adult-like fashion. Bushnell & Maratsos (1984), for instance, asked English-speaking children of
various ages to act out sentences containing novel denominals such as Can you truck a basket?
While 5- and 7-year-olds correctly acted out the sentences, 2-year-olds did so only about half of
the time. In Bushnell & Maratsos’s (1984) view, 2-year-olds’ spontaneous denominal coinages
might hence be a result of immature sentence comprehension strategies. Berman (2000) also
conducted several structured elicitation tasks (see (6)) on Hebrew-speaking children of various
ages and found that starting at age 4, children are more accurate in coining novel denominal

verbs (such as beading) from familiar nouns:

(6) I'm putting these beads in a box. What am I doing to the beads?

However, previous results (Bushnell & Maratsos 1984; Berman 2000) might not accurately reflect
the age of acquisition of class extension strategies, given the complexity of the tasks used. To
have a more accurate picture, Lippeveld & Oshima-Takane (2011; 2013; 2020) investigate French
2- and 3-year-old children’s ability to comprehend novel instrument denominal verbs through
an Intermodal Preferential Looking Paradigm (Hirsh-Pasek & Golinkoff 1996), a paradigm which
relies on eye gaze as a response to the task questions. This is preferable for young children, who
may experience difficulties with tasks asking them to give an explicit verbal or non-verbal (act-
out) response. Children were introduced to various objects carrying novel labels through short
videos presenting the typical action associated with the objects: (le) vop (i.e., a bottle opener), (le)
dax (i.e., a cheese grater), and (le) ploun (i.e., pastry cutter). Children then saw two other objects
in action side by side, and they were told: “Look at the one that is voping!”. Importantly, unlike
2-year-olds, 3-year-old children looked longer in the direction consistent with class extension,
correctly identifying the object performing the voping action. This suggests that 3-year-olds
possess class extension strategies. Interestingly, there seems to also be a correlation between

the number of words mothers use cross-categorially (Lippeveld & Oshima-Takane 2015) and
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children’s performance with novel noun-verb pairs, as shown by investigating the parental input
children were getting during play sessions. This could easily be accounted for within a model
where the two meanings are extensions of the same word (Copesake & Briscoe 1995; Tyler &
Evans 2001) rather than two distinct lexical entries (Murphy 2007; Srinivasan & Snedeker 2011).

The idea that children understand the relation between denominal verbs and nominal
meaning is also supported by experimental work by Srinivasan, Al-Mughairy, Foushee & Barner
(2017): after being taught a novel word (e.g., daxing) referring to an activity involving a novel
instrument and a novel patient, children had to choose the referent of a second novel word
(e.g., Show me the kiv) between the instrument and the patient. Children associated kiv with
the patient, thus revealing that they understood the dax to refer to an instrument. Not only do
children understand the denominal and the verb in a related manner, but they seem to favour the

instrument over the patient meaning.

2.4 Denominal verbs as a window into compression and meaning preferences
in child language

2.41 The Meaning First Approach. Denominal verbs as a case of meaning compression

A fundamental property of (novel) denominal verbs is that only part of their meaning is overtly
spelled-out, as it becomes clear when considering the unexpressed (verbal and prepositional)
structure postulated in multiple theories (See Tables 1 and 3 in Section 2.1, for instance). The
meaning of denominals is compressed, implicit rather than explicit, i.e., (to) cherry means much
more than cherry (it could mean ‘to eat cherries’, ‘to pick cherries’, ‘to become like a cherry’,
a.m.o.). Children have to figure out the interpretation in the absence of an explicit expression of the
underlying meaning of the verb. If children have no difficulties decompressing implicit structures,
then they should treat explicit and implicit structures in a similar fashion. However, recent work
suggests that children might have difficulties with meaning compression (see Martin, Nie, Alexiadou
& Guasti 2022; Guasti, Alexiadou & Sauerland 2023). To shed light on this important point, we
assume the Meaning First Approach (Sauerland & Alexiadou 2020), a recently developed generative
conceptual framework that relies on the idea that language is compression of thought. According
to this approach, conceptual representations are built out of innate conceptual primitives, and they
are compressed (linearized and articulated) into various linguistic forms based on various factors
(linguistic rules, economy, context, a.o0.). This model of grammar involves a Generator component
and a Compressor component (see Guasti, Alexiadou & Sauerland 2023). The Generator-which is
located in the Thought-system and is language-independent- is the structure-building engine that
generates complex conceptual representations (CRs) out of primitives (such as causation, agency,
conjunction, negation). The Compressor is the morpho-syntactic linguistic engine responsible for
linearization, i.e., deciding which meaning components get articulated by which lexical items and

in what order. Compression of meaning is tightly related to the likelihood of being understood



by other interlocutors: thus, speakers are less likely to compress if this leads to difficulties for the
interlocutor. In the case of children, the Meaning First Approach predicts that, if a concept occurs
in a conceptual representation, children will realize it lexically (Child Language Undercompression
Hypothesis, see Guasti, Alexiadou & Sauerland 2023). This seems to be the case indeed. While
adults generally prefer compressing conceptual structures, we find that children seem to opt for a
one-to-one correspondence between concepts and forms (Slobin 1973), making undercompression
errors, i.e., production errors where they tend to express the underlying conceptual structure.
Support for this comes from Martin et al. (2022), who conducted a corpus study on causatives
in child French and found out that, unlike adults, French children younger than 4;6 express the

implicit causative component of transitive verbs through the verb faire 10% of the time:

(7) Causative
Va faire le couper
go CAUSE it cut
‘Going to cut it.’ (Anais, 2;9, Lyon)

Interestingly, causative faire occurs mostly with causative verbs but it is very rarely used with
verbs that lack causative semantics such as manger ‘eat’ or pleurer ‘cry’. This shows that children’s
production errors reflect an initial tendency to undercompress/fully make explicit the meaning
of causative transitives and to express a concord pattern. This is also reflected in children’s
use of double negation to express a negative meaning (She didn’t buy nothing- see Thornton,
Notley, Moscati & Crain 2016) or of double comparatives to express one single comparison
(plus mieux ‘more better’ in French). Interestingly, the tendency towards concord manifests
not only in production but in comprehension as well, where children interpret meaningful
causative morphemes as semantically superfluous (in particular, Japanese children interpret ‘The
monkey had (someone) open it’ as ‘The monkey opened it’- see Yamakoshi et al. 2018) or they
interpret double negation as negative concord (Nicolae & Yatsushiro 2020). Other examples of
undercompression errors produced by children (see Guasti, Alexiadou & Sauerland 2023) involve
dependencies (children tend to lexicalize the unpronounced trace a DP is associated with, as in
the one that he lifted it or the song about the airplane that we’re riding in an airplane (3;9)) and
antonymic concepts (children tend to produce both the positive and the negative members of a

set together, as in mit ohne Butter ‘with without butter’).

Based on such findings from production, we hypothesize that children should have an easier
time with transparent mappings of concepts and forms in comprehension as well. We thus put

forth the Compressed Meaning is Hard Hypothesis:

(8 Compressed Meaning is Hard Hypothesis

Children initially have more ease with explicit meaning.

1
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Our hypothesis is in line with previous proposals about acquisition, which argue that
children have an initial bias towards transparency (Slobin 1973; van Hout 1998). As discussed
by Guasti, Alexiadou & Sauerland (2023), the Meaning First Approach assumes that children
have to map conceptual representations to language and, consequently, predicts that they should
have more ease with transparent one-to-one mappings of concepts and forms, which present the
advantage of avoiding ambiguity, than with covert and/or conflated ones (many-to-one). This
leads to the prediction that children should have more difficulty interpreting SAD verbs, which
are compressed forms, than explicit structures which separately spell out the event(s) or state(s)
involved and the corresponding nouns/nominal roots. Thus, children should have more ease
with ‘to eat cherries’ and with ‘to become like a cherry’ than with ‘to cherry’, and they should
also have more ease with ‘to catch a fox’ and ‘to behave like a fox’ than with ‘to fox’ in the

corresponding pragmatic contexts.

In addition, we can also make some predictions regarding the decompressed meanings
children prefer to ascribe to denominals: children may differ from adults in their decompression
preferences, opting for simplicity over plausibility or world knowledge. A ciresi ‘to cherry’ allows
a wide range of possible uncompressed meanings: both literal ones (e.g., ‘to eat cherries’) and
figurative ones (e.g., ‘to become (red) like a cherry’, i.e., ‘to blush’). In the absence of any
disambiguating context, children might observe a Principle of Simplicity in Decompression such
as (9), and, consequently, they might prefer the simpler, literal meanings (doing an activity
that involves actual cherries) over the more complex ones which involve both a more complex
verbal component (e.g., the change-of-state meaning ‘come to be’) and a more complex noun-like

component (like a cherry).
9 Simplicity in Decompression Principle

When a novel word may have multiple meanings, children decompress to the simpler meaning
by default.

