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Abstract. This study examines how Mandarin-speaking children and adults evaluate
telic descriptions in incomplete situations. It focuses on incremental-theme predi-
cates with verbal -le and tests whether truth-value judgments depend simply on event
(in)completeness or on the interaction between visual event structure and determiner
type of the direct object. Mandarin-speaking adults and children aged 4–6 judged
sentences describing events in which either all three objects were partially affected
(Each Object Incomplete, EOI) or two objects were fully affected and one was only
partially affected (Third Object Incomplete, 3rdOI). The direct object appeared with
either a numeral or a demonstrative determiner. Participants across age groups re-
jected incomplete events more often in 3rdOI than in EOI, showing that incomplete
situations were not treated uniformly. Adults also showed a determiner contrast in
3rdOI, accepting demonstrative descriptions more readily than numeral descriptions.
Children showed a developmental progression toward this pattern: all child groups
were sensitive to Visual Completion Type, but only 6-year-olds showed a clear de-
terminer contrast in 3rdOI. The results suggest that Mandarin telicity judgments
are shaped by context-sensitive verification rather than by (in)completeness alone,
and that developmental differences reflect how children map sentence meaning onto
visual event representations.
Keywords. telicity; non-culmination; Mandarin; first language acquisition; truth-
value judgment; event representation

1. Introduction.

1.1. TELICITY AND EVENT EVALUATION. We use language to describe events in the world
around us. The same event can often be described in more than one way. For example, a scene
in which a girl ate three cookies may be described as She ate cookies, She ate three cookies, or
She ate those cookies. To evaluate whether a sentence truthfully describes a scene, a listener must
map the event representation encoded by the sentence onto an event representation constructed
from visual information and judge whether they align. In other words, we are not evaluating a
linguistic representation directly against a visual scene, but to a representation of an event that is
in our minds.

If the task is complicated for adults, for the learner, whose linguistic knowledge may be
incomplete, the task is more complex as it adds a potentially incomplete knowledge of the lin-
guistic pieces and/or how they should be combined. Children must not only use the linguistic
ingredients to build the semantics of the sentence, but also determine how this information should
be evaluated in context. For example, to build telic predicates (which arguably entail a logical
end point), two main linguistic ingredients play a role: the verb and the object. The so-called
incremental-theme verbs, such as eat and build, must combine with their objects in such a way
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that the object can be seen as determining whether the description includes a logical endpoint or
not (Verkuyl 1972, 1993; Krifka 1989, 1992, 1998; Dowty 1991; Rothstein 2004; Borer 2005;
Pin 2008; Filip 2008). When the object is quantized, as in eat three cookies or eat those cook-
ies, the predicate is telic: it describes an event with a logical endpoint, and in the non-progressive
use, it is typically understood to entail that the event reached its logical enpoint , i.e., the event
has culminated. By contrast, when the object is non-quantized, as in eat cookies, the predicate is
atelic, because no upper bound is provided for the event.

A large crosslinguistic literature following the seminal experimental work by van Hout (1998)
has shown that children do not always behave in an adult-like way when judging whether a sen-
tence entails event completion or not (English: Wagner 2001, 2009; Ogiela 2007; Jeschull 2007;
Anderson 2017; van Hout et al. 2017; Patt et al. 2020; Mandarin: Chen 2006, 2017; Liu 2018; Li
2019; Russian: Kazanina & Phillips 2007; Spanish: Garcia del Real Marco 2015; van Hout et al.
2017; German: Schulz & Penner 2002; Wittek 2002; Schulz & Wittek 2003; Polish: van Hout
2008; Dutch: van Hout 2008; van Hout et al. 2017; Italian: van Hout 2008; Basque: van Hout
et al. 2017; Hebrew: Hacohen 2010; see also van Hout 2018; Martin et al. 2020 for reviews). Ex-
planations for this mismatch differ. Some accounts attribute it to lexical semantics, arguing that
children initially assign different meanings to the relevant verbs or verb classes (Genter 1978;
Wittek 2002; van Hout 2018; Li 2019). Others appeal to pragmatic development, proposing that
children know the relevant semantic ingredients but have difficulty selecting the contextually ap-
propriate interpretation or integrating linguistic and non-linguistic information under task de-
mands (Jeschull 2007; Ogiela 2007; Anderson 2017; Liu 2018; Martin et al. 2020; Mathis & Pa-
pafragou 2021). Still others point to broader cognitive factors such as executive control (Blank
et al. 2019). The present study adopts the view that children may already possess the core seman-
tic ingredients needed to represent telic event descriptions, but differ from adults in how flexi-
bly they verify those descriptions against visually presented scenes. We investigate this question
through the case of Mandarin.

