
Acquisition of Quantifier Raising over an existential subject 
 
Reinhart (2006) argued that QR, (1b), is one of only few areas subject to global economy. QR 
can only take place if the distributive interpretation was otherwise unavailable. To determine 
this, one must apply global reference set computation at the interface, comparing alternative 
derivations under a particular interpretation, which is computationally costly. In the other areas 
where such computation is allegedly involved, pre-schoolers indeed perform poorly (Reinhart 
2004): scalar implicatures (Chierchia et al 2001, 2004, Noveck 2001, Papafragou & Musolino 
2003, Pouscoulos et al 2007); marked focal stress (Gualmini et al 2003, xxx). 
 
Several studies involving different quantifiers and negation found that pre-schoolers prefer 
surface scope (Lidz & Musolino 2002, Musolino & Lidz 2006). Some argued that this reflects a 
genuine grammatical deficit. Others have demonstrated that children can assign inverse scope 
under favourable discourse conditions (Gualmini et al 2008). However, the studied 
constructions possibly involve reconstruction and not QR. In contrast, inverse scope in 
utterances with existential subjects and universal objects, (1), arguably involves QR. 
 
Providing evidence for interface economy for QR, xxx showed that in a forced-choice task, 50 
English-speaking monolingual adults assigned distributive scope readings in 14.3% of cases, see 
e.g. (2a). Of course, many factors (lexical, contextual, world-knowledge, etc.) contribute to the 
presence of QR. But importantly, the proportion of inverse scope assignments was significantly 
higher, (2a) vs. (2b), if the sentence does not have a passive variant because the verb is non-
passivisable, (2c). So, the (un)availability of an alternative utterance, the passive variant, 
expressing distributive scope in surface syntax was relevant. Similarly, Bobaljik & Wurmbrand 
(2012) argued that QR is mostly disallowed in German because scrambling can provide an 
alternative utterance with distributive scope in surface syntax, (3).  
 
If children indeed fail to perform global interface economy computations, they are expected to 
fail to exclude the inverse scope reading that QR gives rise to, so they are expected to entertain 
QR readings where adults rarely (or never) do. So, in an actout task involving existential 
subjects and universal objects, 4-6-year-olds may entertain the distributive scope reading more 
than adults do in English, and potentially even in German. Our study is ongoing. Preliminary 
results of 12 monolingual English children aged 4;11-6;9 (mean: 6;2) were presented with 6 
existential subject sentences like (4a) (n=6) intersperced with controls involving numeral 
subjects (n=3) (4b), and fillers involving definite arguments (n=3) (4c,d). The number of correct 
actouts was 100% for the fillers, 85.2% for the controls and 98.5% for the test items. There was 
no actout with distributive scope among the controls. Somewhat unexpectedly, the test condition 
showed a bimodal distribution, with 5 children assigning >80% distributive scope and 6 children 
assigning <20%. These results confirm that quantifier raising is within the children’s syntactic 
capabilities, and that they do not simply associate distributive scope with the lexical item every. 
Among the various considerations that might explain this bimodal pattern we will consider age 
(not likely based on current data), language proficiency and inhibitory control (Fritzsche et al. 
2013).  
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(1) A zookeeper is feeding every giraffe. 
a. Surface scope: LF= ∃»∀= There is a zookeeper that fed every giraffe.  
b. Inverse scope: LF= ∀»∃= For every giraffe there is a zookeeper that fed them. 

  = ‘distributive reading’ 
 

(2)a. Example of passivising verb condition:  
      A road connects every village on the peninsula. 
 b. Example of non-passivising verb condition:  
      A road leads to every village on the peninsula. 
  c. *The village is led to by a dirt road. 
 

(3)  a.  Peter hat eine Platte von jedem Musiker aufgelegt 
 Peter has a/one record (A) of every mucisian (B) played 

‘Peter played a record of every musician.’   *∀»∃ (without special 
intonation)  

b. Peter hat von jedem Musiker eine Platte aufgelegt 
 Peter has of every mucisian (B) a/one record (A) played 

 ‘Peter played a record of every musician.’   
(Bobaljik & Wurmbrand 2012: 10, ex (11)) 

 
(4) Here are some giraffes. [experimenter places 3 giraffes in a group in front of child] The 

giraffes are hungry. But all is well, because some zookeepers arrive. [experimenter places 4 
zookeepers in a group next to the giraffes] Show me! Can you do it?  

a. A zookeeper feeds every giraffe. test condition 
b. Two zookeepers feed every giraffe. control 
c. The zookeepers feed the giraffes. filler 
d. The zookeeper with the green bucket feeds the giraffe in the front.  filler   
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