Simplicity may be understood in terms of structural semantic meaning. Literal meanings
result from merging V with a noun, while figurative meanings result from merging V with a
LIKE N component. This component may be represented as a ‘LIKE N’ structure or it may be
considered a root (Table 2) (Kiparsky 1997) or even an OBJECT TYPE N (Bleotu & Bloem 2020;
2021), which acquires a manner/property reading in the context. Children are exposed to many
nouns, and they can map (novel) nouns to objects/entities from early on (Echols & Marti 2004;
Fennell 2006; Waxman & Booth 2001, a.o.). In contrast, n-like similarity is more semantically
complex than noun meaning. Moreover, there may be an additional difference between literal
and figurative interpretations of denominal verbs in terms of the light verbs occurring in their
make-up: literal readings of denominals may be argued to involve the light verb DO (like eating,

picking, among others)-which we shall refer to as DO-type verbs- these are prototypical events, and,



from an aspectual viewpoint, they are also simpler than changes of state, which may be argued
to compose figurative interpretations (e.g., BECOME like a cherry= ‘COME TO BE’). Given these
considerations, we may expect children to generally prefer literal over figurative interpretations

of denominals in the absence of context.

Associating ambiguous words with simpler meanings would imply that children observe a
hierarchy in their mapping preferences: they initially opt for One-to-One mappings (Slobin 1973;
Clark 1987), and, in case such mappings are not possible, their next preference is to map a form

to as few concepts as possible.

In the presence of a supportive context, however, children may decompress the adequate
meanings if their sensitivity to context is strong (see Section 2.4.3). Interestingly, while early
theories of polysemy argue for an innate bias for associating a word with a single category
and a single meaning (Markman 1989), more recent approaches suggest that polysemy may be
widespread and available in child language (Ramiro, Srinivasan, Malt, & Xu 2018; Srinivasan
& Rabagliati 2015; 2021). 2-year-olds can recognize multiple meanings of polysemous words,
as shown by a recent eye-tracking study (Floyd, Goldberg & Lew-Williams 2020). Moreover,
4-7-year-olds can learn polysemous words, relying on the relation between the different
meanings (Srinivasan, Berner & Rabagliati 2019), in particular, the relation of similarity (Floyd
& Goldberg 2020). Young children can also interpret nonce denominals in a ‘figurative’ way,
focusing on the manner of the activity (Lippeveld & Oshima-Takane 2011; 2013; 2015; 2020) in
a context involving direct visual contact with the entities and actions at issue. In the presence of
a supportive context, 5-year-old children might thus be able to interpret to cherry as meaning ‘to
become (red) like a cherry’, not just as ‘to eat/pick cherries’. If, however, meaning extension in
terms of similarity is more challenging (see Section 2.4.2) and children’s preference for simpler
meanings is stronger, they might still prefer simpler meanings, i.e., literal meanings- which

would not be infelicitous in the context.

According to the Meaning First Approach and the Compressed Meaning is Hard hypothesis,
explicit meaning should thus be easier than implicit meaning. Note that, while implicitness may
occur in the absence of compression in various situations, for instance, with implicit arguments
(see Bhatt & Pancheva (2017) for an overview?®), in the particular case of denominal verbs,
compression and implicitness go together. Compressing multiple meaning components into a
denominal results in those meaning components becoming implicit while decompressing them
makes them explicit. Children should have less difficulty making sense of explicit meanings. This

holds for literal meanings, but it might also hold for figurative meanings (‘to become like a cherry’,

3 Bhatt & Pancheva (2017) discuss implicit agents with passives (This ship was sunk [PRO to collect the insurance]),
benefactive adjectives (It is wise [PRO] to go), implicit agents of nouns (the playing of the game [PRO to prove a point]),
implicit agents of agentive suffixes (Goods are exportable [PRO to improve the economy]), and even null objects (This
leads (people) to the following conclusion).
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‘to behave like a fox”). While the explicit paraphrases of figurative meanings of SAD verbs are still
open to several interpretations (e.g., ‘to be sly’, ‘to steal’, ‘to lie’ for to fox), these interpretations
are fewer than all the possible interpretations for the corresponding implicit denominal, which
include both figurative and literal interpretations. However, figurative meanings might generally
be more challenging for children, whether explicit or implicit. If the comparison like a cherry/a
fox is provided, children would be made aware that the meaning is figurative. However, they
would still need to rely on additional world knowledge (involving similarities between objects)
to figure out in what respect the meaning is figurative (e.g., size, colour, shape). Consequently,
although the explicit figurative meaning is easier than the implicit figurative meaning, it might

still be harder than the literal meaning.

Further insight into the matter comes from cognitive accounts of various types of figurative

meanings.

2.4.2 Is explicit figurative meaning the same as implicit figurative meaning? A cognitive
perspective

From a cognitive perspective, figurative interpretations of SAD verbs should be more problematic
than literal ones. To derive an adult-like figurative interpretation, children should (a) understand
that the meaning is figurative and (b) understand how the meaning is figurative, i.e., in principle,
children could understand that a LIKE component is involved, but still not be able to identify
the relevant properties underlying the comparison (we owe this important remark to one of
our anonymous reviewers). Children are known to have difficulties with figurative meanings
between the ages of 3-5, and it has been shown that there is a developmental path in metaphor
comprehension (Billow 1975; Gentner 1988; Johnson & Pascual-Leone 1989; Nall 1983), with
older children performing better than younger ones. This is because figurative meanings are
cognitively more complex than literal meanings: understanding figurative meanings involves
identifying the similarities between objects, establishing relations between those similarities, and
integrating them into a new concept (Paivio 1979; Lakoff & Johnson 1980; Recanati 2004; Rubio-
Fernédndez 2007). Children also have more limited world knowledge than adults, therefore, a
more limited capacity to identify prototypical similarities between objects. While children may
be aware of other types of similarities, requiring less cultural knowledge, children may lack the
ability to identify stereotypical similarities. Consequently, we would expect them to experience

difficulties with figurative readings of SAD verbs.

An important question is whether children do better with certain types of figurative meanings
than with others (Song 2020). The existence of a possible difference between implicit figurative
meaning (such as metaphor) and explicit figurative meaning (such as simile) has been a matter of
debate. According to the traditional comparison view (Miller 1974; Miller & Johnson-Laird 1976;
Miller & Glucksberg 1988; Ortony 1979; 1993; Gentner & Bowdle 2008; Glucksberg, Newsome



& Goldvarg 2001), going back to Aristotle, similes are explicit comparisons, whereas metaphors
are implicit comparisons. Nevertheless, they essentially represent the same figure of speech
asserting the analogy between an object X and an object Y. Metaphors are simply a form of
conventionalized comparison. Figuring out the meaning of a metaphor or a simile involves (i) first
deriving the literal meaning, (ii) then assessing the interpretability of that meaning, (iii) deriving
the non-literal meaning if the literal meaning does not work. Such accounts use data from simile
interpretation as evidence for general figurative meaning interpretation (e.g., Gentner 1977,
Vosniadou & Ortony 1983). They predict that children should treat implicit figurative meanings
and explicit figurative meanings similarly. Thus, on the assumption that denominal verbs involve
metaphors (Stekauer 2005; 2006), children should understand Mary cherried when John told her
she is beautiful with the same ease as Mary became like a cherry when John told her she is beautiful.