1.2. COMPETING ACCOUNTS OF MANDARIN NON-CULMINATION. The claim that telic pred-
icates created with incremental-theme verbs carry a completion entailment has been put to test
in Mandarin, where many have claimed that sentences with an incremental-theme predicate and
a quantized direct object in perfective form entails event completion remains debated. Many re-
searchers have pointed out that Mandarin allows an apparently telic predicate combined with the
perfective marker -le (verbal -le) to describe an incomplete event that stops before reaching its
inherent endpoint (Tai 1984; Sybesma 1997; Lin 2004; Soh & Kuo 2005; Koenig & Lian-Cheng
2008; Martin & Gyarmathy 2019; Martin 2019; Martin et al. 2023; Zhang 2018, 2020). As shown
in (1a), denial of completion is often judged felicitous in Mandarin, unlike in the corresponding
English example (1b) under the intended telic reading:

(1) a. ta
3SG

chi-le
eat-PFV

na-kuai
that-CL

binggan,
cookie

keshi
but

mei
NEG

chi-wan.
eat-finish

‘She ate that cookie, but she didn’t finish eating it.’
b. She ate that cookie, #but she didn’t finish eating it.

Several accounts have been proposed to explain why apparently telic predicates in Mandarin
can be accepted in incomplete situations. These accounts differ in the source of the apparent
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lack of completion entailment. The first approach locates the source of non-culminating inter-
pretations in the lexical semantics of Mandarin verbs (Tai 1984; Lin 2004; Sybesma 1997). On
this view, monomorphemic verbs such as chi ‘eat’ do not themselves encode a strong culmina-
tion condition in the way often assumed for their English counterparts. In acquisition terms, this
approach predicts that child–adult differences should reflect differences in the lexical-semantic
representations assigned to these verbs (Li 2019). If children initially treat such verbs as result-
entailing predicates, they should be more likely to reject incomplete events, and this difference
should be relatively robust across contexts.

A second approach shifts the source of the effect from the verb to aspectual morphology,
especially verbal -le. On this view, the crucial factor is not the lexical semantics of the verb itself,
but the contribution of -le, which has been argued to mark event termination without necessarily
requiring full completion (Martin & Gyarmathy 2019; Martin 2019; Martin et al. 2023). From
an acquisition perspective, this view predicts that developmental differences should reflect how
children interpret verbal -le. If children assign -le a stronger completion requirement than adults
do, they should reject incomplete events more often, again in a way that is relatively stable across
different visual contexts.

In simple clauses such as the example above, it is impossible to isolate the role of -le from
that of the verb because because removing -le yields a generic rather than an episodic interpreta-
tion. For the present purposes, however, the two proposals make the same predictions. We there-
fore treat them together as no-completion-entailment approaches.

A third approach retains the idea that Mandarin incremental-theme predicates with quantized
objects compositionally encode telic structures and entail event completion with verbal -le, and
therefore English and Mandarin are not radically different. On this view, differences in the accep-
tance of telic predicates in incomplete situations reflect differences in how the different linguistic
ingredients afford particular evaluations depending on visual and/or pragmatic constraints. In
acquisition terms, this approach predicts that children and adults may share the same core seman-
tic ingredients, while differing in how flexibly they verify those meanings against visual scenes.
Developmental differences should therefore vary with contextual factors, rather than reflecting a
fixed difference in verb meaning or in the semantics of verbal -le.

