
 

 

Children’s knowledge of scales in the acquisition of 
almost 

Patrícia Amaral  

1. Introduction 

When children produce sentences like I’m almost 5 to indicate their age, 
one may wonder whether they fully understand the implications1 conveyed 
by this expression. The meaning of almost is quite complex: being ‘almost 
5 years old’ means not being five (yet) and being an age close to five (e.g. 
4 years and ten months). In order to compute these implications, it is nec-
essary to be familiar with the numeric order and to identify an element in 
that order that is less than five and close to five. Does a 4 year-old under-
stand the components of the meaning of almost? And does the child grasp 
the meaning of almost when it occurs with expressions other than number 
words? In fact, almost may modify expressions of different syntactic cate-
gories: verbs, adjectives, prepositions, other adverbs. Do children under-
stand its meaning in all cases and if yes, do they rely on the same abstract 
semantic representation? From a broader perspective, this question matters 
for word learning and the acquisition of cross-categorial modifiers; how do 
children learn the semantic value of these modifiers from occurrences 
across different categories? 

Previous studies in the field of acquisition claim that children aged 4–6 
have difficulties with interpreting almost, and only reach adult-like inter-
pretation of the adverb by age 7 or 8. According to these studies, young 
children understand the ‘proximity’ component of the meaning of the ad-
verb (in the example above, being ‘close to five’) but not its ‘scalar’ com-
ponent (i.e. if you are ‘almost 5 years old’ you are ‘less than’ 5). 

This study focuses on children’s interpretation of almost as a modifier 
of number words (e.g. almost five), directional prepositional phrases (e.g. 
almost to the lilypad) and equative comparative phrases (e.g. almost as far 
                                                 
1 I use the term implication in order to remain neutral about the classification of the 

components of the meaning of almost (i.e. whether they are logical entailments, 
implicatures, etc.). For a thorough discussion of this issue, see Horn (2002) and 
Amaral (2010). 
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as). It addresses the following research questions: (i) Do children interpret 
almost differently from adults across the board? (ii) How do children ac-
quire the different components of the meaning of almost? (iii) Are there 
any differences in the acquisition of the cross-categorial instances of modi-
fication by almost? 

This paper is organized as follows. In section 2 I describe the meaning 
of almost. In section 3, I summarize the findings of previous studies. Sec-
tion 4 describes the aims and methods of this experimental study. Section 5 
presents the results of the experiment and section 6 provides a discussion 
of the results. Section 7 provides concluding remarks. 

2. The meaning of almost 

2.1. Scalarity of almost 

Building on scalar accounts of the meaning of almost (Hitzeman 1992, 
Morzycki 2001, Amaral and Del Prete 2010, among others) I assume that 
the interpretation of almost differs from the interpretation of other terms 
denoting approximation (e.g. about, approximately) in that it requires that 
the expression modified by the adverb, interpreted in context, provides a 
scale. A scale is a set of alternatives to the value of the modified expres-
sion with a linear order on it. A linearly ordered set is defined by a relation 
that is transitive, antisymmetric, reflexive, and connected (Landman 1991), 
for which I use the notation ‘<‘.2 The interpretation of almost also requires 
the identification of a value on that scale, which will be called "the end-
point". 

In (1), the scale needed to interpret the expression almost five is the 
numeric order, the endpoint is five (the expression modified by almost), 
and scalar alternatives to five are e.g. two, three, four, six, seven, etc. 
 
(1)  John is almost five years old. 
 

                                                 
2 For the purposes of this paper, it does not matter whether the relation is reflexive. 

Following Amaral & Del Prete (2010), I will adopt here the notation ‘<’ to refer 
to the linear order defining a scale, instead of adopting the notation ‘≤’. This no-
tational choice is simply due to convenience and does not reflect an assumption 
that the relation is a strict linear order rather than a reflexive linear order. 
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Following this analysis, the meaning of almost can be analyzed as in-
volving two implications or meaning components: a Polar component and a 
Proximal component (Sevi 1998; Horn 2002), exemplified below for (1). 
A sentence with almost entails the negation of the semantic value of the 
expression modified by the adverb (this implication of almost will be re-
ferred to as "Polar component", see [2]). For example, (1) means that John 
is NOT five years old. 
 
