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Adult readers are often treated as relatively homogeneous once basic literacy has been acquired, yet 
recent work suggests substantial variability in discourse-level competence, especially in the 
comprehension and evaluation of discourse connectives from the written mode (Crible & Cuenca, 2017; 
Scholman Demberg, & Sanders, 2020; Zufferey et al., 2022). This study examines this variability 
through the lens of discourse expectations. During comprehension, readers anticipate how incoming 
segments relate to previous discourse, and connectives constrain these expectations by signaling the 
coherence relation (Sanders, Spooren, & Noordman, 1992). However, not all connectives provide 
equally strong cues: frequent connectives are highly understood, whereas rare connectives are likely to 
be encountered mainly by readers with greater exposure to print (Zufferey & Gygax, 2020). 

In this present study, we argue that connective frequency is a distributional correlate of expectation 
strength. Repeated exposure strengthens lexical representations and stabilizes form–function mappings 
(Bybee, 2006; Perfetti, 2007). Frequent connectives should therefore make coherent uses easier to 
recognize and accept, whereas rare connectives should lead to lower or less categorical coherence 
judgments, even when used correctly. In order to empirically assess this claim, our design compared 
frequent and rare monofunctional French connectives within the same discourse relations, allowing 
frequency effects to be tested while holding relational meaning constant. 

In addition, discourse relation type may further modulate these expectations. The study focused on 
Cause, Concession, Addition, and Condition, which differ in inferential properties, notably basic 
operation and polarity (Sanders et al., 1992; 2018). Causal relations may benefit from a privileged 
interpretative status: according to the causality-by-default hypothesis, readers tend to construct causal 
interpretations when possible (Sanders, 2005). Causal coherence may therefore remain relatively robust 
even when signaled by a rare connective. By contrast, concessive and conditional relations may depend 
more strongly on explicit connective marking. 

Individual experience provides a third layer of expectation. Exposure to written language has been 
shown to affect discourse-level competence and connective comprehension (Zufferey & Gygax, 2020; 
Scholman et al., 2020; Zufferey et al., 2022). Readers with greater exposure to print are more likely to 
have encountered low-frequency written connectives and to have internalised their discourse functions. 
Exposure to print should therefore attenuate the processing cost for rare connectives, especially for 
relations that depend strongly on explicit marking. 

Native French-speaking adults completed a coherence judgment task involving sentences consisting of 
frequent and rare monofunctional French connectives expressing Cause, Concession, Addition, or 
Condition. Participants also completed measures of Exposure to print (ART-F). Coherence ratings were 
analyzed using a Bayesian zero–one-inflated beta mixed model, suitable for bounded judgments with 
genuine boundary responses (Ospina & Ferrari, 2010). This approach distinguished mean coherence 
ratings from categorical response tendencies, interpreted here as an index of expectation stability: 
categorical responses reflect stronger expectations, whereas intermediate responses may indicate 
uncertainty in accepting the intended relation. 



Results showed that rare connectives received lower coherence ratings overall, supporting the view that 
lexical frequency constrains connective-based expectations. However, this rarity cost was relation-
dependent. Causal relations were comparatively robust to rarity, consistent with the idea that causal 
expectations can often be generated from discourse content itself. Concessive and conditional relations 
were more strongly penalized, suggesting that when a relation is less expected or more dependent on 
explicit marking, connective availability becomes crucial. Exposure to print increased coherence ratings 
and attenuated rarity costs, especially for rare connectives and more demanding relations. 

 
Figure 1. Predicted mean coherence ratings (μ) by ART-F-R scores. Predicted mean coherence ratings 
(μ) are presented as a function of ART-F-R scores (z-score) across discourse relations. 

These findings suggest that adult variability in connective comprehension is affected by 
differences in learned discourse expectations. Connective frequency reflects the distributional 
strength of form–function mappings; relation type determines how much interpretation relies 
on explicit marking; and print exposure modulates the individual availability of these mappings. 
More broadly, the study contributes to expectation-based and probabilistic accounts of 
discourse comprehension by showing that coherence judgments are shaped by both language-
wide distributional regularities and individual written experience (Asr & Demberg, 2020; 
Scholman et al., 2020). 
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