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In resolving ambiguous reference online, adults rely on expectations about conversational norms, such as the 
tendency for speakers to avoid informational redundancy. For example, in a situation where a modified noun 
phrase (e.g., “Look at the tall glass”) distinguishes between two objects of the same kind (e.g., two glasses), 
adults begin to locate the target even before hearing the noun, even though the adjective also describes another 
object in the display (e.g. a tall pitcher). This phenomenon, referred to as the contrast effect, suggests that adults 
can make rapid use of pragmatic knowledge that adjectival modifiers tend to be omitted by speakers unless 
required for the purpose of establishing unique reference. This effect relies on the expectation that the speaker is 
behaving normally; Grodner and Sedivy (2003) found that by simply telling adults that the speaker had “an 
impairment that caused language and social problems” the contrast effect disappeared.   

In light of findings that 5-year-olds, like adults, display a contrast effect (Huang & Snedeker, in prep), we 
examined whether this sensitivity hinges on expectations about speakers adhering to conversational norms or 
whether it is more lexical in nature, deriving from the inherent contrastiveness of scalar adjectives. Three- and 
four-year-olds (n = 40) were assigned to one of two groups. In the conventional group, a speaker was introduced 
by a confederate (i.e., “This is Monica”). During the labeling trials, this speaker labeled objects in a conventional 
manner (e.g., “Look at the banana”). In the unconventional group, the speaker was introduced as someone who 
used language unconventionally (i.e., “…and she says things in a very funny way”). During the labeling trials, she 
used unusual descriptions (e.g., “Look at the long, yellow piece of fruit that monkeys like to eat”). During critical 
trials, children in both groups heard an ambiguous phrase (e.g., “Look at the big one”) accompanied either by a 
Contrast Set array including two objects of the same kind (e.g., a big and small doll) along with two unrelated 
objects (e.g., a big hat and a small sock), or a No Contrast array (e.g. a big ball and small pillow). If children use 
information about the speaker to disambiguate the utterances, they should show a stronger tendency to interpret 
the adjective contrastively in the conventional group than in the unconventional group. 

To assess the degree of contrastive interpretation, we calculated a difference score for Target (e.g. big doll) – 
Distractor (e.g. big hat) in the pronominal “one” region. Here, preschoolers in the conventional group were faster 
to locate the target relative to the distractor in the Contrast Set trials, but not in the No Contrast trials, replicating a 
contrast effect (p < .05). However, this effect was absent in the unconventional group. This result suggests that 
the speaker’s labeling behaviour on labeling trials influenced children’s use of the situational context. This result 
mirrors recent research with adults and lends support to a pragmatic account of the contrast effect whereby 
children use information about the conventionality of the speaker to successfully resolve ambiguity.  

Table 1: Difference Score (standard error) during pronoun region  

Group No Contrast Set “Big” Contrast Set “Big” 

Conventional -0.04 (-0.008) 0.15 (.035) 

Unconventional 0.06 (0.01) -0.005 (-0.001) 

  