These approaches therefore make distinct predictions for development. Under the no-completion-
entailment approaches, child–adult differences should primarily reflect differences in underly-
ing semantic representations and should therefore be relatively stable across contexts. Under the
completion-entailment approach, by contrast, developmental differences should emerge in how
children evaluate a telic event description against a scene, and should therefore be sensitive to
contextual factors that affect verification.

1.3. THE PRESENT STUDY. The present study provides a way to test these competing accounts.
If child–adult differences primarily reflect differences in verb meaning or in the interpretation of
verbal -le, then judgments should be relatively stable across different kinds of incomplete situa-
tions. If, by contrast, children and adults share the same core semantic ingredients but differ in
how they verify telic descriptions against visual scenes, then judgments should vary depending on
how completion is visually structured and how the direct object guides verification. The current
experiment therefore examines whether truth-value judgments are shaped simply by event incom-
pleteness, or by the interaction between visual event structure and the nominal form of the direct
object.
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Figure 1. First and last scenes of the video for the 3rdOI cookie-eating event.

Figure 2. First and last scenes of the video for the EOI cookie-eating event.

To address this question, the experiment contrasts two types of incomplete events. The visual
manipulation distinguishes between two kinds of incomplete events. In Third Object Incomplete
(3rdOI) events (Figure 1), two of the three objects are fully affected, and the third is only partially
affected. In Each Object Incomplete (EOI) events (Figure 2), all three objects are only partially
affected. This contrast is theoretically important because the two event types differ not just in
completion, but in their internal organization. In 3rdOI, the scene contains an asymmetry: two
objects form a fully affected subset, while the third object remains incomplete. This creates an
internal contrast within the event between completed and incomplete objects, and also provides a
potential standard of comparison for what counts as completion in the scene. In EOI, by contrast,
no such subset is available. All three objects are affected to the same partial degree, so there is no
completed subset and no internal contrast among the objects. If participants treat all incomplete
events alike, then 3rdOI and EOI should pattern similarly. If, however, judgments are sensitive to
the how completion is visually distributed, then the two event types may yield different response
patterns.

The determiner manipulation provides a further test of how linguistic form interacts with vi-
sual information about the event-type and distribution. Numeral and demonstrative DPs place dif-
ferent demands on verification. A numeral DP such as three cookies directly encodes the full car-
dinality of the affected set, and strongly supports an evaluation that includes all three objects. A
demonstrative DP such as those cookies, by contrast, does not specify cardinality in the same way
and may allow more flexible accommodation to the visually salient portion of the scene. This dif-
ference becomes especially important in 3rdOI. Because 3rdOI contains a fully affected subset
of two objects, a demonstrative description may be more readily verified against that completed
subset (excluding the incompletely affected object), whereas a numeral description still requires
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verification against the full set of three. In EOI, however, all objects are uniformly incomplete,
so no fully affected subset is available to support such accommodation. As a result, a determiner
contrast is expected to be strongest in 3rdOI and weaker or absent in EOI.

Taken together, these manipulations make it possible to test whether truth-value judgments
are driven simply by the absence of full completion, or whether they depend on the interaction
between visual event structure and the semantic properties of the direct object. This contrast is
particularly important for distinguishing among competing accounts of Mandarin telicity. Under
the verb-semantic account and the -le-based account, the observed judgments are not expected to
depend strongly on the difference between 3rdOI and EOI or on the interaction between Visual
Completion Type and Determiner Type. Under the completion-entailment account, by contrast,
such effects are expected, because the crucial issue is how a bounded event description is verified
against the scene.