(2)  Polar component: 

[… [almost [x]…]] entails […[NOT[x]…]] 
 

The other meaning component is the one that involves scalarity. A sen-
tence of the form almost(S) entails a related sentence S’, where S’ express-
es a proposition in which existential quantification is made over scalar 
alternatives to the meaning of the expression modified by almost. These 
alternatives are ranked lower than the endpoint and are close to it on the 
scale (Amaral and Del Prete 2010). How close an alternative must be to the 
endpoint is context-dependent. This entailment relation is schematized in 
(3): 
 
(3)  Proximal component: 

[…[almost [x]…]] entails [for some d < [[x]]  CLOSE (d,  
  [[x]])(...d...)] 

 
To exemplify the Proximal component, (1) means that there is an age 

CLOSE TO FIVE and ranked lower than five on the numeric order, i.e. 
LESS THAN FIVE, and that John is this age.  

The notion of a scale or ordered set has proven useful in different do-
mains of semantics and pragmatics and has been explored in language ac-
quisition, e.g. in the study of the acquisition of gradable adjectives (Syrett 
2007; Syrett et al. 2010) as well as in the acquisition of conversational 
implicature (Papafragou and Musolino 2003; Papafragou and Tantalou 
2004; Noveck 2001, among others). 

For language acquisition, the meaning of almost provides a testbed to 
study the relation between language and knowledge about scales: under the 
analysis assumed here, in order to understand the proximal component of 
the adverb, children must retrieve the scale which is presupposed in the 
specific instance of modification by almost. Thus, children’s understanding 
of almost may be used to investigate what children know about scales. 
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2.2. Directionality of almost 

From examples like I’m almost five years old one might infer that an ex-
pression of the form almost x always denotes a value that is less than x. 
However, this particular interpretation is computed due to the ascending 
order of the temporal scale associated with people’s ages. This happens 
because the meaning of almost is sensitive to the order of the scale intro-
duced by the modified expression. That is, the scalar alternative denoted by 
the expression almost x will be the alternative ranked lower with respect to 
the order that is presupposed in a particular context of interpretation, and 
not a value that is ‘less than x’ in absolute terms. I will refer to this proper-
ty as directionality of almost (see also Nouwen 2006). 

While some scales only admit one possible order, in other cases the di-
rection of the scale is a context-dependent aspect of utterance interpreta-
tion. This is the case whenever the scale can be scanned in more than one 
direction. 

A typical example of such context-dependence is provided by Sadock 
(1981), who notes that a sentence like It’s almost 0  Celsius may be inter-
preted either as ‘It’s 1 Celsius’ or as ‘It’s -1 Celsius’, ‘‘depending on 
whether, for example, there has just been a heat wave or a cold snap’’ 
(Sadock 1981: 260). Each of these contexts will strongly favor an interpre-
tation in which the temperature scale is scanned in descending order or in 
ascending order, respectively, and the meaning of almost 0 will be comput-
ed accordingly. 

Crucially, the difference in interpretation obtained in these two contexts 
is not due to different meanings of almost, but rather to a property of the 
temperature scale itself. The meaning of almost remains the same, and in 
both situations it exploits the direction of the scale assumed in the context. 
Whereas numerical values (as in the case of temperatures) are compatible 
with both an ascending and a descending order, a temporal scale, as repre-
senting the passing of time (the scale presupposed in the context of talking 
about a person’s age) is unidirectional. Although the time scale can be 
scanned in both directions, the situations compatible with world knowledge 
that allow for a scanning oriented towards the past are rare. This creates a 
strong pragmatic bias for the ascending order of the scale in contexts of age 
telling. 

Another case in point is that of spatial paths. Consider (4):  
 
(4)  The frog jumped almost to the lily pad. 
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The description of this motion event introduces a spatial path formed by 
an ordered set of points in space, and the NP the lily pad provides the end-
point of this path. Sentence (4) implies that the frog is between the source 
of the relevant path (the origin of the jump) and the lily pad, quite close to 
the lily pad but not on it. In this case, the scalar alternative denoted by al-
most to the lily pad is a point in space ranked lower than the lily pad with 
respect to the order of the set of points in space, as defined by the jumping 
event. 

Spatial paths can be scanned in two directions. The directional preposi-
tional phrase (to the lily pad) explicitly introduces the direction and the 
endpoint of the path. However, the source of the path is not explicitly pro-
vided by the sentence. The interpretation of (4) presupposes that a spatial 
path be accessible in the context of utterance, and that the source of this 
path be retrieved from context (for example, from the visual setting). 

