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1. Introduction 
 
 There has been a long-standing puzzle in the acquisition literature, as to 
why children overuse the definite determiner ‘the’, to mean ‘one of’, instead of 
‘the unique referent’. A number of explanations have been proposed, each 
claiming a deficit in a distinct area of children’s development. The Egocentrism 
hypothesis suggested that children know what ‘the’ means but for their 
‘selfishness’ fail to indicate the saliency of their referent to their interlocutor, 
indicating a pragmatic, cognitive, or a Theory of Mind type deficit (Maratsos 
1976, following Piaget 1955). The Maximality hypothesis suggests that 
children’s definition of ‘the’ is lacking the crucial presupposition of 
uniqueness/maximality, that the referent must be unique, indicating a deficit (or 
slow development) of a key semantic principle, thus putting semantic 
development on par with syntactic development (Wexler 2003, following Heim 
1991). Lastly, the Domain restriction hypothesis indicates that children have 
difficulty setting the implicit domain restriction on the relevant context set for 
the interpretation of singular definite determiner phrases, suggestive of a 
pragmatic problem (e.g. Munn, Miller, Schmitt 2006).  
 The issues at stake here go far beyond the three-letter English word. 
Pragmatic accounts make the key assumption that children’s knowledge of 
semantics is at the adult level – it is just the use of their knowledge that is slow 
to develop. The semantic account, on the other hand, suggests that semantic 
competence develops in a way similar to syntactic competence – gradually, and 
presumably guided via a biological (genetic) mechanism. 
 The present paper adds to the debate by experimentally testing another 
linguistic phenomenon that involves maximality, namely Free Relatives (e.g. 
“[What is on the table] is red”). We found that children lack awareness of the 
maximal interpretation in free relatives at least until 6-7 years of age, the age at 
which it was shown (e.g. Karmiloff-Smith 1979, Modyanova & Wexler 2007) 
that children begin to reliably interpret the definite article in the adult way. 
These results are taken to support the Maximality hypothesis. 
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2. Accounts for Children’s Overuse of ‘the’ 
2.1. Overview of Definitions of Determiners (based on Heim 1991) 
 

The adults’ definition for ‘the’ contains presuppositions of existence and 
uniqueness, that there is exactly one referent in a given context set. If either one 
of the presuppositions is violated, i.e. if there is not exactly one referent in the 
context (either there are none at all (nonexistence) or more than one 
(nonuniqueness)), the result is truth-valueless. In plural cases, uniqueness 
generalizes to maximality, where ‘the objects’ must refer to the entire set of 
objects in the context and not just a plural subset thereof. Another way to view 
this is that definite DPs refer to the maximal element of the set they denote (i.e. 
refer to the maximal individual that all other individuals in the set are part of) 
(Link 1983). These definitions contrast with the definition of the indefinite 
article ‘a’, which is only taken to presuppose existence of at least one referent, 
but no context set. Additionally there is a pragmatic implicature which prevents 
the indefinite article being used instead of the definite, namely the requirement 
to “make one’s contribution presuppose as much as possible”. 
 
2.2. The Egocentrism Hypothesis 
 

Egocentrism (Piaget 1955) refers to an inability on the part of a child in the 
preoperational stage of development to see any point of view other than their 
own. In a way, this is somewhat reminiscent of 3-4 year old children’s 
difficulties with Theory of Mind, a capacity to attribute and to interpret behavior 
in terms of mental states of conspecifics. Egocentrism was initially used by 
Maratsos (1976) to account for children’s errors in the use of the definite 
determiner in production, in cases where children were presented with several 
identical objects (verbally or visually), and, unlike adults who would use ‘a’ to 
refer to one of those, young children used ‘the’. This view assumes that children 
have same definitions of determiners as adults do. Yet if young children can 
only take their own perspective of a situation, they focus on one referent of a set 
and consider it unique and refer to it with ‘the’. However children fail to tell 
their conversation partner explicitly about their chosen referent, i.e. they fail to 
realize that the salience of the referent is not shared by their interlocutor.  

Egocentrism (or immature Theory of Mind) however cannot apply well to 
explaining children’s errors in comprehension of ‘the’. In a conversation it is 
only the speaker who is primarily charged with representing the mind of their 
interlocutor, and not the hearer, who implicitly trusts the speaker to guide their 
attention to the salient entities in the discourse set. If the speaker is successful in 
directing the hearer’s attention to the salient entities in the discourse set, this is 
not because the hearer recognizes the speaker’s intention to do so. Rather, there 
are innate mechanisms of joint attention at work. (Heim, p.c.)  