According to accounts that treat similes as different from metaphors, metaphors represent
class-inclusion categories: a statement such as x is a y should be understood as ‘x is a member
of the category in which y is a prototype’ (Glucksberg & Keysar 1990). In contrast, similes
should be understood as comparison statements (Glucksberg & Haught 2006). This is the
perspective adopted by Relevance Theory, according to which, while simile comprehension
involves comparing the properties of two literal concepts, metaphor comprehension involves
constructing an ad-hoc concept that fits the context, thus leading to broadening or narrowing
the meaning (Carston 2002; Sperber & Wilson 2008). Chiappe & Kennedy (2001) and Roncero
et al. (2006) even argued that metaphors express a stronger meaning than similes since X being a
cherry involves more similarities between X and the object cherry than X being like a cherry. The
idea of a difference between similes and metaphors has been supported by eye-tracking-while-
reading studies indicating longer reading times and higher rate of regressions for metaphors than
for similes in adults (Ashby, Roncero, de Almeida, & Agauas 2017), as well as by several child
language studies showing that similes are easier to understand than metaphors (e.g., Reynolds &
Ortony 1980; Seidenberg & Bernstein 1986; Siltanen 1990). Such accounts predict that children
should handle similes such as become like a cherry in Mary became like a cherry when John told
her she is beautiful more easily than the (to) cherry, which carries an implicit figurative meaning.
This prediction is also partly supported by a previous study by Ozcaliskan, Goldin-Meadow,
Gentner, & Mylander (2009), who found that, after acquiring the word like, hearing children shift
from primarily expressing global similarity (cat/tiger) to primarily expressing single-property
similarity (the crayon is brown like my hair), unlike deaf children. Consequently, the authors

argued that the explicit marker like might foster similarity comparison.

Interestingly, the predictions made by theories that postulate the non-equivalence of metaphors
and similes (Mary is a cherry versus Mary is like a cherry) are somewhat similar to the predictions
made by the Meaning First Approach about uncompressed figurative meaning being easier than

compressed figurative meaning.
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Theories that consider metaphors different from similes (Mary is a cherry vs. Mary is LIKE
a cherry) predict that similes should be easier for children than metaphors. Mary is a cherry (or
Mary cherried) does not tell participants directly what type of meaning they should embrace
(literal/figurative), but this is something they should infer by relying on the knowledge that
humans cannot be cherries, they can only do various things with cherries (e.g., eat, pick) or be
like cherries in a certain sense. In contrast, the presence of the explicit marker like in the simile
Mary is like a cherry makes figurative readings directly available, removing literal interpretations
from the array of possible interpretations. On the other hand, theories that treat metaphors on a
par with similes, assuming that metaphors also involve a LIKE component, predict that children
should treat Mary is a cherry and Mary is like a cherry alike.

As far as the Meaning First Approach is concerned, it assumes that transparent structures
(with a one-to-one mapping of meaning to forms) should be easier to acquire than non-transparent
structures. If non-transparent figurative denominals involve an implicit LIKE component, then
explicit similes using like should be easier for children, given that the LIKE component is directly
accessible in become like a cherry and not something to be inferred. If, on the other hand, we
assume that, in non-transparent figurative denominals, a light verb simply combines with a root
(Kiparsky 1997), then children should still perform better with explicit figurative structures,
since, for implicit figurative denominals, they would have to figure out the verb in the underlying

structure, whereas for explicit figurative structures, the verb is directly accessible.

2.4.3 Sensitivity to Context Approach

Another possibility is that, although, in the absence of any context, children might handle explicit
meanings better than implicit meanings, in the presence of supporting context, children actually
handle implicit meanings with just as much ease as explicit meanings. Previous research has
shown that context plays a very important role in metaphor understanding (Vosniadou 1989;
Cameron, 1996; 2003; Ozcaliskan 2007; Waggoner, Palermo & Kirsh 2017). In the absence of any
context, 4-year-olds have difficulties understanding motion metaphors, for instance. However,
when sufficient context is provided, the difficulties fade away. If children are extremely
sensitive to context, figurative meanings should pose no extra challenges compared to literal
meanings. Thus, the Simplicity in Decompression Principle might be overridden by the Plausibility

in Decompression Principle:

(10)  Plausibility in Decompression Principle
When a novel word may have multiple meanings, decompress to the most plausible meaning,
given context and world knowledge.

While we expect adults to show sensitivity to context and world knowledge, it is unclear

whether children show the same level of sensitivity.



For convenience, Table 6 lists our general expectations about children’s handling of SAD
verbs according to the theories discussed. Interestingly, while all the accounts presented below
make predictions about figurative meanings, only the Meaning First Approach makes a prediction
about literal meanings, i.e., that implicit literal meanings should be harder than explicit literal
meanings. It bears mentioning that the approaches in Table 6 may combine in mutually non-
exclusive ways if participants compute meaning both structurally and cognitively— we come back

to this matter in the discussion.

Accounts

Explicit vs Implicit Meaning

Literal vs Figurative Meaning

Meaning First
Approach

Implicit meaning is harder
than explicit meaning

Implicit figurative
meaning is not explicit
figurative meaning

Implicit figurative meaning is
harder than explicit figurative
meaning

Implicit figurative
meaning is explicit
figurative meaning

Implicit figurative meaning is
just as easy as explicit figurat-
ive meaning

Figurative meanings are harder
than literal meanings

Sensitivity to context

Implicit figurative meaning is
just as easy as explicit figurat-
ive meaning

Figurative meanings are just as
easy as literal meanings in the
presence of supportive context

Table 6: Predictions about children’s interpretation of SAD verbs according to different
approaches.

3 Experiments on denominal verbs in child Romanian
3.1 Denominal Sentence and Paraphrase Elicitation Task

Bleotu (2021) used a Denominal Sentence and Paraphrase Elicitation Task involving SAD verbs.
19 Romanian monolingual children (10 Male, 9 Female; Mean age: 4;09; Age range: 3-5) and 40
Romanian native adult speakers were asked to provide examples of sentences with SAD verbs and
explain what the SAD words meant through paraphrases. The study set out to see participants’
interpretative preferences for SAD verbs when unconstrained by other speakers or by context, as

well as their choice to produce SAD verbs in (in)transitive frames and with (in)animate subjects.

Bleotu (2021) employed 16 possible, but nonexistent denominal verbs, belonging to four
classes: animals (a vulpi ‘to fox’), human roles (a mdtusi ‘to aunt’), plants/vegetables (a ciresi
‘to cherry’), objects/places (a chitdri ‘to guitar’). All verbs involved a nominal root and a verbal
marker (-, -a), which turns the root into a verb but seems to be otherwise semantically empty in
current Romanian. This marker is compatible with all types of verbal meanings (see Bleotu 2019
for a more extensive discussion of its contribution and structural position in the verbal domain).

Participants were asked to provide a sentence and a paraphrase for each denominal.
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Regarding interpretative preferences, children were found to provide more literal paraphrases
than figurative ones for both SAD verbs derived from animate and inanimate roots (Figure 1,
Table 7, see Bleotu 2021 for more details on the results and statistical analysis). In contrast,
adults provided mostly literal paraphrases for SAD verbs derived from inanimate roots, but

mostly figurative paraphrases for SAD verbs derived from animate roots (see Bleotu 2021; 2022).
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Figure 1: Proportion of literal paraphrases per Group and Root Animacy in the Elicitation Task
Error bars reflect Standard Error (SE).

Children mostly understood cherrying as referring to a canonical activity involving cherries
(such as picking/eating cherries) and foxing as a canonical activity involving actual foxes (such
as catching foxes). Children’s literal bias is in line with Simplicity in Decompression, according to
which children should decompress to the simplest meanings, i.e., literal meanings which have a
simpler semantic structure than figurative meanings (see Section 2.4.1). Literal meanings are also
cognitively simpler than figurative meanings, which involve more conceptual work: identifying
and relating similarities (see Section 2.4.2). In contrast, adults’ preference to interpret SAD verbs
derived from animates as ‘become like N’/’act like N’ can be explained in terms of their world
knowledge and of a tendency at work in the lexicon to compare humans to animals in terms of
their physical aspect/behaviour (e.g., moving stealthily like a fox, or slowly like an elephant,
hopping like a bunny). Children are not as figurative, possibly because they are not so aware of
the prototypical properties of animals that serve to characterize humans. Also, stories often talk
about human-animal interactions, and children interact with cartoon animals often, which may

lead to more literal interpretations of denominals.



Denominal Children Adults
verbs
Sentence Para- Sentence answers Paraphrases
answers phrases
a ciresi Lit | Eu ciresesc. a mdnca Eu ciresesc in gradind. a culege cirese
‘to ‘Tam cirese ‘T am cherrying in the | ‘to pick cherries’
cherry’ cherrying.’ ‘to eat garden’.
cherries’
Fig | Missing A ciresit la auzul a se imbujora, a se
spuselor lui. face rosu ca cireasa
‘She cherried at hear- | ‘to become red
ing his words.’ in the cheeks, to
beome red like a
cherry’
a vulpi Lit | Lupul a prinde o Véandtorul si sotia sa a jupui o vulpe
‘to fox’ vulpeste. vulpe au vulpit creatura care | ‘to flay a fox’
‘The wolfis | ‘to catch a le mdceldrise pdsdrile
foxing.’ fox’ din cotet.
The hunter and
his wife foxed the
creature that had
butchered the birds
from the coop.
Fig | Pisica a pandi ca A vulpit-o cu niste a pdcdli ca o vulpe
vulpeste. o vulpe vorbe frumoase. ‘to trick like a fox’
‘The cat is ‘to prowl ‘He foxed her with
foxing.’ like a fox’ some beautiful
words.’

