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Introduction Discussion

Since children judged metaphorical rephrasings more resembling to our metaphors while judging unacceptable rephrasings less resembling with age, we can conclude that understanding improve from 5 to 11 years old which is coherent with the literature. Children reach a very good one at the end of our sample.

Children also judge situational rephrasings evenly from 5 to 11 years old, as resembling to our metaphors. This, in line with the difference observed between the good rephrasings and the unacceptable one, suggest that 5-year-olds are able of "good enough" understanding, with little change with development: children still witness this understanding around 11 years old.

Since 11-year-olds did not reject the situational rephrasings as a bad one, we can assume that children understanding of metaphor might remain "good enough" when they are older. Therefore, the type of understanding produced by children could depend on various factors, such as the context of presentation: for example, in daily communication when the stakes of understanding the metaphor are low and the need of a fast a cohesive response are high.

Metaphor understanding task:

Children listened to a story ending with a metaphor, then were asked to rate how well a rephrasing resemble the metaphor on a 5-point scale from -2 (poor meaning resemblance) to 2 (very good meaning resemblance).

There were 10 metaphors embedded in a short context. For example:

Victor collects photos of butterflies in an album. For him, a butterfly is a rainbow Each metaphor has 3 possible rephrasings linked to the 3 types of understanding defined above:

The entire task was computerized using the Open Sesame software: it randomly assigned a rephrasing to the story for each participant.

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (French version):

This test measures the receptive vocabulary level of French children by presenting four images and asking the participant to find the one representing a word. This test was used as a control measure. 

Method and Results

Results

Participants

Controlling for vocabulary level, as children get older:

At the beginning of the sample, children scored the 'good' rephrasings significantly better than the unacceptable ones, t (2826) = -3.74, p < .001. Five years old children understand the metaphors, but they do not distinguish between metaphorical and situational rephrasings.

Metaphorical rephrasing

"Victor loves butterflies because they are full of colors."

A high rating reflected a very good understanding

Situational rephrasing

"Victor finds that butterflies are very beautiful insects."

A high rating reflected a good enough understanding

Unacceptable rephrasing

"Victor cuts out the photos of butterflies in an album."

A high rating reflected a poor understanding 
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