In the design of the current study, I build on the directionality of almost. 
The three types of scales used in the experiment allow for scanning in two 
directions, but in each case the experimental task introduces a direction for 
the scale that is relevant in the context. Since the interpretation of almost is 
sensitive to the order of the presupposed scale, the child must identify the 
direction that is appropriate in each context. 

3. Previous studies on the acquisition of almost 

To my knowledge, the only experimental studies on the acquisition of 
terms like almost have focused on the French adverb presque (Boucheix 
and Dhont 1992; Champaud and Bassano 1987). The main finding is that 
children aged 4 to 7 interpret French presque ‘almost’ differently from 
adults across the board (Boucheix and Dhont 1992). 

According to Boucheix and Dhont (1992), in their study with 4 to 11 
year-olds, for young children, presque n seems to denote a value that may 
be ‘less than n’, ‘more than n’, ‘equal to n’ (same as the expression modi-
fied by presque), or both ‘less than n’ and ‘more than n’ (i.e. a response 
type in which two values are provided). This has been taken as evidence 
that children first interpret presque as ‘close to’ and later acquire the scalar 
meaning ‘less than’. On the basis of these findings, the authors propose a 
developmental path in the comprehension of presque; from 4 to 7, children 
interpret presque n as denoting an area around the value n, this value in-
cluded. This proposal suggests an initial interpretation of almost as depict-
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ed in Figure 1, i.e. meaning ‘close to’, in contrast to the scalar interpreta-
tion described in the previous section: 

The results of this experiment allow us to hypothesize a developmental evo-
lution of the comprehension of presque. From 4 to 7, presque indicates the 
zone around the referential point, this point included. Later, the upper zone 
is excluded of possible interpretations. (Boucheix and Dhont 1992: 209) 

 

 
Figure 1. 

 
These findings differ from those of a study on the acquisition of differ-

ent modifiers (e.g. presque ‘almost’, à peine ‘barely’, à peu près ‘more or 
less’) by Champaud and Bassano (1987). In the latter study, children did 
not interpret presque n as equivalent to n (i.e. not as possibly equal to n, 
the modified expression). In terms of the semantic analysis of almost given 
above, this suggests that children have acquired the Polar component of the 
meaning of the adverb: 

The value n was almost never selected in the statements containing 
PRESQUE. This differentiates PRESQUE from all the other items studied 
and seems to uncover an essential peculiarity of the meaning of PRESQUE. 
(Champaud and Bassano 1987: 615). 

This study reports the following response types for presque n, for the 
group of 6 year-olds (the youngest age group considered): ‘slightly less 
than n’ (60%), ‘less and more than n’ (18%), ‘any value less than n’ (10%). 

The disparate findings of these two studies may stem from different fac-
tors. First, the modified expressions were not the same: the study by 
Boucheix and Dhont focused on almost with prepositional phrases (e.g. à 
côté de ‘next to’, contre ‘against’) and with comparatives (e.g. aussi long 
‘as long as’, pareil ‘the same [used for length, quantity and volume]’), 
while Champaud and Bassano’s study had sentences with almost as a mod-
ifier of number words (e.g. J’ai presque n perles. ‘I have almost n beads’) 
and prepositional phrases (e.g. J’arrive presque au trait vert. ‘I almost 
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come up to the green line’, their translation). There are also some possible 
confounds in their methodologies. For example, in some experimental 
items there was ambiguity as to the scale that could be presupposed by the 
specific utterance containing almost, leaving it open for the children to 
identify possibly different scales. This is the case for Boucheix and 
Dhont’s study, where e.g. in one of the tasks children were simply instruct-
ed to draw a ball “presque à côté d[u lapin]” ‘almost next to the rabbit’ 
(Boucheix and Dhont 1992: 215, my translation). Furthermore, the relevant 
scales could be scanned in more than one direction and the intended direc-
tion was not controlled experimentally. 

4. This study 

The current study aims to address the acquisition of the Polar and the Prox-
imal components of almost by providing children with rich contextual in-
formation about the scale that is relevant to each instance of modification. 

Participants heard sentences with almost as a modifier of number 
words, directional prepositional phrases (PPs), and equative comparative 
constructions. These expressions were chosen for three reasons. First, they 
were used in previous studies, hence allowing for comparison with previ-
ous findings. Second, with these expressions one can test the comprehen-
sion of the scalar meaning of almost, since it is possible to provide discrete 
scalar alternatives to the value of n (the expression modified by almost), 
either ranked higher or lower than n on the scale. Third, the scales required 
by the interpretation of these expressions can be scanned in more than one 
direction, and the order of the alternatives can be contextually manipulated. 