Thus the Egocentrism hypothesis for children’s overuse of ‘the’ suggests 
the problems are cognitive or pragmatic in nature, but this explanation is only 
applicable to children’s production errors. 



2.3. The Maximality Hypothesis 
 

Wexler (2003) argues that children’s overuse of the definite article is a 
deficit in children’s computational system of language, arising specifically due 
to the lack of a component of the semantic definition of ‘the’ – Maximality 
(Uniqueness). This proposal is based on Heim’s (1991) semantic definitions of 
articles and her observation that Egocentrism cannot explain all the patterns of 
children’s use of ‘the’ without further stipulations. It cannot explain children’s 
overuse of ‘the’ in partitive contexts such as the ‘one of the children is laughing’ 
story (e.g. Karmiloff-Smith 1979) where the context set of referents is presented 
verbally and not visually, and thus there are no visible referents for children to 
focus on. It cannot explain children’s lack of overuse of ‘the’ in nonpartitive 
contexts, which is guided by the maximize presupposition implicature, which 
children are supposed to lack if children have pragmatic problems.  

So if it is a part of their semantics, the presupposition of uniqueness, that 
children are lacking, what would their definitions of articles look like? 
Children’s ‘the’ would still presuppose existence, but of a referent in a context 
set. Now the proposition ‘the x’ is truth-valueless only in the case of 
nonexistence of the referent; nonuniqueness is acceptable. Essentially, children’s 
‘the’ means ‘one of’ the things in a context set, instead of ‘the unique’ thing. In 
plural cases, ‘the things’, according to children, may refer to a plural subset of 
the entities in question, rather than the entire set. However even in lacking 
uniqueness/maximality, children are still able to differentiate between the 
definite and the indefinite article, as the definition of ‘a’ has no context set, but 
‘the’ does. Furthermore, children’s pragmatic implicature of maximize 
presupposition is intact. Given the results of many acquisition studies, it does 
look as if this is what children are using in producing and comprehending the 
definite and the indefinite articles. They only produce ‘a’ in the absence of a 
context set, and produce ‘the’ in contexts containing a singular referent, contexts 
requiring reference to one of a set of objects, and plural contexts. Children 
understand ‘the’ to refer to one of a set of equally salient things (incorrectly), 
and interpret ‘the’ to pick out a plural but not necessarily the maximal set. 

Thus, if children lack the uniqueness/maximality presupposition from the 
definite article, but have intact pragmatics (at least as much as is relevant for 
interpretation of determiners), all patterns of acquisition end up fully accounted 
for, and key predictions are made. Definite determiners and definite plural DPs 
are not the only aspects of language that involve maximality, so do questions 
and free relatives. Thus further research is imperative. 
 
2.4. The Domain Restriction Hypothesis 
 
 Another possibility is for children to have a slow development of their 
pragmatic discourse cohesion abilities, especially of the Implicit Domain 
Restriction on quantifiers and determiners. As an illustration consider Munn, 
Miller & Schmitt (2006) who studied children’s interpretation of singular and 



plural DPs. In a context where there were three frogs next to a barn, children 
heard “Give me the frog(s) next to the barn”. In the singular case, the frog 
closest to the barn would be the correct answer, and in the plural case it would 
be the entire set of three frogs. Participants included 35 English and Spanish 
children, 3-5 years of age. The results showed children to be aware of 
maximality, in picking the entire set of frogs in the plural definite case 90% of 
the time. But children seemed to miss uniqueness, since they did not pick the 
correct frog that was the closest to the barn in the singular definite case, instead 
picking the frog furthest from the barn almost 70% of the time. These findings 
spell trouble for the maximality hypothesis, since one cannot know maximality 
without also knowing uniqueness, as they are one and the same thing.  

Munn et al propose instead that children have a problem with implicit 
domain restrictions on determiners and quantifiers, implying thereby that 
children have adult-like semantic competence (at least in maximality). Domain 
restriction, which is restricting the referent to some particular set of elements in 
a given discourse set, has been argued to be a pragmatic phenomenon. In the 
case of the plural definite DPs, this domain restriction is explicit – it is the 
maximal set that is involved, the entire set of frogs in the context that are next to 
the barn. In case of the singular definite DP, the domain restriction is implicit, 
and one must infer that the referent is the maximal single frog that is closest to 
the barn. It is this implicit domain restriction that presents difficulties for 
children and accounts for their errors in interpretation of singular definite DPs. 