Table 7: Examples of sentences and paraphrases provided by Romanian children and adults.

In addition, both children and adults produced mostly sentences with animate subjects, in
line with a well-known animacy bias, leading to animate nouns often being subjects or topics
(Givén 1983; Dahl & Fraurud 1996), given that they are higher on an accessibility scale (Arnold
2010; Bock & Warren 1985; Branigan & Feleki 1999; Branigan, Pickering & Tanaka 2008).
Children were even more restricted in their subject choices, preferring, for example, to talk about

I, mommy, daddy.

Also, both children and adults mostly produced intransitive denominal verbs. Interestingly,
children are known to show a transitivity bias with verbs early on, overgeneralizing intransitives
to transitive structures (e.g., I disappeared it, You cried her!) more than the other way round
(Ambridge & Ambridge 2020; Bowerman 1982b; Brooks, Tomasello, Dodson, & Lewis 1999).
However, the results of Bleotu (2021) show an intransitivity bias. A possible explanation, also

corroborated by the paraphrases, might be that children and adults produced more intransitive
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than transitive frames because they interpreted denominals as covert transitives which have

incorporated their object (Hale & Keyser 2002).

3.2 Current experiments: Denominal verbs and paraphrases in the presence of
supporting context

To investigate Romanian children’s interpretation of denominals, we move from elicitation to
comprehension, exploring whether their literal bias still holds when they must interpret SAD
verbs in linguistic contexts which favour ‘become/act like’ readings rather than literal ones. In
a Contextual Denominal Task, we targeted Romanian children’s understanding of figurative
versus literal meanings in context. In a subsequent Contextual Explicit Denominal Paraphrase
Task, we targeted children’s understanding of implicit meanings versus explicit meanings in
context, in particular, the contrast between implicit figurative meanings and explicit figurative

meanings.

3.21 Contextual Denominal Task

We conducted a Contextual Denominal Task, a picture selection task where children were
exposed to critical sentences containing SAD verbs like a ciresi ‘to cherry’ embedded in a certain
pragmatic context, creating a bias either for literal or figurative interpretations. We wanted to
see whether Romanian children handle figurative interpretations better when there is supporting

pragmatic context.

3.2.11 Predictions

Based on previous results from the Denominal Sentence and Paraphrase Elicitation Task, we
expect children to generally be more literal-biased than adults, who should observe a Plausibility
in Decompression Principle. That children should prefer literal interpretations of SAD verbs
over figurative interpretations is predicted by the Simplicity in Decompression Principle within
the Meaning First Approach, as well as by cognitive accounts, which all assume that figurative
meanings are harder than literal meanings. However, if sensitivity to supporting context is strong,
children might be able to interpret SAD verbs figuratively in figurative-biased contexts (Table 7).
Moreover, we expect them to provide more figurative interpretations for SAD verbs derived from
animate nouns and in sentences with animate subjects, as suggested by their answers in the
Denominal Sentence and Paraphrase Elicitation Task.

3.2.1.2 Participants

57 Romanian monolingual typically-developing children (Age range: 4-6) and 33 Romanian adult

native speakers took part in the experiment. Children were recruited from No. 248 Kindergarten



and Dreamland Kindergarten in Bucharest. They represented 3 different age groups: (i) 20
4-year-olds (12 Male, 8 Female, Age range: 4-4;9, Mean age: 4;18), (ii) 18 5-year-olds (7 Male,
11 Female, Age range: 5-5;11, Mean age: 5;01), and (iii) 19 6-year-olds (5 Male, 14 Female, Age
range: 6-6;7, Mean age: 6;18). The adult controls were undergraduate students at the University

of Bucharest and received course credit for participation.

3.2.1.3 Procedure & materials

The experiment employed a picture selection task. Participants heard several sentences containing
SAD verbs in 2 types of contexts (literal and figurative)-see Table 8. Afterwards, they had to
choose the picture that best fit the sentence out of two pictures (a picture corresponding to a literal
interpretation, and a picture corresponding to a figurative interpretation). The pictures depicted
the literal and figurative interpretations that children and/or adults produced most frequently in
the Denominal Sentence and Paraphrase Elicitation Task. There were 32 sentences (half with
animate subjects, half with inanimate subjects) containing 8 intransitive SAD verbs. While the
elicitation task in Bleotu (2021) employed verbs from four classes (plants/vegetables, objects,
animals, human roles), we here only chose verbs from two classes: the fruits and vegetables class
(a ciresi ‘to cherry’, a ldmdi ‘to lemon’, a cepui ‘to onion’, a dovleci ‘to pumpkin’) and the animal
class (a vulpi ‘to fox’, a pinguini ‘to penguin’, a elefdnti ‘to elephant’, a iepuri ‘to bunny’). Verbs
derived from human roles like mother or father would require a more complex representation
involving multiple characters and the relations between them. Equally, figurative readings
involving objects (i.e., where someone/something becomes/acts like an object) are not trivial
to represent, and, in addition, as already shown in the Denominal Sentence and Paraphrase
Elicitation Task (see Section 3.1), they involve a rather uncommon association, as people, for
instance, are not often compared to objects. In contrast, verbs derived from vegetable/fruit names
and animal names are familiar to children and easy to represent visually both in their literal and
figurative readings. We manipulated figurative meanings such that for animate roots, the meaning
was ‘act like N’, and for inanimate roots, the meaning was ‘become like N’. Moreover, we chose
to expose participants to SAD verbs in intransitive frames rather than transitive frames, based
on the results from the Denominal Sentence and Paraphrase Elicitation Task, where both
children and adults almost exclusively produced intransitive sentences with SAD verbs. Since
the natural tendency was to produce intransitive structures, we decided to only use intransitive

verbs in our experiment.

While the elicitation task offers insights into children’s interpretative preferences, it is
important to acknowledge some methodological limitations of our investigation, nonetheless.
The task may involve additional challenges related to preemption: more specifically, to interpret
a verb such as to cherry as meaning ‘to blush’, participants need to suppress the already existing

verb ‘to blush’, which has a similar meaning. This may be difficult for children to do, given their
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initial preference for pairing one meaning with one single form (Slobin 1973) and Clark’s (1987)
principle of contrast, proposing that any difference in form in a language marks a difference in
meaning. Thus, children may reason: if a word with that meaning already exists (to blush), this
new word I am now hearing must mean something else (to cherry). However, children sometimes
fail to use preemption (Clark & Clark 1979), producing words such as to broom although to sweep
exists in the language. This happens either because (i) the word to sweep does not yet exist in
the child’s lexicon, or (ii) because the child prefers to form a new verb from a noun he/she uses
frequently. Consequently, although children may experience some difficulties with the novel
words because of preemption by old words, this need not be so.

A word is also in order about the manipulation of context: while context did bias towards a
certain interpretation (literal/figurative), it was not impossible to choose the alternative picture
corresponding to the other (non-biased) interpretation either. Thus, even in contexts favouring
a figurative interpretation (see Table 8 and the Appendix available at https://osf.io/2tk63/)
participants could display a stronger bias for the literal interpretation, failing to make certain

natural world knowledge associations, such as the fact that people blush (‘become red like

Context | Example sentences for a ciresi ‘to cherry’ with animate subjects

Literal Contextual Denominal Fata a ciresit pentru cd i era foame.
Task ‘The girl cherried because she was hungry.’
Contextual Explicit Fata a mdncat cirese pentru cd ii era foame.
Denominal Paraphrase ‘The girl ate cherries because she was hungry.’
Task

&

-

Litral Pictur v Figurative Picture

Figurat- | Contextual Denominal Maria a ciresit cdnd Ion i-a zis cd e frumoasd.

ive Task ‘Mary cherried when John told her she was beautiful.’
Contextual Explicit Maria a devenit ca cireaga cand Ion i-a zis cd e frumoasd.
Denominal Paraphrase ‘Mary became like a cherry when John told her she
Task was beautiful.’