Under the verb-semantic account and the -le-based account, the systematic interaction of
Visual Completion Type and Determiner Type is not strongly expected, since the source of the
relevant interpretation lies in the verb or in -le itself. Under the completion-entailment account,
however, such an interaction is expected. In particular, adults should distinguish 3rdOI from EOI,
and demonstrative descriptions should be more acceptable than numeral descriptions in 3rdOI,
where the scene contains a fully affected subset that can support more flexible verification. De-
velopmentally, children are expected to show sensitivity to Visual Completion Type earlier than
adult-like sensitivity to Determiner Type, with older children showing a clearer determiner con-
trast in 3rdOI.

2. Experiment.

2.1. MATERIALS, DESIGN, AND PROCEDURE. The target verbs were incremental-theme verbs
including chi ‘eat’, he ‘drink’, zao ‘build’, and hua ‘draw’. Determiner Type of the direct object
(Numeral vs. Demonstrative) was manipulated within subjects. All target sentences in simple
clauses with verbal -le. as in (2).

(2) a. wo
1SG

chi
eat

le
LE

san-kuai
three-CL

binggan.
cookie

‘I ate three cookies.’
b. wo

1SG

chi
eat

le
LE

na-ji-ge
that-several-CL

xiaodaogao.
cupcake

‘I ate those cupcakes.’

Each test sentence was paired with a complete scene and an incomplete scene. Video Type in
the incomplete videos (EOI vs. 3rdOI) was manipulated between subjects. Each participant com-
pleted 16 target trials. In each trial, participants first watched a short video clip and then heard
a test sentence, together with one filler sentence for children or three filler sentences for adults.
Their task was to judge whether each sentence truthfully described the video.

2.2. PARTICIPANTS. Participants were first-language speakers of Mandarin and included chil-
dren aged 4–6 and a control group of adults. Three 4-year-olds were excluded for failing to meet
the 75% accuracy criterion on the filler items. The final sample therefore included 97 children
(4-year-olds: n = 30, mean age = 4;6, SD = 0.27; 5-year-olds: n = 32, mean age = 5;6,
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SD = 0.28; 6-year-olds: n = 35, mean age = 6;5, SD = 0.29), along with 26 adults (mean
age = 29;11, SD = 11.56). Because Visual Completion Type (EOI vs. 3rdOI) was manipulated
between subjects, participants were distributed across two experimental conditions. None of the
participants included in the final analyses had a diagnosed language or hearing impairment at the
time of testing. Adults were tested online using JATOS, whereas children were tested in person
by an experimenter using a computer.

2.3. RESULTS. As a baseline check, both adults and children showed floor-level rejection in
the complete conditions (adults: 2%; children: 2.5%), indicating that participants were attentive
and readily accepted telic statements when the events were fully completed. We therefore focus
below on responses in the incomplete conditions. Figure 3 presents the group-level rejection rates
for adults and children by age.

Figure 3. Group-level rejection rates for incomplete situations in for adults and each child age
group

2.3.1. ADULTS. In the Each Object Incomplete (EOI) condition, adults generally showed low
rejection rates for both determiner types. In contrast, rejection increased in the 3rd Object Incom-
plete (3rdOI) condition, particularly for numeral descriptions.

To assess these patterns statistically, we fitted a generalized linear mixed-effects model (GLMM)
with a binomial link predicting rejection from Video Type, Determiner Type, and their interac-
tion, with a random intercept for subjects. The model revealed a significant effect of Video Type
(β = 4.39, SE = 1.26, z = 3.48, p = .0005), indicating higher rejection in 3rdOI than in
EOI. The interaction between Video Type and Determiner Type was also significant (β = −2.47,
SE = 0.97, z = −2.54, p = .011), while the main effect of Determiner Type was marginal
(β = −1.11, SE = 0.59, z = −1.89, p = .0588) (Table 1). Pairwise comparisons further showed
that in the 3rdOI condition, demonstrative descriptions were rejected significantly less often than
numeral descriptions, whereas no reliable determiner difference emerged in EOI (Table 7). Thus,
adults were sensitive both to visual completion and to the determiner contrast, but the determiner
effect was restricted to the condition in which only two of the three subevents were complete.