A number of studies in the literature both support and disprove the above 
view, illustrating the need for further research. The nature of domain restriction 
has been argued to be syntactic, or semantic, or pragmatic (as reviewed in 
Stanley & Szabo, 2000). Wolter (2006), in unifying analyses of demonstrative 
and definite descriptions, argues that lexical semantics of determiners strongly 
influences domain restriction, thus making semantics and pragmatics nearly 
inseparable. The consequences of Wolter’s proposal must be taken into 
consideration in future child language acquisition studies. 
 There is also a debate over children’s knowledge of domain restriction. 
Bridging referents across sentences, e.g. “A girl arrived. The dress was pretty”, 
is an example of implicit domain restriction, but was shown by Avrutin & 
Coopmans (2000) to actually be known by 4 year old children in Dutch, English 
and Russian. There is also a disagreement between Munn et al’s results for 
children’s knowledge of maximality in plural definite DPs and earlier findings 
of Karmiloff-Smith (1979). In her experiment 14, 56 French children (ages 4-
11) were presented with toy parking lots containing a variety of cars and trucks 
and were instructed to e.g. “put the closed cars into the garage”. The four and 
five year olds’ responses showed violations of maximality with children only 
picking the entire set of referents on average 12% and 55%, respectively. 
Children 6 years of age and older showed performance above 80%.  

Clearly there are factors influencing children’s responses that are not yet 
understood. Many studies do point to children’s immature pragmatics, and more 
are necessary for a complete understanding of children’s pragmatic deficits. 



3. Free Relatives 
3.1. Intuitions on Free Relatives 
 
A Free Relative (1) is a headless (or nonlexically headed) relative clause found 
in many languages, taking singular agreement on the matrix verb, and 
replaceable by a truth-conditionally equivalent definite plural DP (2). Narrow 
scope indefinite free relatives (not found in English) will not be addressed 
herein. The maximality in free relatives becomes evident in consideration of 
several contexts: if there are one or more red things on the table, the sentence is 
true (a). If there are some blue things in addition to some red things (b), the 
sentence is neither true nor false, but constitutes a presupposition failure, namely 
the failure of the maximality presupposition where the predicate ‘red’ is 
expected to hold true of the entire referent, denoted by the free relative, not a 
part of it. Similar judgments are observed in the case of plural DPs. The only 
context (c) where DPs and free relatives seem to differ involves an empty set, 
which is unacceptable for DPs, but is sometimes possible for free relatives. 

 
(1) [FreeRel What is on the table] is red 
(2) [DP The things on the table] are red 

a. Any number of red things 
b. *?Some red things, some blue things 
c. ?No things {null set is a plural entity} 

 
3.2. Semantics of Free Relatives 

 
An account of the semantics of free relatives must explain the source of the 

maximality presupposition. As illustrated above, free relatives can be substituted 
by truth-conditionally equivalent definite DPs. And herein lies a potential 
problem. DPs are usually expressions of type e (denoting individuals, like 
‘Bill’), but depending on the context may shift into type <e,t> (denoting 
characteristic functions of a set of individuals), or type <<e,t>,t> (the 
characteristic function of a set of properties, e.g. ‘every X’) (Partee & Rooth 
1983). Wh-constituents, such as relative clauses, denote sets of individuals 
(Cooper 1983). How can one make a relative clause ‘shift down’ to denote a 
single individual in case of the free relative? How to solve this type mismatch? 

Two recent proposals (Jacobson 1995; Caponigro 2002, 2004) find the 
answer in type-shifting rules of Partee (1987). Notably, the Iota type shifting 
rule is a way for a property (type <e,t>) to map into its maximal individual (one 
that contains all other individuals of the set, and is of type e), and is only defined 
for properties that characterize one and only one individual. Thus a predicative 
expression, e.g. a wh-clause, may shift into an individual-denoting expression, a 
DP, but only when the set that the predicate characterizes is a single entity. 

