
The acquisition of prosodic focus-marking: Focus identification by Hungarian children  
   1. The mastery of the comprehension of prosodic focus-marking is an arduous process in first 
language acquisition. In the few (predominantly, Germanic and Romance) languages in which 
prosodic focus-marking has been experimentally tested in child language, it appears that it is 
adult-like in many respects at a much earlier age in production (Hornby & Hass 1970, 
Wonnacott & Watson 2008, de Ruiter 2010) than in (off-line) comprehension (Hornby 1971, 
Cutler & Swinney 1987, Gualmini 2003, Paterson et al. 2003, Wells et al. 2004, Bergsma 
2006, Costa & Szendrői 2006). Much research has been devoted to uncovering the reasons for 
this apparent asymmetry (which are likely to be many-fold, including task effects; Speer and 
Ito 2008, Höhle et al. 2009, Chen 2010, Höhle et al. 2016, Szendrői et al. 2018). It remains 
under-studied, however, how this protracted developmental process may be affected by the 
variation found in the marking of focus across different languages (Chen et al. 2018, Szendrői 
et al. 2018, Yang & Chen 2018). We contribute to addressing this question by investigating the 
ability of four-, five- and six-year-old Hungarian children to make use of prosodic cues in 
focus interpretation. In Hungarian term focus is mandatorily marked by word order, therefore 
children rarely need to rely exclusively on prosodic cues for focus identification. On the 
assumption that the systematic surface syntactic marking of focus diminishes the 
disambiguating role of prosodic marking for the child, we expected that the comprehension of 
prosodic focus marking will be delayed in comparison to the Germanic and Romance 
languages investigated so far, in which syntactic focus marking is only an option. 
   2. In our experiment we used a comprehension task (an adaptation of the innovative task in 
Szendrői et al. 2018) in which children have to accept or correct assertions made by a puppet. 
Each trial consisted of the following. The participant was presented with a picture containing 
three images side by side. Each of the three images contained an animal and an object such that 
the animal was engaged in some activity involving an object. The puppet made an assertion 
about the picture, which was either true or false. In critical trials the sentence took the form of 
Subject+Verb, as exemplified in (1). Critical sentences were invariably false, but the focal 
accent in them fell either on the Subject (1a) or on the Verb (1b) (=focus type). 
(1) a. A KENGURU  babázik.   (S-focus) 
  the kangaroo  plays.with.a.doll 
 b. A kenguru  BABÁZIK.   (V-focus) 
Depending on whether the Subject or the Verb was interpreted as the focus of the sentence, the 
participant was expected to correct the assertion that it expressed in two different ways: either 
by correcting the Subject or by correcting the Verb. Control items involved the same type of 
sentences as the critical items, except that control sentences were true in view of the 
accompanying picture, and were expected to elicit acceptance rather than correction by the 
participant. Half of the participants in each group received only S-focus sentences (Sfoc-
group), and the other half received only V-focus sentences (Vfoc-group) as critical and control 
items. In addition to 4 critical items and 4 control items, the experiment also contained 6 fillers, 
of which three involved a true sentence and three involved a false sentence. Items were 
presented in two counterbalanced pseudo-randomized orders in both the Sfoc-group and the V-
foc group. Sentences were pre-recorded in order to ensure that they are uttered in the same way 
both across test item types and across participants. The task was embedded in a very short story 
about the puppet. We tested three age groups of participants: four-year-olds (N = 8, mean age: 
4;7), five-year olds (N = 22, mean age: 5;5), and six-year-olds (N = 22, mean age: 6;4). The 
testing of the four-year-old group as well as an adult control group is in progress. 
   3. We had two predictions. P1: We expected that the relative delay in the acquisition of 
prosodic focus marking will be revealed in two ways. (P1.a) First, the proportion of congruent 
responses will be lower in four-, five- and six-year-old age groups than in the corresponding 
age groups of Szendrői et al.’s (2018) study on English, German and French (which used 
narrow S-focus and O-focus SVO sentences as stimulus). (P1.b) Second, unlike in the case of 



the English, German and French children tested by Szendrői et al., the rate of Hungarian 
children’s focus-congruent responses will increase with age. P2: We expected children to 
respond with a higher overall rate of congruent corrections to Verb-focus sentences than to S-
focus sentences. This expectation was based on the hypothesis that if any given participant in 
any given trial cannot make use of accentuation in identifying the narrow focus of the sentence, 
then she will fall back on default information structure and a corresponding default accentu-
ation, responding with a correction that best matches this default. Given that the default infor-
mation structure of an SV sentence in Hungarian is S=topic, V=comment, with the nuclear 
accent falling on the verb (É. Kiss 1987, 2002), this heuristic puts verb-corrections at an advan-
tage if at least one of the following two plausible assumptions holds: (a) untrue topic+comment 
sentences are preferably corrected in their comment part rather than in their topic part, (b) the 
constituent that is preferably selected for correction is the one that bears the nuclear accent. In 
the SVO sentences of Szendrői et al. (as well as Chen et al. 2018), Object-focus had a similar 
advantage over Subject-focus, since in the languages these authors examined (a) the subject is 
interpreted as a topic by default, and (b) the nuclear prominence falls on the Object by default.  
   4. Participants’ responses to critical items are summarised in Fig. 1. These responses were 
encoded for statistical analysis as binary data based on whether they were congruent or non-
congruent (the latter including incongruent corrections, double corrections, in which both the 
Subject and the Verb were corrected, as well as non-corrective responses). Binomial 
generalized mixed-effect models were run, with the (non-)congruence of the response as the 
dependent variable, focus type (Subject focus versus Verb focus) and age group (4-, 5- or 6-
year-olds) as fixed effects, and participant and item as random effects (intercept). Both focus 
type and age group affected the ratio of congruent responses significantly, and without a 
significant interaction. The results confirm both P1 and P2. P1.a: Although a direct 
comparison cannot be made between Szendrői et al.’s data and ours, it is notable that while the 
rate of congruent responses in the S-focus condition was about 50-70% in English, German 
and French 4-to-6-year-olds, the same measure was about 20-30% in the corresponding 
Hungarian groups. (S-focus received even lower rates of congruent corrections in Chen et al.’s 
experiment on Mandarin, which, in line with Vogel et al.’s 2015 Functional Load Hypothesis, 
could be due to the multiple use of pitch, a key prosodic cue of focus in this tonal language.) 
P1.b: While there was no age effect in any of the languages Szendrői et al. examined, we 
found 6-year-olds’ performance to be better than that of both 5-year-olds (Z = -3.245, p = 
0.001) and 4-year-olds (Z = -3.052, p = 0.002). P2: V-focus sentences elicited more congruent 
corrections than S-focus sentences, without an interaction with age (Z = -2.447, p = 0.014). 
   5. Overall, our study suggests that the developmental trajectory of the comprehension of 
prosodic focus-marking may be affected by the degree of prevalence of alternative focus-
marking strategies in the given language (and possibly also by the functional load of the 
phonetic cues that take part in the prosodic marking). 
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