2.3.2. CHILDREN. As in adults, children showed relatively low rejection in EOI and substan-
tially higher rejection in 3rdOI. At the same time, children showed a developmental pattern in
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their sensitivity to determiner type, with adult-like determiner effects emerging only in the oldest
age group.

A GLMM fitted to the child data, with centered age included as a continuous predictor, re-
vealed a significant effect of Video Type (β = 12.73, SE = 3.47, z = 3.67, p = .0002), indi-
cating greater rejection in 3rdOI than in EOI (Table 2). The main effect of Determiner Type was
not significant (β = 0.49, SE = 0.47, z = 1.06, p = .2914), but the interaction between Video
Type and Determiner Type was significant (β = −1.48, SE = 0.69, z = −2.13, p = .0332).
Neither the main effect of age nor its interactions reached significance, although the three-way in-
teraction between Video Type, Determiner Type, and Age was marginal (β = −0.11, SE = 0.06,
z = −1.89, p = .0586).

To better understand developmental differences, we fitted separate GLMMs for each child
age group.

For 4-year-olds, the model showed a significant effect of Video Type (β = 16.52, SE =
4.53, z = 3.64, p = .0003), but no significant effect of Determiner Type (β = 0.33, SE =
0.81, z = 0.40, p = .6866) and no interaction (β = −1.07, SE = 1.20, z = −0.89, p =
.3723) (Table 3). Thus, 4-year-olds strongly distinguished EOI from 3rdOI, but did not reliably
differentiate numeral and demonstrative descriptions.

For 5-year-olds, the same general pattern held. There was a significant effect of Video Type
(β = 16.29, SE = 4.17, z = 3.91, p = .0001), but neither the main effect of Determiner Type
(β = 0.61, SE = 0.79, z = 0.77, p = .4437) nor the interaction (β = 0.45, SE = 1.33, z = 0.34,
p = .7318) was significant (Table 4). Like 4-year-olds, 5-year-olds showed clear sensitivity to
visual completion type, but no determiner-based modulation of rejection.

For 6-year-olds, however, the pattern changed. The model again revealed a significant effect
of Video Type (β = 7.16, SE = 2.55, z = 2.81, p = .0049), but crucially, there was also a signif-
icant interaction between Video Type and Determiner Type (β = −3.38, SE = 1.07, z = −3.15,
p = .0016) (Table 5). Pairwise comparisons showed that in the 3rdOI condition, demonstrative
descriptions were rejected significantly less often than numeral descriptions (estimate = 2.824,
SE = 0.867, p = .0011), whereas no reliable contrast emerged in EOI (Table 7). Thus, by age 6,
children began to show the same determiner-sensitive flexibility observed in adults.

Taken together, the age-group analyses reveal a developmental pattern: all child groups were
sensitive to the type of event completion, but only 6-year-olds showed clear evidence that deter-
miner type modulated rejection in incomplete situations.

2.3.3. ADULTS VS. CHILDREN. To directly compare adults and children, we fitted a com-
bined GLMM including Age Group (Adult vs. Child), Video Type, Determiner Type, and their
interactions. This model revealed a significant effect of Video Type (β = 6.90, SE = 2.31,
z = 2.98, p = .0029), indicating greater rejection in 3rdOI than in EOI, and a significant effect
of Determiner Type (β = −1.27, SE = 0.63, z = −2.02, p = .0434), indicating an overall
lower rejection for demonstratives in comparison to the rejection to sentences with numerals (Ta-
ble 6). The interaction between Age Group and Determiner Type was also significant (β = 1.73,
SE = 0.75, z = 2.33, p = .0200), as was the interaction between Video Type and Determiner
Type (β = −3.02, SE = 1.14, z = −2.64, p = .0082). The three-way interaction was not
significant (β = 1.44, SE = 1.29, z = 1.12, p = .2637).

These results indicate that adults and children patterned similarly in showing greater rejec-
tion in 3rdOI than in EOI, but differed in how strongly determiner type affected their judgments.
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In particular, adults showed a clearer determiner-based reduction in rejection when compared to
children.