Where the two accounts differ is in the source of maximality. Jacobson 
proposes maximality to be encoded in the wh-words, implying for wh-clauses to 
always display maximality, regardless of context. Caponigro argues against that, 



since depending on the context, not all wh-questions have to absolutely be 
answered in a completely exhaustive manner: there is room for the involvement 
of pragmatic, contextual restrictions on interpretation of wh-clauses. Caponigro, 
in unifying the account over both definite and indefinite free relatives (not found 
in English), claims that maximality results directly from the type mismatch 
itself, between the set denoted by the free relative (type <e,t>) and the fact that 
the rest of the sentence requires an individual (type e). Thus, unlike lexically 
headed relative clauses, which describe sets of objects, the free relative denotes 
a maximal plural entity, which explains the maximality presupposition.  
 
4. Prior Studies of Acquisition of Free Relatives 
 

Although children’s interpretation of free relatives was never previously 
investigated, their syntactic acquisition was. Flynn & Lust (1981) tested 96 
children (aged 3;6-7;7) on elicited imitation and act-out comprehension tasks of 
several kinds of object relative clauses: lexically headed (with determinate (3) or 
non-determinate (4) heads) and nonlexically headed (free relatives(5)). 

 
(3) Big Bird pushes the balloon which bumps Ernie 
(4) Ernie pushes the thing which touches Big Bird 
(5) Cookie Monster hits what pushes Big Bird 
 

Free relatives were the easiest for children to imitate, and children 
spontaneously turned other forms of relative clauses into free relatives. The 
Determinate Head (3) that was the best comprehended. In all conditions, 
children showed 75% correct performance only by age 6;6; younger children 
performed at or below 50%. (Flynn & Lust 1981). Since then, a similar pattern 
of acquisition, with free relatives emerging before or alongside headed relative 
clauses, was observed in first and second language acquisition 
crosslinguistically (Flynn & Foley 2004). It is argued that there is an easier 
semantic-syntactic mapping for free relatives than for lexically headed clauses.  
 
5. Methods 
5.1. Experimental set-up 
 

Maximality in free relatives can be studied by presenting participants with 
contexts that do not contain a maximal plural entity uniquely described by the 
predicate and result in a truth-valueless utterance and a presupposition failure. 
Investigating presupposition failures is known to be a challenge, thus we wanted 
to set up a relatively simple but informative behavioral task. We investigated the 
interpretation of free relatives with a match/mistmatch (yes/no) task presented 
on a computer, and, in addition to participants’ responses, their reaction times 
were also recorded. Neither a ‘yes’ nor a ‘no’ response is known to not be an 
entirely correct answer in case of a presupposition failure, however participants’ 
reaction times would be informative as to any uncertainties in their answers.  



Participants were presented with a single picture at a time on the computer 
screen, and were asked a yes/no question. Free relatives were formulated in form 
of a question because in pilot testing with declarative free relatives children 
pointed to the referent(s), instead of evaluating the truth-value of the utterance 
and replying with ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Figure 1 shows one of the illustrations. The 
elephant is hiding some apples under a blanket, and some other apples are lying 
around the elephant. All pictures involved colors and animals, and children were 
tested on their color words and animal names in the introduction to the task. 

 
Figure 1. Example of stimulus picture 

 
There were three conditions, each with eight items. In the “yes” control 

condition, a picture denoted a complete set of items, and was correctly described 
by the test sentence. Thus if all the apples under the blanket were red, the 
sentence here would be: “Is what is under the blanket red?”. In the “no” control 
condition, the test sentence failed to question the pictured set: e.g. all the apples 
under the blanket were green, but the test sentence would still be “Is what is 
under the blanket red?”. Here we made sure there was still a potential referent 
in the picture, e.g. a red apple, but not under the blanket, to ensure that children 
had an opportunity to say ‘yes’. The key test condition was ‘max’ (‘maximal’), 
which involved a set consisting of two kinds of objects, e.g. some green and 
some red apples under the blanket, but the test sentence only asked about a part 
of the set, “Is what is under the blanket red?”, which constituted a violation of 
the maximality presupposition. The expected answer here for somebody who 
knows maximality should be ‘no’. 
 
5.2. Subjects 
 

Participants were recruited from Boston, Cambridge, and Wellesley, MA 
daycare and after school programs, and from higher education institutions. There 
were sixteen younger children (3;0-5;11, mean age 4;0), thirteen children aged 
6;0-8;11 years (mean age 7;0) termed ‘middle’ herein, nine older children (9;0-
12;4, mean age 10;2), and twenty two college students (18-25 years old). An 
older group of eleven adults (aged 43-56) was also tested, but their results were 
not different from the college students and are not included. 