Figurative Picture

Table 8: Examples of experimental items with SAD verbs.


https://osf.io/2tk63/

cherries’) when told they are beautiful. Participants could also sometimes use an imaginative
strategy, treating the picture as the endpoint of an activity that is not explicitly represented. In
the literal context for to cherry, for instance, they could imagine that the happy girl in the non-
target picture has just finished eating the cherries. Consequently, they might pick that picture
instead of the picture corresponding to the literal interpretation. While we are aware of these
limitations, we preferred to use real pictures instead of drawings to give the experiment a note of
real-world authenticity. In addition, schematic drawings, leaving out details present in the real
world, have been shown to sometimes lead to errors in acquisition, in contrast to pictures (see
Kiss & Zétényi 2017 for insights into the advantages of employing real pictures over drawings
when investigating quantifier spreading). Other future experiments could employ videos, where

sequences of actions better disambiguate meaning than pictures.

3.2.1.4 Results
3.21.41 Descriptive results

Romanian adult speakers were sensitive to context, generally providing figurative readings in
figurative contexts and literal readings in literal contexts (Figure 2). Importantly, in contrast to
adults, Romanian children belonging to all age groups were much less context-sensitive, showing
an overall preference for literal interpretations even in figurative contexts. For convenience,
we shall refer to the correspondence between context and expected answer through the term
“accuracy”. However, as well-pointed out by a reviewer, when a participant gives a different

answer, that answer is not wrong, but simply not in line with our expectations.
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Figure 2: Accuracy (with SE) per Age Group and Context in the Contextual Denominal Task.
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Since overall accuracy can be misleading, we need to look carefully at individual participants
and individual denominal verbs. We find that adults answered as expected more than 50% of the
time for both contexts, whereas only 26 out of 57 children did so, and only 10 handled figurative
contexts figuratively. Children also show more variation than the adult group for each individual

verb (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Accuracy proportions per Verb, Age Group, and Context in the Contextual Denominal
Task (with individual variation across speakers).

If we look at the root type (animal vs fruit/vegetable), we notice that the lowest accuracy
rates for adults were obtained for literal interpretations of denominals derived from animal names
(Figure 4). Here, both children and adults seemed to oscillate between literal and figurative
answers for denominals. In contrast, in figurative contexts, adults are close to ceiling (92.4%),
while children are accurate to an extent of only 47.8%. For denominals derived from fruit/
vegetable names, both children and adults are equally accurate in literal contexts (84.8%), but,
in figurative contexts, only adults are accurate (86.4%), while children give a high number of
literal responses (62.9%). Interestingly, in figurative contexts, children are slightly more accurate
with denominals derived from animal roots, which indicates more ease with ‘act like N’ readings

than with ‘become like N’ readings.

In terms of Subject Animacy, children seem to be more accurate with animate subjects in
figurative contexts but with inanimate subjects in literal contexts, while adults seem to be more

accurate with inanimate subjects overall (Figure 5).
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minal Task.

3.21.4.2 Statistical analysis

To test whether children performed statistically worse than adults in figurative contexts, we
employed the glmer function in the statistical package Ime4 in R (R Core Team 2021). The data were
fitted into a mixed effect logistic regression model with (expected) Answer as a dependent variable,

the fixed effects Context (Literal vs Figurative), Group (Children vs. Adults), and the interaction

25
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between Context and Group, and by-participant slopes per Context and by-verb slopes per Context.
The model showed significant effects of Context (3 = —1.316, SE = 0.57,Z = —2.303, p < .05),
Group (8 = —2.6955, SE = 0.206,Z = —13.078, p < .001), and the interaction between Context
and Group (Context: Group, (3 = 2.884, SE = 0.258, Z = 11.153, p < .001).

To see whether there are further differences among 4-, 5- and 6-year-olds, we computed a
mixed effect logistic regression model on the child data with (expected) Answer as a dependent
variable, the fixed effects Context (Literal vs Figurative), Age (4, 5, 6), and the interaction
between Context and Age, and by-participant slopes per Context and by-verb slopes per Context.
We found a marginally significant effect of Context ( = 1.89, SE = 0.985,Z = 1.919, p =.055),

but no significant effect of Age or interaction between Context and Age (p > .05).

In addition, we tested whether there was an effect of nominal root type upon interpretation,
namely, whether children and adults were sensitive to the difference between verbs derived
from fruit/vegetable names and animal names. Thus, we fitted the data to a mixed effect logistic
regression model with (expected) Answer as a dependent variable, the fixed effects Context
(Literal vs Figurative), Group (Children vs. Adults), Entity (Fruit/Vegetable vs Animal) and all
the possible interactions between them, and by-participant slopes per Context and Entity and
their interaction and by-verb slopes per Context. The model showed significant effects of Context
(B = —2.5,SE = 0.597,Z = —4.19, p < .001), Group (8 = —2.749, SE = 0.285,Z = —9.645,
p < .001), the interaction between Context and Group (£ = 3.035, SE = 0.338, Z = 8.972,
2.423, SE = 0.853, Z = 2.840,
p < .001), but no significant effects of Entity, the interaction between Group and Entity, or the

p < .001), the interaction between Context and Entity (8

interaction between Context, Group, and Entity.

We also tested the effect of sentence subject animacy upon interpretation. We fitted the data
to a mixed effect logistic regression model with (expected) Answer as a dependent variable, the
fixed effects Context (Literal vs Figurative), Group (Children vs. Adults), Sentence Subject Animacy
(Inanimate vs Animate) and all the possible interactions between them, and by-participant and
by-verb slopes per Context, Sentence Subject Animacy, and their interaction and by-verb slopes
per Context. The model showed marginally significant effects of Context (3 = —1.081, SE =
0.62, Z = —1.743, p = 0.08), Group (8 = —2.083, SE = 0.242, Z = —8.578, p < .001),
Subject Animacy (8 = 0.88, SE = 0.306, Z = 2.882, p < .01), the interaction between Context
and Group (8 = 1.686, SE = 0.319, Z = 5.276, p < .001), the interaction between Group
and Subject Animacy (B = —1.401, SE = 0.3387,Z = —4.139, p < .001) and the interaction
between Context, Group and Subject Animacy (3 = 2.791, SE = 0.438,Z = 6.364, p < .001).

3.21.5 Discussion

Our results show that, while adults are sensitive to context, obeying a Plausibility in Decompression

Principle, children are much less so, displaying a literal bias in the Contextual Denominal Task.



This is in line with similar results from the acquisition of idioms suggesting that children start
off with a literal bias (Chaminaud, Laval & Bernicot 2006). Our findings suggest that children do
not have a strong sensitivity to linguistic context: when the linguistic context favours a figurative
interpretation, they tend to interpret SAD verbs in a literal manner to a quite large extent. Instead,
our findings can be explained within the Meaning First Approach if we assume that a principle
such as Simplicity in Decompression is at work in child language. Given that denominals are
indeterminate, ambiguous, and open to many interpretations, children will prefer the simplest
interpretation possible. As already argued, the literal interpretation of SAD verbs is simpler from
various perspectives. First, literal readings involve DO-type light verbs, activity verbs which are
aspectually simpler than the verb BECOME involved in figurative readings, a change of state verb
(Levin 1993).* Secondly, literal meanings result from merging verbal meanings with nouns (N)
denoting actual entities (e.g., eat cherries, give birth to a bunny). In contrast, figurative meanings
involve a more complex conceptual structure, composing verbal meanings with a LIKE N component

(e.g., become like cherry, act like bunny), expressing a stereotype (Martin & Pifién 2020).

Cognitive accounts can also explain our findings: children’s preference for literal over
figurative readings may stem from a general difficulty children may have with figurative
meanings: such readings are cognitively more costly and less accessible to children (Johnson &
Pascual-Leone 1989; Gentner 1988; Nall 1983; a.o.). Figurative meanings require multiple steps:
identifying similarities, establishing a relation between them, and then integrating them into a

new concept (Recanati 2004; Rubio-Fernandez 2007).

Regarding denominals derived from animate roots, both children and adults oscillate between
literal and figurative interpretations in literal contexts. However, in figurative contexts, while
adults have high accuracy for denominals derived from animate roots, children are below 50%.
This can be explained if one assumes an adult preference for an ‘ACT like N’ interpretation of
denominals. This is also in line with the previous results from the Denominal Sentence and
Paraphrase Elicitation Task, where adults only produced ‘act like X’ paraphrases for denominals

derived from animal names.

Children also generally performed worse than adults with SAD verbs in sentences with animate
subjects. This may be because children are now starting to understand that animate subjects can both
interact with animals/objects, as well as act like them. Moreover, the findings are in consonance
with the previous results from the Denominal Sentence and Paraphrase Elicitation Task.