The predictions of this study are the following. If children acquire the 
scalar component of almost only by age 7 or 8 (as argued by Boucheix and 
Dhont 1992), and young children interpret almost as equivalent to ‘close 
to’ (cf. Figure 1) across the board, then young children are equally likely to 
endorse ‘less than n’, ‘more than n’, or simultaneously ‘less than n’ and 
‘more than n’ as a depiction of the expression almost n. The expected re-
sponse pattern is that children are equally likely to choose one of these 
alternatives since they correspond to values around n. On the other hand, if 
children have acquired the two components of the meaning of almost, and 
hence have grasped the scalar meaning of the adverb, they should tend to 
choose the ‘less than n’ alternative according to the relevant direction over 
the other scalar alternatives.  
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4.1. Methodology 
 
4.1.1. Participants 
 
Two groups of children and one group of adults participated in this study: 
4;0–4;11 year-olds (N = 22, mean age 4;7), 5;0–5;11 year-olds (N = 23, 
mean age 5;5) and 14 adults, undergraduate students at Stanford Universi-
ty. 
 
4.1.2. Materials and Procedure 
 
Children were pre-tested for their ability to count to 8; children who could 
not count did not participate in the experiment. Children sat next to the 
experimenter at a small table and saw slides on a computer screen. The 
slides depicted a situation with several characters (animals or people). 

In the number words condition, the experimenter described a slide con-
taining three characters (either people or animals), each sitting next to a set 
of items, as in (5): 
 
(5)  The boys are playing with blocks. Let’s see how many blocks each 

boy has. Can you count the blocks? (Child counts the blocks for 
each boy) Which boy has almost n blocks? 

 
The child was asked to choose from the alternatives on the screen; the 

alternatives consisted of n, n-1 and n+1 items. For example, for the ques-
tion Which boy has almost 4 blocks?, the alternatives were a boy with 4 
blocks, a boy with 3 blocks, and a boy with 5 blocks. In the four experi-
mental stimuli in the number words condition, the value of n ranged from 4 
to 7. 

In the directional PPs condition, the experimenter presented a sequence 
of slides telling a short story about a group of animals. This is exemplified 
in (6); the slides show a garden path with a vase on it. 
 
(6)  There are three snails in the garden. The snails want to get to the 

vase. Let’s see if they can do it. (The snails move along the path, 
one by one) There! Which snail got almost to the vase? 

 
The sequence of the slides showed the motion of the snails along the 

path until they reached their final position with respect to the vase. The 
child was asked to choose from the snails on the last slide of the sequence. 

Kecskes, I., Liedtke, F., & Schulze, C. (Eds.). (2013). Beyond words : Content, context, and inference. Retrieved from
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com
Created from iub-ebooks on 2019-10-21 08:47:16.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 D

e 
G

ru
yt

er
, I

nc
.. 

A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Children’s knowledge of scales in the acquisition of almost   99 

 

As in the previous condition, the three scalar alternatives were n, n-1 and 
n+1. In the slide, there was a snail who got to the vase (i.e. the scalar value 
corresponding to the meaning of the expression modified by almost), a 
snail that was close to the vase but did not get to it, and a snail that was 
close to and beyond the vase. 

In the sentences containing an equative comparative, children saw 
slides with four animals and a jumping board. The sequence of slides pre-
sented a jumping contest and the experimenter described the sequence as in 
(7): 
 
(7)  This is a jumping contest. The zebra is going to jump first. (Zebra 

jumps) Now the zebra’s friends are going to jump. (The animals 
jump on the board, one by one) There! Which animal jumped al-
most as far as the zebra? 

 
The length of the jump of the first animal (here, the zebra) provides the 

standard of comparison. The child had to choose from the three animals 
that jumped after the zebra (described as ‘‘the zebra’s friends’’ by the ex-
perimenter). For each animal, the length of its jump corresponded to one of 
the scalar alternatives n, n-1 or n+1. One of the animals jumped as far as 
the zebra (i.e. n), another animal jumped a bit less far than the zebra (n-1), 
and another animal jumped a bit farther than the zebra (n+1). The board 
was divided in stripes of equal width, so that the measure of closeness to 
the animal providing the standard of comparison, one stripe in all the cases, 
remained the same and could be clearly perceived. 