5.3. Potential Phases in Free Relatives 
 
 When free relatives appear in copular sentences like above, there may be a 
concern that any children’s deficits in comprehension of free relatives may be 
not due to problems with maximality or domain restriction, but due to children’s 
universal phase requirement (UPR), which causes children to lack the ability to 
define defective phases and be unable to interpret passives, unaccusatives and 
raised constructions (Wexler 2004). Because of the structure of the investigated 
free relatives, this confound is unlikely. Copular sentences are distinguished in 
two ways (e.g. Higgins 1973). In predicational sentences, the referential DP 
comes before the copula with the predicate following it (6). In specificational 
sentences, the referential DP is post-verbal, and the predicative constituent is in 
the first position (7). The latter, but not the former, requires raising of the 
predicational constituent to specTP, necessitating crossing a phasal boundary. 
As predicted by UPR, children do have deficits with comprehension of inverse 
copulas, performing at 75% correct only by age 7, whereas non-inverted copulas 
are understood at near 100% rates as early as 3 years of age. (Hirsch & Wexler, 
2007). Free relatives in the current study are predicational (8), not involving 
raising, and hence should not pose problems for subjects for syntactic reasons. 
 
(6) The pig is the animal who hugs  [non-inverted copula, predicational] 
(7) The animal who hugs is the pig  [inverse copula, specificational] 
(8) [RefDP What is under the blanket] is [AdjPred red]  
 
6. Predictions 
 

If children do not know the maximality presupposition, we would see poor 
rejection rates of conditions violating maximality, and perhaps the reaction 
times would be the same across the test and the control conditions. If subjects do 
know maximality, we would see good rejection rates of the ‘max’ condition. If, 
however, our subjects do not know how to handle a presupposition failure of 
maximality, we would see poor performance on the rejection rates, but longer-
than-expected reaction times would prove subjects’ awareness of the problem. 

What would the predictions be if children’s issues are with implicit domain 
restriction? Free relatives were shown to pattern like plural definite DPs in 
section 3, and to pick out the maximal individual described by the predicate. It 
seems logical, then, that interpretation of free relatives involves explicit domain 
restriction. Since it is only implicit domain restriction that children are expected 
to have problems with, they should have no deficits interpreting free relatives, 
and should be able to correctly reject conditions violating maximality with equal 
success and reaction times as they would respond to control conditions.  

Predictions of the Theory of Mind / Egocentric view are harder to formulate 
because, as argued above, it does not readily apply to comprehension. It is 
feasible to imagine that children could focus on the subset described by the free 
relative, as opposed to the entire set, but that should clash with their adult-like 



knowledge of maximality. Thus it would seem on this view that children would 
give the correct responses, but may take a bit longer with the maximal condition. 
 
7. Results  
 

We find (Table 1) that all children performed well on control conditions 
involving free relatives but containing no maximality violations. Everybody 
correctly said ‘yes’ to ‘yes’ conditions where the sentence matched the picture, 
and everybody correctly rejected ‘no’ conditions where there was a clear 
mismatch between the picture and the sentence. However most children showed 
deficits in correctly rejecting violations of maximality in the ‘max’ conditions. 
Surprisingly the adult group also showed poor rejection rates of maximality 
violations. Although the rates of performance on ‘max’ condition do not differ 
across groups, individual subject analysis shows that all children younger than 6 
years performed below 50% correct (below chance performance). But four of 
the nine children in the old group did perform at above chance levels.  
Table 1. % Correct Responses 

 Young (3-5) Middle (6-8) Old (9-12) College (18-24) 
MAX 17% 22% 33% 30% 
NO 83% 95% 97% 98% 
YES 95% 96% 96% 98% 
The reaction time data elucidates what is going on (Figure 2). The younger 

children take an equal amount of time to reply to all conditions, indicating their 
lack of awareness that their responses to the ‘max’ condition were incorrect. The 
older children and adults take longer to reply to the maximal condition, than to 
the control conditions, indicating their uncertainty as to the correctness of their 
response and their awareness that something unusual is going on in sentences 
violating the maximality presupposition. This awareness emerges as early as 6 
years of age, with the middle group taking as much time to say ‘no’ correctly to 
the ‘no’ condition, as they did to say ‘yes’, incorrectly, to the ‘max’ condition. 
When children are 9 years old, their performance RTs mirror those of adults. 

