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Background: Previous research on the way children interpret sentences with only revealed, in 

general, that they have difficulty using prosodic cues (stress and pitch accent), as markers of 

the associate focus of only (Gualmini, Maciukaite & Crain, 2003, Zhou, Su, Crain, Gao & 

Zhan, 2012). Similar results were found with also (Bergsma, Hüttner, Drenhaus, van de Vijer, 

& Weissenborn, 2004). Our research compared children's identification of prosodically marked 

focus in sentences with pre-verbal rak (only) and tamid (always) with two objects in two 

different linear orders in its scope (as in (1) and (2)): 

1. Dad always/only buys a [LOLLIPOP]F to the girl. 

2. Dad always/only buys a lollipop to the [GIRL]F. 

Comparing only and always: Comparing the sensitivity of children to focus with only and 

always has not been done before, but it is potentially interesting because the two particles are 

on the one hand very similar in the contribution of focus to their truth-conditional effects, but 

on the other hand are different as well: In both sentences with only and with always we end up 

with universal quantification and ‘exclusion’ of anything that does not fit into this 

quantification. For example, sentence (1) with only with a focused direct object is true iff dad 

buys a lollipop to the girl and does not buy her anything else (which is contextually relevant). 

Similarly, (1) with always is true iff all relevant events of dad buying something to the girl are 

events he buys a lollipop to her (and no relevant events of buying her other things exist). 

Moreover, a different location of focus, as in (2), changes the truth-value of the sentence with 

both only and always in a similar way. Indeed, both operators only and always were considered 

Focus Sensitive Expressions (henceforth, FSEs) whose interpretation depends on the focused 

element with which the expression associates, e.g. as dictating the relation between the ordinary 

interpretation of the prejacent (i.e. the sentence minus the FSE, henceforth, p) and a 

contextually restricted set of focus alternatives to p, C, obtained by substituting the focused 

element with elements of the same semantic type (cf. Rooth 1985, 1992).  

 Despite these similarities, the two particles are analyzed as having a different semantics, 

and a different ‘degree of association with focus’: We follow e.g. Roberts (2011) in assuming 

that a sentence with only induces the assertion that no contextually relevant focus alternative 

proposition stronger than the p is true, and presupposes the truth of p. We also follow, e.g. von 

Fintel (1995), Partee (1995) and Rothstein (1995) assuming that always is a quantificational 

adverb over events that has two arguments, a restriction and a scope. Thus a sentence with 

always is taken to have a tripartite structure always [restriction] [scope]. The restriction 

argument usually contains the unfocused material and the scope argument contains the focused 

material (Beaver & Clark, 2008; Rooth, 1985). Moreover, it has been claimed that only has a 

conventionalized sensitivity to focus (associating with focus is part of its semantics), whereas 

always has free association with focus (Beaver & Clark, 2008), i.e. it merely requires its 

restriction to be supplied by contextually salient material, which often, but not always, happens 

to be supplied by non-focused material.  

Our experiment: Using a truth-value judgment task, our study compared the truth-value 

judgments of sentences that included the Hebrew correlates of only and always, namely rak 

and tamid, in a preverbal position with two objects, which were in the scope of the FSE (as in 

(1), (2)). 166 Hebrew-speaking children from four age groups participated; preschool (mean 

5:7 years), second grade (mean 7:5 years), fourth grade (mean 9:6 years) and seventh grade 

(mean 12:3 years). The control group included 20 adults. For each of the FSE experiments 

twenty slides were presented, each slide contained two short clips of hand puppets uttering an 



assertion. Both assertions were supposed to be judged and the correct one to be chosen. Both 

assertions were identical except for the location of prosodically marked focus that was either 

on the direct object, e.g. (1) or on the indirect object, e.g. (2). To verify comprehension of the 

linguistic construction without having to rely on prosodic cues, we added ten slides with ten 

pairs of sentences in which identifying the associate focus of the operator relied on syntactic 

cues. 

Results: The FSE sentences were significantly more difficult for children to interpret when the 

associate focus was based on prosodic cues than on syntactic cues. For the sentences with 

prosodically marked focus, a mixed ANOVA showed significant effects of age and FSE type 

with interaction between the two. Comparing the FSEs within each age group revealed that for 

the fourth and seventh graders, rak (only) sentences were easier to interpret than tamid (always) 

sentences. The younger age groups showed a guessing pattern on both FSEs, while the adults 

performed at ceiling for both. A binomial test of chance level revealed that most children in 

preschool and second grade were performing at chance level with both FSEs, suggesting that 

they were guessing. In the fourth and seventh grade, the number of children who performed 

above chance was higher for rak (only) than for tamid (always). That is, when children are 

sensitive to truth-conditional focus effects, they found that associating the correct focused 

constituent with the FSE based on prosodic cues is easier with rak (only) than with tamid 

(always).   

Discussion: We suggest to explain our results in light of the theoretical differences between 

only and always mentioned above. First, it is possible that quantification over propositions that 

differ in individual denoting expressions as in the case of rak (only) is easier for children than 

quantification over events, as in the case of tamid (always). Second, following Beaver and 

Clark' (2008) theory of focus sensitivity and Orenstein and Greenberg (2010) who supported 

this theory with rak (only) and tamid (always), it might be that the different degrees of 

association with focus might explain our results. In particular, since rak (only) has focus 

sensitivity as part of its lexical semantics whereas tamid (always) has free association with 

focus, requiring the identification of salient material to create the restriction-scope distinction, 

children might find interpreting sentences with rak (only) easier than sentences with tamid 

(always). In the full paper we discuss ways to tease apart the two potential explanations.  
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