To sum up, in the situations depicted on the slides, for all the experi-
mental conditions, there was one character per scalar alternative: one char-
acter corresponded to the value of n-1, i.e. ‘less than n’, another character 
corresponded to the value of n (the scalar value corresponding to the mean-
ing of the expression modified by almost), and another character corre-
sponded to the value of n+1, i.e. ‘more than n’. 

The experimental tasks manipulate the order of the scalar alternatives 
and hence explore the directionality of almost. In the number words condi-
tion, the scale is the set of natural numbers. The experiment introduces a 
bias for the ascending order (from less to more) by asking the child to 
count first the number of items that each character has. In the case of the 
directional PPs, both the scale and the order are introduced by the preposi-
tional phrase interpreted in context, the endpoint of the scale being the NP 
complement of the preposition (e.g. “the lilypad”). Context plays a role 
here because only the visual setting (the motion of the animals along the 
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spatial path depicted in the slides) provides the source of the path and the 
scalar alternatives, the positions occupied by the animal characters along 
the path. In the equative comparatives condition, there is no natural scale. 
The meaning of the comparative indicates a relation between degrees of 
length of the jumps. Both the scale and the intended order are identified 
through the visual setting (the context of the jumping contest). The end-
point of the scale is the standard of comparison (in the example above, the 
position of the zebra on the board).  

In the study, the dependent variable is the response type: LESS THAN 
n, MORE THAN n, SAME AS n and LESS THAN n AND MORE THAN 
n. The response type LESS THAN n AND MORE THAN n corresponds to 
the cases in which the child chose both characters corresponding to LESS 
THAN n and MORE THAN n (i.e. the response consisted of the choice of 
two scalar values). The independent variables are the expression modified 
by almost (within subjects) and age group (between subjects). 

There were four experimental items per condition, with a total of twelve 
experimental stimuli, and sixteen filler items. All the fillers were similar to 
the experimental items, with three alternative responses, and were designed 
to unbias the response type in the critical items. Given that in the experi-
mental items the adult-like response was LESS THAN n, in order to unbias 
subjects towards this response, eight fillers were biased towards the re-
sponse SAME AS N and 8 fillers were biased towards the response MORE 
THAN N. The items were pseudorandomized (both for order of item and 
order of condition) for each child. Each session lasted approximately fif-
teen minutes and was videotaped in order to record the responses, gestures 
and spontaneous comments provided by the children about their choices. 

5. Results 

Overall, the data show that there is continuity in the interpretation of al-
most by the three age groups, with greater variability in response from the 
younger group. The only exception to this pattern is the behavior of the 
youngest group (4;0–4;11) in the Equative comparatives condition: here, 
the more common response type is MORE THAN n, as shown in Fig. 2. 
There is almost no variability in the results of the adult subjects: adults 
never chose simultaneously two scalar alternatives (LESS THAN n and 
MORE THAN n) and had a clear preference for the LESS THAN n re-
sponse in all conditions. 
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Figure 2. Percentages of response types per age group for each condition. 

 
A mixed-effects binary logistic regression model predicting the ‘other 

than LESS’ response (conflating responses into ‘LESS THAN n’ vs ‘other 
than LESS’) revealed a main effect of condition: the interpretation of al-
most with number words and with directional PPs differs significantly 
from the interpretation of almost with comparatives in disfavoring the 
‘other than LESS’ response (Number words Condition: B = -2.17, SE = 
0.39, odds = 0.11, p < 0.001; Directional PPs Condition: B = -1.59, SE = 
0.38, odds = 0.20, p < 0.001). The odds of a LESS THAN n response in the 
Number words condition are 9 to 1. The odds of a LESS THAN n response 
in the Directional PPs condition are 5 to 1. The difference between the 
Number words and the Directional PPs conditions was not statistically 
significant but this finding will be addressed later in the paper. 

In the Number words condition, the choice of the LESS THAN n scalar 
alternative was accompanied by spontaneous comments by the children 
showing they have identified the relevant scale and order: 
 
(8)  Experimenter: Which boy has almost 4 blocks? 

Child: I think it’s this one [Points to the character with 3 blocks], 
because it goes 1,2,3,4. 