Interestingly, children of all ages seem to show a similar literal bias in interpreting SAD verbs

in context, which suggests that the literal bias characterizes at least the period between ages 4
and 6.

4 It is not clear, however, whether DO is simpler than ACT. Such a claim could be made if we assume ACT involves an
obligatory manner component, whereas DO does not.
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The Contextual Denominal Task offers important insights into children’s understanding of
SAD verbs. Importantly, we find that children are not as sensitive to context as adults. However,
we do not know whether children’s non-adult-like performance with figurative meanings is
due to a difficulty with the decompression of figurative meaning or a difficulty with figurative
meaning in general. In other words, it might be that children have difficulties with the figurative
interpretation of a ciresi ‘to cherry’ simply because the ‘become like a cherry’ reading is not
accessible to them. To cherry allows many interpretations, and children prefer to interpret it in
the simplest way possible (i.e., literally). On the other hand, it might also be that children do
actually access the underlying conceptual structure ‘become like a cherry’, but they have difficulty
interpreting it. To pin down the source of children’s difficulties with SAD verbs, we further
investigate whether children are more accurate in response to context when the underlying
internal structure of denominals is made explicit through paraphrases, i.e., when instead of
being exposed to denominal verbs, they are exposed to the corresponding denominal verb

paraphrases.

3.2.2 Contextual Explicit Denominal Paraphrase Task

In another experiment, the Contextual Explicit Denominal Paraphrase Task, we expose
Romanian children and adults to explicit paraphrases of denominal verbs in literal- or figurative-
biased contexts. We specifically investigate if children find it easier to access figurative readings
in figurative contexts when the internal structure of SAD verbs is explicitly spelled out (e.g., to

become like a cherry instead of to cherry, to act like a fox instead of to fox).

Previous research on light verbs in child language shows conflicting evidence: some studies
show that children prefer using single non-light verbs (e,g., “A kissed B”) over paraphrases with
(light) verbs (e.g., “A gave B a kiss”) (Barner 2001; Goldberg 2013; Oshima-Takane et al. 2001;
He & Wittenberg 2020), while others argue that children (with and without SLI) tend to overuse
light verb constructions (Kambanaros & Grohmann 2013). Paraphrases have more arguments
than semantic roles (Wittenberg 2018; He & Wittenberg 2020), but they have the advantage of
semantic transparency. Thus, we might expect children to understand paraphrases of SAD verbs

better than SAD verbs, given that they make the underlying meaning more explicit.

3.2.21 Predictions

If Romanian children cannot interpret paraphrases such as ‘to become like a cherry’ or ‘to act like
a fox’ in an adult-like manner, then they are cognitively unable to process figurative meanings
altogether. If, however, Romanian children handle figurative denominal paraphrases in an adult-
like manner, children’s apparent lack of context-sensitivity in the Explicit Denominal Task can
be explained in two ways (which are not necessarily mutually exclusive): through a Simplicity in

Decompression Principle, which makes children favour literal interpretations over figurative ones



on grounds of (structural and conceptual) simplicity, or through cognitive difficulty with implicit

figurative meanings.

3.2.2.2 Participants

57 Romanian monolingual typically-developing children (Age range: 4-6) and 42 Romanian
adult native speakers took part in the experiment. The children represented 3 different age
groups: (i) 20 4-year-olds (12 Male, 8 Female, Age range: 4-4;11, Mean age: 4;43), (ii) 20 5-year-
olds (8 Male, 12 Female, Age range: 5-5;11, Mean age: 5;09), and (iii) 17 6-year-olds (6 Male, 11
Female, Age range: 6-6;7, Mean age: 6;1). The adult controls were undergraduate students at the
University of Bucharest and received course credit for participation. Participants were different

from the groups in the previous experiments in order to avoid a possible priming effect.

3.2.2.3 Procedure & materials

The procedure was identical to the Contextual Denominal Task. The materials made the inner
structure composing denominal meaning explicit. Sentences creating a literal bias made the verb
explicit (to eat cherries, to give birth to a bunny), while sentences creating a figurative bias used a
verb and a LIKE + noun continuation (to become like a cherry, to act like a bunny)-see Table 8. We
opted for using light verbs for paraphrases of figurative denominal verbs, but light verbs/lexical
verbs for paraphrases of literal denominal verbs based on the answers provided by children
and adults in the Denominal Sentence and Paraphrase Elicitation Task, aiming to make the
sentences with the paraphrases sound as natural as possible.

3.2.2.4 Results
3.2.2.41 Descriptive results

Both Romanian children and adults were sensitive to context, generally responding with figurative
readings in figurative contexts and literal readings in literal contexts (Figure 6). Children of all
ages were overall less context-sensitive than adults, but 5- and 6-year-olds gave slightly more

adult-like answers than 4-year-olds.

Importantly, unlike in the Contextual Denominal Task, both children and adults gave answers
as expected for all SAD verbs at a very high rate (>60%), except for the literal interpretation of
a pinguini ‘to penguin’ and the figurative interpretation of a Idmdi ‘to lemon’, where there was
more variation in their responses (Figure 7). This may be because of an interfering ‘act (walk)
like a penguin’ bias and the difficulty of the ‘become (sour) like a lemon’ reading associated with

a ldmadi ‘to lemon’.

With respect to root type, both groups varied their interpretation with context for both
denominals derived from fruit/vegetable names and from animal names (Figure 8). In the literal

context, both children and adults were more accurate for figurative interpretations of denominals
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Figure 7: Accuracy proportions per Verb, Age Group, and Context in the Contextual Explicit
Denominal Task (with individual variation across speakers).

derived from fruit/vegetable names (children: 98.5%, adults: 93.7%). In the figurative contexts,
both adults and children were more accurate with SAD verbs derived from animal names
(children: 82.7%, adults: 95.8%), which indicates that the ‘act like N’ reading is slightly easier to
handle than the ‘become like N’ reading.

In terms of subject animacy, children seem to perform slightly worse than adults with animate
subjects (see Figure 9).
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3.2.2.4.2 Statistical analysis

To test whether children performed statistically worse than adults in figurative contexts, we

employed a mixed effect logistic regression model with (expected) Answer as a dependent

variable, the fixed effects Context (Literal vs Figurative), Group (Children vs. Adults), and the

interaction between Context and Group, and by-participant slopes per Context and by-verb slopes
per Context. The model showed significant effects of Group (3 = —1.55, SE = 0.22,Z = —6.99,
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p < .001) and significant interaction between Context and Group (Context: Group, £ = 1.278,
SE = 0.28, Z = 4.554, p < .001), but no significant effect of Context (p = 0.784).

We also investigated further differences between 4-, 5- and 6-year-olds. We fitted the data
from children’s responses into a mixed effect logistic regression model with (expected) Answer as
a dependent variable, the fixed effects Context (Literal vs Figurative) and the interaction between
Context and Group and by-participant slopes per Context and by-verb slopes per Context. The model
shows significant effects per Age (8 = 0.3636, SE = 0.1326,Z= 2.741, p < .001). We then computed
multiple pairwise t-tests to calculate pairwise comparisons between groups with corrections for
multiple comparisons. The results reveal significant differences between 4- and 5-year-olds (p =
0.03), and between 4- and 6-year-olds (p = 0.03), but not between 5- and 6-year-olds (p= 0.84).

We also tested the effect of the type of denominal used upon interpretation, namely, whether
children and adults were sensitive to the difference between verbs derived from fruit/vegetable
names and from animal names. Thus, we fitted the data to a mixed effect logistic regression
model with (accurate) Answer as a dependent variable, the fixed effects Context (Literal vs
Figurative), Group (Children vs. Adults), Entity (Fruit/Vegetable vs Animal) and all the possible
interactions between them, and by-participant slopes per Context and Entity and their interaction
and by-verb slopes per Context. The model revealed significant effects of Group (8 = —1.733,
SE = 0.342, Z = —5.063, p < .001), interaction between Context and Group (3 = 0.967,
SE = 0.404, Z = 2.395, p < .05), and interaction between Context, Group and Entity (8 = 2.05,
SE = 0.704, Z = 2.914, p < .01)

In addition, we tested the effect of sentence subject animacy upon interpretation. We fitted
the data to a mixed effect logistic regression model with (accurate) Answer as a dependent
variable, the fixed effects Context (Literal vs Figurative), Group (Children vs. Adults), Sentence
Subject Animacy (Inanimate vs Animate) and all the possible interactions between them, and
by-participant and by-verb slopes per Context, Sentence Subject Animacy, and their interaction
and by-verb slopes per Context. The model showed significant effects of Group (3 = —1.674,
SE = 0.347,Z = —4.827,p < .001), Subject Animacy (8 = —0.869, SE = 0.354,Z = —2.452,
p < .05), the interaction between Context and Group (8 = 1.072, SE = 0.410, Z = 2.613,
p < .01), the interaction between Context and Subject Animacy (8 = 4.289, SE = 1.523,
Z = 2.815, p < .01), but not for the interaction between Group and Subject Animacy (p > .05)
or the interaction between Context, Group and Subject Animacy (p > .05).