Term Estimate SE z p
Intercept -1.663 0.797 -2.086 0.0370*
Video Type: 3rdOI 4.390 1.263 3.477 0.0005***
Determiner: Demonstrative -1.107 0.586 -1.890 0.0588
Video Type × Determiner -2.472 0.972 -2.544 0.0110*

Table 1. GLMM results for adults.

Term Estimate SE z p
Intercept -4.949 2.220 -2.230 0.0258*
Video Type: 3rdOI 12.732 3.474 3.665 0.0002***
Determiner: Demonstrative 0.492 0.467 1.055 0.2914
Centered Age 0.135 0.106 1.279 0.2007
Video Type × Determiner -1.475 0.692 -2.130 0.0332*
Video Type × Age -0.047 0.140 -0.333 0.7389
Determiner × Age 0.005 0.039 0.122 0.9026
Video Type × Determiner × Age -0.114 0.061 -1.891 0.0586

Table 2. GLMM results for children overall.

Term Estimate SE z p
Intercept -7.514 2.937 -2.559 0.0105*
Video Type: 3rdOI 16.519 4.533 3.644 0.0003***
Determiner: Demonstrative 0.328 0.812 0.403 0.6866
Video Type × Determiner -1.068 1.197 -0.892 0.3723

Table 3. GLMM results for 4-year-olds.

2.3.4. INDIVIDUAL RESPONSE PATTERNS. Figure 4 presents individual rejection patterns for
adults and each child age group. Each point represents a participants number of rejected trials
for numeral sentences (x-axis) and demonstrative sentences (y-axis) within each video type. The
diagonal line indicates equal rejection of the two determiner types.

For adults (Panel A), participants in the EOI condition cluster near the lower-left region of
the plot, indicating low rejection for both determiner types. In the 3rdOI condition, many partic-
ipants fall below the diagonal, indicating greater rejection of numerals than demonstratives. This
mirrors the group-level pattern and shows that the adult determiner effect was not driven by only
a small number of participants.

Notably, although the group-level analysis showed no significant difference between adults
and children in the EOI condition, the individual-level plots reveal a bimodal distribution among
children. For 4-year-olds (Panel B), participants in the EOI condition cluster around the lower-
left and upper-right corners, indicating that many children either rejected both determiner types
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Term Estimate SE z p
Intercept -7.571 2.493 -3.037 0.0024**
Video Type: 3rdOI 16.290 4.167 3.910 0.0001***
Determiner: Demonstrative 0.605 0.790 0.766 0.4437
Video Type × Determiner 0.454 1.326 0.343 0.7318

Table 4. GLMM results for 5-year-olds.

Term Estimate SE z p
Intercept -1.238 1.360 -0.910 0.3628
Video Type: 3rdOI 7.155 2.545 2.812 0.0049**
Determiner: Demonstrative 0.560 0.619 0.904 0.3661
Video Type × Determiner -3.384 1.073 -3.154 0.0016**

Table 5. GLMM results for 6-year-olds.

or accepted both. In the 3rdOI condition, many points are concentrated near the upper-right cor-
ner, showing that many 4-year-olds rejected both numerals and demonstratives. 5-year-olds (Panel
C) show a similar pattern: many participants in EOI again cluster near the lower-left and upper-
right corners, while responses in 3rdOI are tightly concentrated near the upper-right corner. 6-
year-olds (Panel D) show a more mixed pattern. As in the younger groups, many participants in
the EOI condition cluster near the diagonal. In the 3rdOI condition, several points remain near
the upper-right corner, but more participants also appear below the diagonal, indicating greater
rejections of numerals than demonstratives. This pattern suggests that 6-year-olds begin to show
the determiner-sensitive flexibility seen more clearly in adults, consistent with the group-level
results.