 
In other cases, children pointed to the value n+1 and said: ‘‘It’s not this 

one, because this one has more/because this one has the most’’. 
Only two children chose simultaneously the two scalar alternatives 

LESS THAN n and MORE THAN n (a response type found in the previous 
studies), but they did not do so consistently during the whole experiment. 
For one child, this response was given only in the Directional PPs condi-
tion. The child gave the following justification: 
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(9)  Experimenter: Which frog got almost to the lilypad? 
  Child: I think these two did [Points to both MORE THAN n and 
  LESS THAN n  alternatives] ‘cause they’re close to it. 

 
For the other child, this response type (LESS THAN n and MORE 

THAN n) was given both in the Directional PPs and Comparatives condi-
tions, but not in the Number words condition. 
 
 

5.1. Patterns in the acquisition of almost 
 
The children were sorted into groups according to their response patterns. 
The individual response patterns were coded as a triple of 0 and 1, with 
one digit per condition, in the order N--P--C (N, Number words -- P, Direc-
tional PPs -- C, Equative comparatives). The responses were coded in bina-
ry terms: 1 stands for ‘adult-like’ response, 0 for ‘non-adult-like’. If chil-
dren had three or four (out of four) ‘adult-like’ responses in one condition, 
this was coded as a 1, otherwise as a 0, following the criteria adopted in 
Clark and Sengul (1978). 

Of all the possible combinations of response types (a total of 8), only 
the pattern 0--0--1 (i.e. ‘non-adult-like’ responses in Number words and 
Directional PPs conditions, and ‘adult-like’ response in Comparatives con-
dition) is not attested in the data. This means that the interpretation of al-
most as a modifier of equative comparatives is never mastered first by the 
children in this study. The patterns obtained were then grouped as reflect-
ing no comprehension (i.e. ‘non-adult-like’ responses in all the conditions), 
partial comprehension (i.e. ‘adult-like’ responses in one or two conditions) 
and adult-like comprehension. The results of this coding scheme are shown 
in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Individual response patterns for the total number of children (N=45). 
 

 
 

The distribution of the four patterns (No comprehension, 1, Partial 
comprehension in one domain, 2, Partial comprehension in two domains, 3, 
Adult-like, 4) across ages is presented in Figure 3. 
 

 
Figure 3. Distribution of patterns of interpretation of almost over age. 
 

The plot shows that there is much variability in the distribution of the 
patterns across ages. Pattern 1 (No comprehension) and pattern 4 (Adult-
like comprehension) present more limited age ranges, corresponding, as 
one would expect, to younger children and older children, respectively. 
Patterns 2 and 3 correspond to transitional stages, and are found across a 
wider range of ages. Overall, there is an upward trend in the data suggest-
ing a developmental path from pattern 1 to pattern 4. However, the exist-
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ence of such a path can only be confirmed by a longitudinal study. This 
remains for further research. 

6. Discussion 

The findings of this study demonstrate that children do not have difficulties 
understanding the meaning of almost across the board. Children as young 
as 4;6 years old can identify both the Polar and the Proximal components 
of almost. In sentences with number words and directional prepositional 
phrases, children show the same tendencies found in the adult data. In 
these conditions, the data suggest that children find it easier to retrieve the 
scales that the adverb operates on. In the number words condition, the scale 
is the numeric order, and in the directional PPs condition, the scale is a 
spatial path whose endpoint is provided by the complement of the preposi-
tion to. 

In the sentences with comparatives, children had more difficulties. 
Here, the scale underlying the interpretation of almost can only be re-
trieved from contextual information. This information is provided by the 
setting of the task: the scalar alternatives are the positions of the animals 
on the jumping board and the endpoint of the scale is the position occupied 
by the animal that provides the standard of comparison (e.g. the zebra in 
[7]). 

As said above, the difference between the Number words condition and 
the Directional PPs condition was not statistically significant. However, 
there is an indication that children made a distinction between the interpre-
tation of almost with number words and with prepositional phrases. The 
regression coefficient for the Number words condition was almost twice 
the value of the coefficient for the Directional PPs condition. One explana-
tion for why the interpretation of the modified sentences with number 
words might have been easier is that, with small numbers, the measure of 
closeness to n is given in advance: the scalar alternatives to n would always 
be n-1 and n+1, i.e., there is no variability in how close a value is to value 
of the modified expression, n. On the other hand, in the Directional PPs 
condition, the child had to assess the closeness to n on the basis of the vis-
ual setting. 

