
Do You See What I Mean?:  
Bilingual and Monolingual Children  

Use Iconic Gestures in Speech Disambiguation 
 

Everyday language is rife with verbal ambiguity. One way listeners can 
deal with this problem is through using a speaker’s gestures as disambiguation 
cues. For instance, adult listeners use the information in a speaker’s iconic 
gestures to resolve lexical ambiguities in speech and to disambiguate the 
dominant and subordinate meanings of homonyms (e.g. bat to mean an 
animal or a sports instrument) (Holle & Gunter, 2007).  

Currently, we know very little about whether children can benefit from 
a speaker’s gestures to resolve lexical ambiguities in speech. The only study 
that has investigated the developmental role gesture plays in the resolution 
of lexical ambiguity has focused on how children produce gestures to 
disambiguate homonym senses. Kidd and Holler (2009) found that while 3-
year-olds rarely disambiguated between different senses, 4-year-olds used 
iconic gestures to do so.  

In two studies, we asked whether a speaker’s iconic gestures help 
children resolve lexical ambiguity in speech. Monolingual (English) and 
bilingual (English-French) children aged 4 watched videoclips where a speaker 
uttered a sentence containing a homonym (e.g. The glasses fell on the floor 
and broke) that was accompanied either by a cospeech iconic gesture, or no 
gesture. Children were then given pictures that depicted the dominant and 
subordinate senses of the homonym and asked to choose which sense the 
speaker referred to. Our results show that children often had a preference for 
one of the senses of the homonyms, regardless whether this dominant sense 
was accompanied by a gesture. In contrast, the presence of iconic gestures 
significantly increased children’s preference for the subordinate senses of 
homonyms.  

The results indicate that children benefit from speakers’ gestures 
selectively, only using them to comprehend senses that they would otherwise 
ignore. Seeing different homonym senses represented in gesture might help 
young children better understand that one-to-many mappings are possible in 
language, and allow them to zoom in on senses that they have not yet fully 
acquired.  
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