Overall, the individual-level plots confirm that the group-level differences are not driven by
a small number of outliers. At the same time, they reveal that childrens responses in EOI were
more categorical than the group means alone suggest: many children either accepted all trials
or rejected all trials. Thus, while adults showed relatively stable high acceptance in EOI and a
demonstrative advantage in 3rdOI, children showed a more bimodal pattern in EOI and stronger
overall rejection in 3rdOI, with adult-like determiner-sensitive flexibility beginning to emerge by
age 6.

3. Discussion. The current study investigated how Visual Completion Type and Determiner
Type of the direct object affect how children and adults evaluate telic descriptions in incomplete
situations. Across all age groups, participants rejected incomplete events more often in 3rdOI
than in EOI, showing that incomplete scenes were not evaluated uniformly. This finding is im-
portant because it indicates that judgments were sensitive not simply to whether an event was
incomplete, but to how incompleteness was distributed across the affected objects. Under the no-
entailment-completion account, all sentences should be acceptable independent of the type of
visual completion. It is therefore not straightforward for this account to capture the systematic
sensitivity to Visual Completion Type and Determiner Type observed here.

Furthermore, children and adults showed the same distinction between completion types,
suggesting that both groups were sensitive to the contextual structure of the scene in similar

9



Term Estimate SE z p
Intercept -3.348 1.617 -2.071 0.0384*
Age Group: Child 0.917 1.707 0.537 0.5912
Video Type: 3rdOI 6.896 2.313 2.981 0.0029**
Determiner: Demonstrative -1.274 0.631 -2.020 0.0434*
Child × Video Type 1.370 2.443 0.561 0.5750
Child × Determiner 1.733 0.745 2.326 0.0200*
Video Type × Determiner -3.015 1.141 -2.642 0.0082**
Child × Video Type × Determiner 1.437 1.285 1.118 0.2637

Table 6. GLMM results for adults and children combined.

Group Video Type Contrast Estimate SE p
Adults EOI Numeral - Demonstrative 1.107 0.586 0.0588
Adults 3rdOI Numeral - Demonstrative 3.580 0.803 0.0000***
4-Y-O EOI Numeral - Demonstrative -0.328 0.812 0.6866
4-Y-O 3rdOI Numeral - Demonstrative 0.740 0.878 0.3992
5-Y-O EOI Numeral - Demonstrative -0.605 0.790 0.4437
5-Y-O 3rdOI Numeral - Demonstrative -1.060 1.067 0.3204
6-Y-O EOI Numeral - Demonstrative -0.560 0.619 0.3661
6-Y-O 3rdOI Numeral - Demonstrative 2.824 0.867 0.0011**

Table 7. Pairwise contrasts of Determiner Type within each Video Type for adults and each child
age group.

ways. For adults, 3rdOI-demonstrative descriptions were accepted more readily than 3rdOI-
numeral descriptions, while the two EOI conditions patterned more similarly. This pattern is con-
sistent with the predictions of a completion-entailment account. In 3rdOI, two objects are fully
affected while a third remains incomplete, creating a completed subset that a demonstrative DP
can more readily pick out. A numeral DP, by contrast, continues to require verification against
the full set of three objects, and therefore remains less acceptable when one member of that set
is not fully affected. In EOI, all objects are equally partially affected, so no completed subset is
available and no comparable determiner contrast is expected. Because EOI lacks an internal con-
trast between completed and incompleted objects, participants may also be more likely to treat
the event as globally finished, despite the absence of full completion for each individual object.

Children showed a developmental progression toward this adult pattern. Like adults, all child
groups were sensitive to Visual Completion Type, rejecting 3rdOI more often than EOI. How-
ever, only the 6-year-olds showed a clear determiner contrast in 3rdOI. This suggests that sen-
sitivity to the visual organization of incompleteness emerges earlier than adult-like flexibility in
how demonstrative noun phrases can be verified against the same scene. At the same time, the
individual-level results suggest that children were not simply noisier versions of adults. In par-
ticular, childrens responses in EOI were often bimodal, with many children either accepting or
rejecting both determiner types. This pattern is consistent with the idea that children may share
the relevant semantic ingredients with adults, but differ in how they implement them during truth-
value judgment. In other words, the difference between children and adults may be explained by
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Figure 4. Individual rejection patterns for incomplete situations for adults and each child age
group.

the fact that, until around age 6, children do not treat the demonstrative as allowing more accom-
modation than the numeral in this context. This does not necessarily mean that children do not
understand the meaning of the demonstrative. Rather, it suggests that in this situation they still
prefer not to construct a subset from the set made available by the scene.

