
Acquiring distributive quantification 

 

Issue. Children acquire the distributive force of universal quantifiers such as ‘each’ 

rather late1, but do not have problems interpreting numerals distributively2-4. This is 

surprising, since the numerals are ambiguous between at least collective and distributive 

meanings, while the distributive quantifiers are not. In order to investigate children’s 

understanding of distributivity, we set up several experiments on the Serbian distributive 

anti-quantifier po ‘each’ and the numerals such as ‘two’ and ‘three’. 

Experiments. In the first experiment, we investigate the understanding of the numeral 

‘two’ with and without the distributive marker po.  

In a follow-up experiment, the sentences with the numerals ‘three’ and ‘two’ and the 

distributive po in either subject or object positions are tested. 

Finally, the third experiment investigates the interpretation of the sentences with the 

quantifier svaki ‘every’ in combination with the distributive anti-quantifier po. 

Predictions. Given that po forces the distributive interpretation of both numerals and the 

quantifier svaki ‘every’, children are expected to accept only distributive readings in the 

presence of po, but not collective ones.  

Results. Our data show that children know that numerals can have the distributive 

readings in addition to a collective one. However, they are sensitive to neither the 

presence nor the position of the distributive marker.  

Discussion. We discuss several possible explanations for these results: i) in opposition to 

the quantifiers like ‘each’, which mark the distributive key, po is an anti-quantifier and 

marks the distributive share. Distributive shares seem more ambiguous than distributive 

keys and may therefore be harder to acquire; ii) po is a form that has multiple functions: 

besides being an anti-quantifier, it is also an aspectual prefix on verbs, a preposition and a 

modifier of adjectives like ‘little’. The multiple meanings and functions of po can explain 

why Serbian children struggle. 
Selected references [1] Drozd, K., Musolino, J. & van der Lely, H. (submitted). Processing of universal quantification in typically 

developing children and children with grammatical SLI. [2] Knežević, N. (2012). Serbian Distributive Children. Current Issues 

in Generative Linguistics: Syntax, Semantics and Phonology, Generative Linguistics in Wroclaw No.2,  [ed] Joanna Blaszczak, 

Bozena Rozwadowska, Wojcijech Witkowski, pp. 26-41.[3] Musolino, J. (2009). The Logical Syntax of Number words: Theory, 

acquisition and processing. Cognition, Vol. 111, pp. 24-45. [4] Syrett, K. and Musolino, J. (2013). Collectivity, Distributivity, and 

the Interpretation of Numerical Expressions in Child and Adult Language. Language Acquisition, Vol. 20, issue 4, pp. 259-291.  