To compare children’s performance in the Contextual Denominal Task versus the Contextual
Explicit Denominal Paraphrase Task, we fitted the data to a mixed effect logistic regression
model with (accurate) Answer as a dependent variable, the fixed effects Context (Literal vs
Figurative), Group (Children vs. Adults), Task (Denominal vs Explicit Denominal Paraphrase), and
all the possible interactions, and by-participant slopes per Context and by-verb slopes per Context.
The model showed significant effects of Context (8 = —1.327, SE = 0.565, Z = —2.348, p =



0.018 < .05), Group (B = —2.699, SE = 0.204, Z = —13.237, p < .01), the interaction between
Context and Group (Context: Group, B = 2.882, SE = 0.244,Z = 11.802, p < .01), the interaction
between Group and Task ( = 1.145, SE = 0.298, Z = 3.844, p < .01), the interaction between
Context, Group and Task (8 = —1.602, SE = 0.376, Z = —4.257, p < .01), and marginally
significant effects of Task (3 = 0.847, SE = 0.445,Z = 1.904, p =.056 > .05), and the interaction
between Context and Task (8 = 1.145, SE = 0.298, Z = 3.844, p = .053 < .01).

3.2.2.5 Discussion

The results of the Contextual Explicit Denominal Paraphrase Task suggest that both children
and adults can handle figurative readings in figurative-biasing contexts. Moreover, both groups
seem context-sensitive, choosing more literal pictures for literal contexts and figurative pictures
for figurative contexts. Thus, children can handle figurative meanings when these are spelled out
explicitly through ‘become like N’/‘act like N’ paraphrases, i.e., through a light verb and a like N
component. Interestingly, there is a developmental effect for comprehending ‘act/become like N’
paraphrases, given that 4-year-olds perform slightly worse than 5- and 6-year-olds. Our results
are compatible with the Compressed Meaning is Hard hypothesis we proposed within the Meaning
First Approach, as well as with cognitive theories which argue that explicit figurative meaning is

not equivalent to implicit figurative meaning (see Section 2.4.2).

Interestingly, we also see that overall, both children and adults perform better with explicit
paraphrases than with denominals. This happens in literal contexts as well, which is not predicted

by the cognitive accounts we discussed, but only by the Meaning First Approach.

In literal contexts, we also find that children’s and adults’ performance is better with verbs
derived from inanimate roots than animate ones, and better with inanimate subjects than with
animate subjects, while, in figurative contexts, children and adults’ performance is better with
verbs derived from animate roots than inanimate ones and better with animate subjects than
inanimate ones. ‘Act like N’ readings are thus more accessible than ‘become like N’ readings. The
findings seem to reflect the intuition that vegetables/fruits are defined by actions that involve
them (e.g., picking cherries), but animals are characterized more through their behaviour (e.g.,
acting like a fox, i.e., stealing). The noted difference may also have to do with the fact that we
easily associate stereotypical properties to animates, while the ones associated with inanimates

are more culture-dependent, as pointed out by an anonymous reviewer.

4 General discussion

The Contextual Denominal Task and the Contextual Explicit Denominal Paraphrase Task
provide insights into how Romanian children and adults understand novel denominal verbs. We
find that compressed meaning (or opaque meaning in Slobin (1973)’s terminology) is generally

hard for children and that children fare much better when the meaning is made explicit.
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The Contextual Denominal Task shows us that, unlike adults, who are generally more
context-sensitive, children have a strong literal bias in interpretation. Interestingly, there seems
to be a difference between denominal verbs derived from inanimate roots versus animate roots.
Children interpret SAD verbs derived from animal names either literally or figuratively, though
there seems to be a literal bias overall.> However, adults seem to have a strong association
between animal class SAD verbs and ‘act like N’ interpretations, which show up even in literal
contexts. This confirms the findings in the Elicited Denominal Paraphrase and Sentence Task,
where adults almost exclusively produced ‘act like N’ paraphrases for denominals derived from

animal names.

Children’s failure to show context-sensitivity in the interpretation of SAD verbs could be
a consequence of their difficulty to access the underlying conceptual structure of SAD verbs,
given their compressed nature. If we assume a Meaning First Approach, then children differ
from adults, who abide by a Plausibility in Decompression Principle. Instead, children observe
Simplicity in Decompression, going for the simplest interpretation available to them. Additionally,
world knowledge could also make such mappings more accessible to children than more complex
mappings which involve computing similarities among entities. On the other hand, children’s
difficulty in interpreting to cherry figuratively could stem from more general cognitive difficulties
with figurative meanings (Johnson & Pascual-Leone 1989; Gentner 1988; Nall 1983; a.o0.), i.e.,

children might fail to interpret even ‘become like a cherry’ in a figurative manner.

The Contextual Explicit Denominal Paraphrase Task further tries to pin down the source
of this failure with denominals, investigating whether children perform more accurately with
figurative contexts if the underlying meaning of denominals is made explicit through ‘become
like N’/‘act like N’ paraphrases. The results show that children can follow the semantics overtly
expressed by paraphrases, performing more adult-like in this task. Moreover, adults’ performance
is accurate both with inanimate and animate root SAD verbs, and, importantly, it is also more
accurate than in the Contextual Denominal Task. While, in the Contextual Denominal Task,
participants can only rely on linguistic context and world knowledge, in the Contextual Explicit
Denominal Paraphrase Task, participants can additionally rely on paraphrases, containing

lexical cues to the intended meaning.

Interestingly, while children of ages 4, 5, and 6 perform alike with denominal verbs, showing

a general literal bias, younger children (4-year-olds) perform worse with denominal paraphrases

5 While the results may be interpreted as indicating that children were at chance, as indicated by a reviewer, they
often gave various motivations for their answers. This, to our mind, reveals that there was some thought process
behind their answers. For instance, one child told me that to fox means ‘to cut foxes into pieces and eat their meat’,
‘to elephant’ means ‘to cut elephants into pieces and eat their meat’ etc. He said “this is what people do to animals”.
Other children gave different motivations: some animals made them think of stories where the fox was tricking
someone.



than older children (5- and 6-year-olds). The difficulty in comprehending SAD verbs may thus
carry over from early childhood to a later stage in development. In fact, even adults’ answers in
the Contextual Denominal Task are not at ceiling, possibly because of other biases (such as the

figurative bias for animal class denominals, for instance).

Taken together, our experiments show that explicit meaning is easier to handle by children
than implicit meaning, which is in line with Meaning First Approach (Sauerland & Alexiadou
2020) and the idea that Compressed Meaning is Hard. Previously, it has been argued that children
have an acquisition bias towards transparent one-to-one mappings between concepts and forms
(see Slobin 1973; van Hout 1998). Interestingly, compressed meaning is more challenging than
explicit meaning even in literal contexts, but the difficulty seems even greater in figurative contexts.
Our finding that explicit figurative meaning is easier to handle by children than implicit
figurative meaning is incompatible with cognitive accounts which assume the equivalence
between metaphors and similes (see Section 2.4), but it is compatible with a generative Meaning
First Approach (Sauerland & Alexiadou 2020), according to which children decompress the
indeterminate, ambiguous meaning of denominals to the simplest interpretation possible, involving
a one-to-one mapping (literal interpretation). It is also compatible with cognitive accounts
which assume that explicit figurative meaning is not equivalent to implicit figurative meaning.
Although our experiments do not distinguish between these two types of accounts, ultimately,
the two accounts may not be that incompatible. While generative and cognitive linguistics have
been claimed to be at odds with each other (Lakoff 1991), relying on different assumptions (the
innateness and autonomy of syntax vs learning language) and having a different focus (formal
syntax vs usage, social function), bridges can be built between the two types of linguistics, as
argued by Newmeyer (2011), given that interpretation may involve both structure computation
and cognitive processes. Thus, it may be that the implicit denominal and explicit denominal
paraphrases are characterized by both structural and cognitive differences. Importantly, we take the
fact that children produce denominal paraphrases consisting of verbs and nouns in the Denominal
Sentence and Paraphrase Elicitation Task in Bleotu (2021) as a possible indication that children
treat denominals as compressed forms, decomposing them into various meaning components. We
thus embrace a Meaning First Approach. However, we do not exclude the possibility that there
may be cognitive reflexes of generative meaning, and, in fact, assuming such a reflex may provide a
more comprehensive perspective on the relationship between structure and cognition. Importantly,
while the findings about participants’ interpretations in figurative contexts can be accounted for
both within the Meaning First Approach and cognitive accounts which capitalize on the difference
between metaphors and similes, participants’ higher accuracy with explicit paraphrases in literal

contexts is predicted by the Meaning First Approach exclusively.