 
Figure 2. Reaction Times for Free Relatives 



Younger children’s reaction times were not significantly different across 
conditions. The middle group’s RTs for ‘yes’ vs ‘max’ conditions were 
approaching significance (t(12)=2.07, p=.061), and the older groups’ differences 
for ‘yes’ vs ‘max’ conditions were significant (t(8)=2.5, p=.038). College 
students’ RTs significantly differentiated between ‘no’ and ‘max’ (t(21)=3.1, 
p=.005) and ‘yes’ and ‘max’ conditions (t(21)=3.58, p=.002). Crucially, those 
few participants in the old and the college groups, who successfully rejected 
violations of maximality, took as much time as those who failed to reject the 
violations (with no significant differences). 
 
8. Discussion  

 
The results of the first-ever study of children’s maximal interpretation in 

free relatives appear consistent with predictions made by the maximality 
hypothesis (Wexler 2003): very young children would show poor rejection rates 
of conditions involving violations of the maximality presupposition, but not 
slower reaction times relative to control conditions. The results do not appear to 
confirm the pragmatic hypotheses, which would predict children to show better 
rejection rates of the maximality presupposition failure than we found. 

The younger children, ages 3-5, took an equal amount of time to reply to all 
conditions, indicating that they had no particular doubts as to their responses 
across conditions, despite the fact that they incorrectly accepted failures of 
maximality. It is likely that younger children do not know the maximality 
presupposition, and thus do not think twice about their incorrect answers in the 
‘max’ condition. The middle group, ages 6-8, began to be aware of the failure of 
the maximality presupposition, and took as much time to correctly reject the 
‘no’ condition, as to incorrectly acquiesce the ‘max’ conditions. The older 
children and the adults took much longer to react to the maximal condition, than 
on both the control conditions. The majority of these participants responded 
affirmatively (incorrectly), but a minority did successfully reject the ‘max’ 
conditions. All, however, took about the same time to provide either response. 
That "no" answers take longer than "yes" answers is an extremely reliable and 
well-known result in psychological experimentation. Thus the fact that adults 
took longer giving "yes" answers for presupposition failures provides 
convincing evidence that they are not sure what to say, and that an answer in the 
‘max’ condition is problematic for them. Our results can be explained if the 
older children and the adults do know maximality, but do not know how to react 
to a presupposition failure and are likely to accept it, while taking a while to 
think about their answer. 

The present findings are also corroborated by Yatsushiro (2007), who 
investigated children’s knowledge of the anti-uniqueness presupposition of 
‘every’. ‘Every’ was argued to have a number of presuppositions: the existence 
(the argument of ‘every’ cannot be an empty set), the anti-duality (the argument 
of ‘every’ cannot be a two-membered set), and the anti-uniqueness (the 
argument of ‘every’ cannot be a singleton set) (Sauerland 2007). Yatsushiro 



tested 120 monolingual German children ages 6-9 years using a presupposition 
judgment task, where the subject’s job was to say whether an observer of the 
situation depicted in a picture would say a particular sentence. For example, in 
one illustration there was a woman sitting, and a man and three children 
standing. Somebody with full knowledge of presuppositions of ‘every’ would 
reject sentences like (9) (violating anti-uniqueness) and like (10) (violating truth, 
and violating anti-duality). All participants showed near 100% knowledge of the 
existence presupposition, but the anti-uniqueness for ‘every’ was only achieved 
by adults (90%). The 6-9 year old children progressed from 35% to 63% correct.  

 
(9) Every mother of mine is sitting on a chair 
(10) Every grandfather of mine is also sitting on a chair 
 

Testing of presupposition failure is known to be a challenge, and as our 
percent-correct response results show, even adult participants cannot be trusted 
with rejecting presupposition failures. However measuring participants’ reaction 
times clearly indicates the levels of (un)certainty of their replies, and can be 
successfully used to estimate the participants’ competence. Needless to say, 
further experiments are necessary, ones that perhaps provide participants with a 
third potential response, in addition to ‘yes’ and ‘no’. Our further studies will 
include testing comprehension of free relatives in parallel to DPs, and perhaps 
using an act-out task and/or a presupposition judgment task (as in Yatsushiro) in 
addition to the current match/mismatch reaction-time task. 

That maximality (in determiners and free relatives) and anti-uniqueness (in 
‘every’) problems seem to pattern in analogous ways adds further proof to the 
hypothesis that children’s semantic competence, like their syntactic knowledge, 
takes time to develop. Studies also show that children’s pragmatics takes time to 
mature too. Perhaps we should aim at investigating semantics independently of 
pragmatics, which may be impossible, for they work hand in hand. 
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