Taken together, this experiment established a baseline pattern in which judgments are shaped
by the interaction of visual structure and determiner type, rather than by event incompleteness
alone. More broadly, the results support the view that the interpretation of telic descriptions in
Mandarin cannot be reduced solely to verb meaning or to aspectual morphology. Instead, they
suggest that truth-value judgments reflect how linguistically encoded completion conditions are
evaluated against visually represented events. On this view, developmental differences do not
necessarily indicate that children assign a different semantics to incremental-theme predicates.
Rather, they point to a difference in how children map a bounded event description onto a scene,
and in how flexibly they accommodate partial completion when the visual context allows multi-
ple ways of organizing the event.

The present findings therefore favor an analysis on which Mandarin incremental-theme pred-
icates retain a compositional completion entailment, while acceptance in incomplete situations
depends on context-sensitive verification. Adults appear able to use both the visual structure of
the scene and the nominal properties of the object DP in deciding whether a telic description is
satisfied. Children, by contrast, appear to rely more heavily on a stricter completion standard, es-
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pecially at younger ages, and only gradually develop the adult-like flexibility that allows demon-
strative descriptions to be accepted more readily in contexts such as 3rdOI.

As for the evidence that Mandarin adults may accept telic descriptions in incomplete situ-
ations, based on examples such as (1a) (repeated in (3a)), we would like to point out two facts
about these cases. First, although the English translation of the example in (3a) seems odd, the
Mandarin and English sentences are not fully identical. In Mandarin, there is no overt object for
chi-wan, and therefore one can interpret the second clause as ‘not finish eating’ rather than ‘not
finish eating that cookie’, which would be closer to the English tranlation. Second, when tested
with standard diagnostics for telicity, the Mandarin sentences do pass the equivalent of the in-X-
time test for telic predicates, as shown in (4). Finally, it is important to note that English-speaking
adults have also been shown to accept telic predicates in incomplete situations, as reported in pre-
vious experimental work (van Hout 1998; Ogiela 2007; Ogiela et al. 2014; Anderson 2017; Patt
et al. 2020).

(3) a. ta
3SG

chi-le
eat-PFV

na-kuai
that-CL

binggan,
cookie

keshi
but

mei
NEG

chi-wan.
eat-finish

‘She ate that cookie, but she didn’t finish eating it.’
b. She ate that cookie, #but she didn’t finish eating it.

(4) ta
3SG

shi
ten

fenzhong
minute

nei
in

chi-le
eat-PFV

na-kuai
that-CL

binggan.
cookie

‘She ate that cookie in ten minutes.’

At the same time, the current study has some limitations. As in all the previous studies,
all target sentences contained verbal -le, so the present results do not by themselves determine
whether -le contributes independently to participants judgments. In the current paper, however,
the main point is that even with -le held constant, participants judgments varied systematically
with Visual Completion Type and Determiner Type. This already poses a challenge for accounts
that attribute Mandarin non-culmination primarily to verb meaning or to -le alone. Future work
can further investigate how these factors interact with aspectual marking in a broader range of
constructions.

4. Conclusion. To conclude, the present study provides evidence to support a developmental
view in which children and adults share the core semantic ingredients relevant to telicity, but dif-
fer in how they verify telic descriptions against complex visual scenes. The path toward adult-like
interpretation lies not in replacing one lexical semantics with another, but in learning how to ap-
ply the same semantic instructions with greater contextual flexibility.
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