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Research showed that children need two important pragmatic skills to
understand Simile: understanding the intended similarity and deriving a scalar
implicature. However, the second skill has not been studied yet by
Iranian researchers. The aim ofthe present study wasto investigate the
ability of mono-lingual Persian-speaking children aged 5 to 7 years old and
adults  in understanding scalar implicature. To  this aim, 30 Persian
speaking children 5, 6 and 7 years old were selected and were compared with
10 adults. The groups were investigated and compared on a first experiment
which was a form of similarity judgment task and on a second experiment,
which was in a form of a game. In the first experiment,
subjects should understand "x is like a y" as an expression of similarity. In the
second experiment, the subjects received metaphors (“Nina is a rabbit”)
and similes (“Nina is like a rabbit) as clues to select one of a three images (a
rabbit, a girl or a rabbit looking girl). The results showed that 5 years old
children were able to understand the implicature “x is not a y”, whereas 7-6
years old children performed like adults.
The results showed that children from the

early childhood were able to understand and extract scalar implicature and
the literal meaning of simile and metaphor decreased by increasing age.
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1. Introduction

Developmental studies since the 1980s have consistently shown that young children grasp
similes before they understand analogous metaphors. A notable review by Vosniadou in 1987
highlights this developmental trend. The research by Vosniadou and Ortony (1983) further
supports the notion that the cognitive processes underlying literal comparisons and similes are
similar. Similes require two different pragmatic skills: appreciating the intended similarity and
deriving a scalar implicature (e.g., “Melika is like a parrot” normally implies that Melika is not
a parrot), but previous studies overlooked this second skill. Scalar implicatures are a type of
pragmatic inference whereby a speaker uses the weaker of two terms and the listener is entitled
to assume that the stronger term does not apply. Consider the following examples:

e. Melika ate some of the cookies in the jar.

f. Melika ate all of the cookies in the jar.

If Melika had eaten all of the cookies, a cooperative speaker should utter (f), from which it
follows that if the same speaker chose to utter (¢) that must mean Melika did not eat all of the
cookies. Pragmatic theories often treat this meaning as a pragmatic inference and not as part of
the semantic meaning of “some,” which is compatible with “all” (see Geurts, 2010). For
example, if the speaker was not sure whether or not Melika had eaten all of the cookies, they
would utter (e), but in that situation, the listener would not be entitled to infer that the stronger
statement did not apply (Rubio-Fernandez et al., 2017). There is an extensive experimental
literature on children’s derivation of scalar implicatures (for recent reviews, see Horowitz,
Schneider, & Frank, 2018; Papafragou & Skordos, 2016), which aims to tap into the emergence
of the semantics/pragmatics distinction. In other words, when do children start deriving
meaning beyond what is literally said and understand what is implied? The main aim of this
study was to investigate preschoolers’ ability to understand that statements of the form “X is
like a Y” may imply “X is not a Y.” We hypothesize that the scale formed by categorization and
comparison statements may be particularly accessible to preschool children because these two
expressions are probably highly frequent in child-directed speech because of their pedagogical
function. The secondary aim of the study was to test preschoolers’ appreciation of the ambiguity
between literal and figurative meanings. Regarding our experimental hypotheses, we made three
predictions. First, we predicted that even the youngest preschoolers in our sample (i.e., 3-year-
olds in their first year of nursery) would understand comparisons of the form “X is like a Y” as
expressions of similarity. Second, we predicted that literal interpretations of similes (e.g., taking
“Melika is like a parrot” as referring to a parrot) would decrease with increasing age, revealing a
developing ability to derive scalar implicatures (i.e., Melika is not a parrot). Third, in the
metaphor condition, we predicted a literal bias across the preschool years (e.g., understanding
“Melika is a parrot” as a literal description of a parrot, rather than a metaphorical description of
a parrot-looking girl).

2. Method, Instruments, and Results

To this aim, 30 Persian-speaking children 5, 6 and 7 years old were selected through accessible
method and were compared with 10 adults. The groups were investigated and compared on a
first experiment which was a form of similarity judgment task and on a second experiment,
which was in a form of a game. In the first experiment, subjects should understand "x is like a
y" as an expression of similarity. Inthe second experiment, the subjects received metaphors
(“Nina is a rabbit”) and similes (“Nina is like a rabbit) as clues to select one of a three images (a
rabbit, a girl or a rabbit-looking girl). The results of Experiment 1 show that, like the adults in
the study by Rubio-Fernandez et al. (2017), preschool children between 5 -6 years respond
positively to the question “Is this animal like a rabbit?”” when asked about a rabbit, and also to
the analogous question “Is this girl like a rabbit?”” when asked about a girl whose face is painted
like a rabbit, revealing no difference between the two picture types. Importantly, children
responded negatively when asked about a girl who did not look like a rabit, which confirms they
were not simply agreeing with the Experimenter across the board. These results show that
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Persian-speaking children as young as 5 years understand “X is like a Y” as an expression of
similarity, responding logically to the test question. The results of the simile condition showed
that the literal interpretations of similes decreased with increasing age. These results suggest a
developmental trend in preschoolers’ derivation of scalar implicatures when interpreting
similes. The results of the Metaphor condition replicated previous findings of a literal bias in 5-
6 years old children, supporting our predictions: Preschoolers (ages 5-6) showed a reliable
preference for the literal interpretation of the categorization clues, whereas and first graders (age
7) and adults gave a metaphorical responses. Young children are known to find similes easier
than metaphors (Happe, 1995; Norbury, 2005; Reynolds & Ortony, 1980). Here preschool
children (ages 5-6) showed a stronger preference for the literal interpretation of potentially
metaphorical statements (“Melika is a parrot”) than for that of similes (“Melika is like a
parrot”), unlike their first graders (7 years old) and adult counterparts whose responses reflected
the literal-metaphorical ambiguity. These results support the view that young children suffer
from a literal bias when interpreting metaphors out of context, although their abilities with
figurative language can be more sophisticated when metaphorical meanings are more accessible
in the context (Pouscoulous, 2011).
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