The statistical analysis reveals a difference in children’s understanding 
of the scales underlying the Number words and directional PPs conditions, 
on the one hand, and the comparatives condition, on the other hand. If we 
consider the results in Table 1 and group the children who have patterns of 
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Partial Comprehension (patterns 2 and 3), we can see that 17 children mas-
tered the Number words condition, 13 mastered the Directional PPs condi-
tion, and only 2 mastered the Comparatives condition. Why do children 
have difficulty accessing the scale to interpret the sentence with the com-
parative? Given the semantics of almost, a scale must be somehow accessi-
ble here too since those sentences are perfectly acceptable for adults. Chil-
dren understood the unmodified equative comparative, as shown by the 
accurate responses in the filler items containing such expressions (e.g. 
Point to the elephant that is as big as the house). Semantically, an equative 
comparative construction introduces a relation between sets of degrees. In 
the case of modification by almost, the child must identify an order be-
tween such relations, e.g. 2 cm less than, 1 cm less than, as much as, 1 cm 
more than, etc. It is possible that children have difficulty understanding 
‘almost as far as’ because such scales are hard to access. It may also be the 
case that children have more difficulty in this condition due to the syntactic 
complexity of the sentence used as a prompt. The results may reflect pro-
cessing difficulties involving the compositional interpretation of the sen-
tence. 

A reviewer also points out that in the Comparative condition, the over-
all understanding of the task in relation to the visual display may play a 
role in the type of responses given by children. Adults understand that in 
order to satisfy the description “X jumped as far as Y” (rather than “X 
jumped almost as far as Y”), the jump of the second animal is supposed to 
be the same length as the one from the animal that serves as the standard of 
comparison, as measured by the stripes. However, this may not be entirely 
clear for children. If that is the case, the pattern of responses given by chil-
dren may reflect a distinction between tolerance and discriminability that 
pertains to a broader understanding of the contextual setting of this condi-
tion rather than to the meaning of almost. Although this is a possible meth-
odological explanation for the results with comparatives, it does not ex-
plain the preference for the response MORE THAN n in this condition 
found in the group of 4 year-olds. 

7. Conclusion 

This study shows that the meaning of almost is grasped differently depend-
ing on the cross-categorial instances of modification and the scales associ-
ated with the meaning of the modified expressions. The results reported 
here are consistent with earlier findings that children’s understanding of 
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scales differs across domains (Papafragou and Musolino 2003; Hurewitz et 
al. 2006). One topic for further research may be to compare different do-
mains of scalar representations. Are there different types of scales? And 
why are some scales understood earlier than others by children? 

Possible hypotheses to be pursued include differences in the frequency 
of the expressions modified by almost in child directed speech, as well as 
differences in the cognitive availability of certain scales (e.g. the represen-
tations of telic events and spatial paths oriented towards an endpoint). In 
sentences containing directional PPs, it is possible that goal-oriented mo-
tion may help children understand the meaning of almost and guide them in 
retrieving the relevant scale. In this condition, directional movement to-
wards a goal that either has been reached or not corresponds to an event, 
and progression along the path leads to an endpoint. It has been shown that 
children understand early on the notion of a failed attempt and form repre-
sentations of probable endings of motion events (Wagner and Carey 2005). 

The answers to these questions may provide insight into the interplay 
between linguistic and cognitive development. Knowledge about ordered 
sets is relevant in many domains of human activity (Gelman and Gallistel 
1978) and also plays a role in different aspects of interpretation. Scalar 
terms are pervasive in natural language and require a complex combination 
of semantic and pragmatic information, as shown by the analysis of the 
meaning of almost. 

From the perspective of language acquisition, this study raises some 
questions that have consequences for theories of word learning. As shown 
above, the results suggest that the meaning of almost is understood first in 
one domain, then extends to others; is this the case for other cross-
categorial modifiers? Given the results presented, do children learn the 
meaning of almost several times, depending on the instance of modifica-
tion? Such an interpretation of the data would support an exemplar-based 
account of the acquisition of almost. Under this reasoning, one may hy-
pothesize that there are different paths leading to the acquisition of the 
meaning of almost, and that these paths depend on the exposure to differ-
ent instances of modification by almost (as well as familiarity with the 
associated scales, e.g. the numeric order in the context of telling one’s 
age). Such a hypothesis would need to be tested both through corpus-based 
evidence and a longitudinal study. 
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