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Children have more difficulties with the comprehension of object-first than subject-first 

sentences [among others: 1]. Some [2, 3] studies find that children perform better on the 

interpretation of who (2b) than of which-object questions (1b). Following Relativized 

Minimality (RM), this is explained by the (dis)similarity of the DP structure: in which-questions 

but not in who-questions, the DPs are similar. Both contain a lexical NP which makes it 

harder for children to reconstruct who is doing what to whom. However, not all studies find 

this result [4, 5].  

This research hence examines in more detail how lexical information in DPs contributes to 

children´s interpretation of subject- and object questions. To test RM´s thesis, we add 

another question type in which not both DPs contain a lexical NP: which-questions with a 

personal pronoun (3). Moreover, unlike most studies dealing with wh-questions [e.g. 1,4], we 

investigate the processing of those questions using eye tracking. If RM is correct, object 

questions like (2b) and (3b) should be understood more accurately and processed faster 

than (1b). 

Dutch-speaking children between 5 and 10 years old (n = 40) and an adult control group (n = 

30) completed an eye-tracked sentence-picture matching task with pictures reversing agent-

patient roles (conditions in Table 1, 10 items per condition). GLMMs show that adults are 

more accurate than children (p < .05). Zooming in on children´s data, subject questions are 

understood better than object questions (p < .05), and the older children get, the better they 

perform (p < .05). Which-object questions with a pronoun (3b) are performed best on (p 

< .05). No difference is found between which and who-questions with a lexical subject (1b) 

and (2b). This is reflected in the gaze data: for (3b), we find the largest increase in gazes 

towards the target at the end of the sentence and after that (see Figure 2). Furthermore, 

GAMMs show that for this condition, there is significantly more target fixation than for 

condition (1b) and (2b) after sentence offset (p < .05). 

This result is not easily reconciled with RM, which argues that the dissimilarity of DP 

structure in object structures contributes to children’s understanding of these structures. One 

possible explanation is that morphosyntactic marking is more important than DP structure in 

comprehension and processing. Our results, in line with [5], show that subject-verb 

agreement can only be used at later ages by Dutch children. This could be explained by 

working memory capacity, which we will examine with a follow-up analysis of our data.    

 



References  

[1] Uli Sauerland, Kleanthes K. Grohmann, Maria Teresa Guasti, Darinka Anđelković, Reili 
Argus, Sharon Armon-Lotem, …  Kazuko Yatsushiro. How do 5-year-olds understand 
questions? Differences in languages across Europe, First Language 36(3), 169-202, 2016. 

[2] Naama Friedmann, Adriana Belletti & Luigi Rizzi. Relativized relatives: Types of 
intervention in the acquisition of A-bar dependencies, Lingua 119, 67-88, 2009. 

[3] Sergey Avrutin. Comprehension of Discourse-Linked and Non-Discourse- Linked 
Questions by Children and Broca's Aphasics, In Yosef Grodzinsky, Lewis P. Shapiro & David 
Swinney (ed.), Language and the Brain: Representation and Processing, 295-313, San 
Diego: Academic Press, 2000. 

[4] Michal Biran & Esther Ruigendijk. Do case and gender information assist sentence 
comprehension and repetition for German- and Hebrew-speaking children? Lingua 164, 215-
238, 2015. 

[5] Marijke Metz, Angeliek van Hout & Heather van der Lely. Understanding who and which 
questions in five to nine-year-old Dutch children: the role of number, GAGL 51, 27-41, 2010. 

 

Figures and Tables  

Figure 1: Accuracy data 

 

Figure 2: Children´s gaze data in object conditions  



Optional Supplemental Information 

 subject question object question 

(1) 
S

_
2
L

e
x
D

P
 

a. Welke koe groet de 

giraffen? 

Which cow.SG greets.SG 

the giraffes.PL? 

´Which cow greets the gi-

raffes?´  

O
_

2
L

e
x
D

P
 

b. Welke koe groeten de 

giraffen? 

Which cow.SG greet.PL the gi-

raffes.PL? 

´Which cow do the giraffes 

greet?´ 

(2) 

S
_

1
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D
P

W
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a. Wie groet de giraffen? 

Who.AMB greets.SG the 

giraffes.PL?  

´Who greets the giraffes?´  

O
_

1
L

e
x
 

D
P

W
h

 

b. Wie groeten de giraffen?* 

Who.AMB greet.PL the 

giraffes.PL? 

´Whom do the giraffes greet?´ 

(3) 

S
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a. Welke koe groet ze? 

Which cow.SG greets.SG 

them.PL? 

´Which cow greets them?´ O
_

1
L

e
x

D
P

P
ro

 

b. Welke koe groeten ze? 

Which cow.SG greet.PL 

they.PL? 

´Which cow do they greet?´ 

 
Table 1: Conditions of the experiment 
*disambiguation of this ambiguous question through picture 
 

 