Within the Meaning First Approach, we tentatively propose that the lexicon initially contains

multiple meaning structures for denominals (corresponding to both literal and figurative
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readings). These structures compete but, at an early stage in acquisition, children prefer
literal interpretations over figurative ones (Table 9). Literal readings are less compressed than
figurative readings. They involve a simpler underlying event structure merging DO-type verbs
with Nouns, while figurative readings involve merging BECOME/ACT verbs with an N-like
component. We assume this latter component is represented by a “LIKE N” structure in the style
of Hale & Keyser (2002). An alternative would be to assume it is instead a Root, as in Kiparsky’s
(1997) framework. However, postulating a “LIKE N” structure in the representation of figurative
denominals can explain the contrast between implicit and explicit structures better: if we assume
explicit structures spell out underlying conceptual structures (such as underlying verbs and the
underlying LIKE component), then it is only natural they should have more ease interpreting
them in comparison to implicit structures. DO-ing verbs are typical event verbs in child language,
and nouns represent lexical categories familiar to children from very early on (Echols & Marti
2004; Fennell 2006; Waxman & Booth 2001, a.o0.). At an early stage in acquisition, children
generally observe Simplicity in Decompression: they prefer aspectually simpler DO-type meanings.
Moreover, they prefer to interpret nouns literally, avoiding N-like meanings which may be
more challenging, involving identifying possible similarities between objects. Children start by
merging DO-type verbs and Nouns together, and, on the basis of world knowledge, in line with
Plausibility in Decompression, they decide that, for certain verbs, a more natural (world-adequate)

or context-adequate interpretation would be to merge BECOME/ACT verbs with components

to cherry
LITERAL (true) FIGURATIVE (pseudo)
v A%
/\ /\
\% N \% LIKE N
DO cherry BECOME cherry
(COME TO BE) (Meaning: cherry-like)
(to eat, pick, a.o0.) (to blush, turn red, a.o.)
to fox
LITERAL (true) FIGURATIVE (pseudo)
v v
/\ /\
A% N v LIKE N
DO fox ACT fox

(Meaning: fox-like)

(to catch, tame, a.0.) (to steal, lie, trick, a.o0.)

Table 9: Competing meanings of novel denominal verbs.



with LIKE N meanings. The fact that children tend to interpret verbs derived from animal names
figuratively to a high degree even in literal contexts may be taken to suggest children already
observe Plausibility in Decompression to a certain extent. The effect of subject animacy suggests a
similar conclusion, given that, in the case of children, inanimate subjects lead to a higher rate of
expected answers than animate subjects in literal contexts, and animate subjects lead to a higher

rate of expected answers than inanimate subjects in figurative contexts.

Regarding sensitivity to context, children are, however, less sensitive to context than adults.
In figurative contexts, unlike adults, children seem to have an overall literal interpretation
preference until quite late, even in figurative-biasing linguistic contexts. This preference is,
however, less pronounced with nouns derived from animal names: children seem to handle ‘act
like N’ readings more easily than ‘become like N’. This important finding is also in line with
Simplicity in Decompression, given that ‘act like N’ activity verbs can be argued to be aspectually
simpler than change of state verbs (Levin 1993): if become N is decomposed as ‘come to be N’,

then change of state verbs involve more material to compress than ‘act like N’.

Importantly, (partly) spelling out the meaning of denominals through verbs and the explicit
marker “like (N)” leads to higher accuracy both for children and adults, showing that explicitness
eases understanding. While we have primarily explained our results about figurative meanings in
terms of the Meaning First Approach, our findings are also compatible with cognitive accounts
which argue that metaphors and similes are not equivalent (Glucksberg & Keysar 1990; Chiappe
& Kennedy 2001; Glucksberg & Haught 2006; Roncero, Kennedy & Smyth 2006; Carston 2002;
Sperber & Wilson 2008; Glucksberg 2011; Roncero, de Almeida, Martin, & de Caro 2016; a.o.)
Thus, while become like a cherry would suggest a change of state with respect to a property or
several properties shared by the subject and cherries (the color red, for instance), the figurative
be a cherry or cherry would count as a metaphorical categorization statement, where the subject
is included into a novel abstract concept or among the category of people who are involved in
‘cherry’ activities or processes in an abstract sense (Glucksberg & Keysar 1990; Glucksberg &
Haught 2006; Sperber & Wilson 2008). Moreover, saying X cherries in a figurative sense would
be stronger than saying that X becomes like a cherry (Roncero et al. 2006), with the first statement
expressing identity, and the second expressing near identity in similarity. We believe that the
Meaning First Approach and a cognitive account treating explicit figurative meanings (similes) as
distinct from implicit figurative meanings (metaphors) need not be mutually exclusive. In other
words, it may be that participants compute figurative denominal meanings both structurally
(decompressing the underlying meaning of denominals) and cognitively (figuring out in which
sense X becomes or acts like N). Importantly though, only the Meaning First Approach predicts
more difficulty with implicit meanings than with explicit meanings even in literal contexts,
which is what we find. This leads us to the conclusion that our results are best captured overall

by the Meaning First Approach.

37



38

Finally, we would like to point out that, while we believe our findings are easily accounted for
within the Meaning First Approach, we do not wish to claim that other factors such as exposure
or frequency do not play any role whatsoever. However, we do not believe such factors can
fully explain our data. First and foremost, children have no exposure to the SAD verbs we tested
here, and yet they provide interpretations for them. Secondly, while usage-based approaches,
which assume that children learn to produce and interpret various words/structures through
generalizations from the input (Tomasello 2000; 2003; Goldberg 2006), can also capture the
finding that children do better with explicit structures than with semi-nonce verbs involving
implicit structures, they cannot necessarily account for why children decompress in the manner
they do. One would need to additionally assume that decompression favours uses that are more
frequent in the input. Furthermore, it is not clear what the corpus language facts are; one would
need to investigate whether the availability of literal/figurative meanings for denominal verbs in
child Romanian varies with the frequency in child-directed input of the corresponding nominal
roots/light verbs/denominal paraphrases. However, the scarcity of corpus data for child Romanian
(there is data only for three children) makes this task very challenging. Consequently, a discussion
of our acquisition findings in terms of usage would lack a solid frequency-informed basis. Such
an undertaking would only be possible for adult Romanian. Nevertheless, this would represent an

extensive investigation, for which reason we leave it as a potential direction for future research.

5 Conclusion

In conclusion, in the current paper, we have probed into the acquisition of the meaning of
denominal verbs through a SAD paradigm that relies on non-existent denominal verbs derived
from familiar nouns. Such a paradigm helps us obtain a clearer picture of how children and adults
derive meaning below word level in the absence of any lexical bias related to already-existent verbs.
We conducted two experiments (a Contextual Denominal Task and a Contextual Denominal
Paraphrase Task), where native Romanian children and adults had to choose matching pictures
for sentences with novel denominals/denominal paraphrases used in literal-biasing or figurative-
biasing contexts. Our findings show that children start off with a literal bias, preferring simpler
interpretations that merge DO-type verbs with nouns denoting the actual entities, while adults are
more context-sensitive, though, in their case too, a figurative bias seems to be at work for verbs
derived from animal names. The main challenge in understanding novel denominals (both for
children and adults) seems to be getting to the underlying meaning of these verbs. Denominals
are an interesting case of compression of meaning: they are ambiguous, indeterminate, open to
a variety of interpretations, and pinning down their interpretation is not an easy task, given that
both structural and conceptual simplicity, as well as plausibility seem to play an important role.
Overall, children’s greater ease with explicit meanings in comparison to implicit meanings and

their decompression preferences can best be explained within the Meaning First Approach.
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