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ABSTRACT

Spontaneous full passives and related constructions from 234 children
aged 2;0 to 13;11 and elicited passives from 262 college students were
analyzed. Full passives were classified as REVERSIBLE (The dog was chased
by the girl). INSTRUMENTAL NON-REVERSIBLE (The lamp was broken by (or with)
the BALL), or AGENTIVE NON-REVERSIBLE {The lamp was broken by the GIRL).

The Agentive non-reversible did nat appear until after age 9; and until age
11, no child produced both Reversible and Non-reversible passives. A1l

the children used the passive in a semantically restricted way (but not in

] .
the same way). The possible developmental course of the full passive was

traced for children who initially used only Reversible passives versus those

P

who initially used only Instrumental non-reversibfé passives.(z\;‘%«%"‘t S



o THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE FULL PASSIVE1
Dianre Horgan

Indiana University

Among syntactic transformations, the passive transformation has been
called “the Grandaddy of Them A11" (Ross 1974: 64). Beilin (1975) refers
to it as a model case to test alternative theories. It was relied on by
Chomsky (1987) as an obvious support for transformational grammar. It
was central to Katz and Postal's (1964) argument leading to the reformu-
lation of generative theory in terms of meaning-pfeserving deep structures.
In the "extended standard theory," Chomsky (1972) once again uses the passive
as a basis for major revisions. The passive was central to traditional
gramma: as vwell, and was also used by Yngve (1962) in support of his depth
hypothesis. But despite its linguistic prominence, passivizétion is far
from completely understood (Lakoff 1971).

* The study of chi]d;en's passives has been almost exclusively confined
to comprehension and imitati;n tasks. Bandura & Harris (1966) and thite-
hurst, Ironsmith, & Goldfein (1974) have used passives to see if modeling
or reinforcement could afi -t the frequency of passive usage. Studies of
children's spontaneous speech have located so few passives (aTmost all trhn-
cated) that very little is known about the acquisition of passive production.
Harwood (1959) for example, found no instances of full passives in over
12,000 utterances of five-year-old children. Not only is the passive infre-
quent in child language, but 4t-is also infrequent as input to children:

Brown (1973) found no full passives in the samples of the speech of the three

sets of parents he studied (713 utterances in each set).
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It therefore seems imnortant to inauire into the orinins of such a
central linquistic construction. Its infrenuency and complexity make
it a challenqina target for observational studv and internretation. If
children develon their own rules or “stratenies,” then such a- comnlex and

infreguent construction micht lead to interestina deviations from adult usaqe.

METHODS

The data come from three sources. The data for the younaest children
and the adults were oathered by the author. The data for the older children
vere collected and coded by Yepman, Hass, and their associates at the

2
University of Chicaco in the mid-1960's.”

Groun I. Fifty-four children, between the aces of 2:0 and 4:2, were
asked to describe simple pictures. Each child was tested twice, at an inter-
val of three moniths. Exactlv the same procedure was used at each of the two
sessions. The procedure, carried out individually with each child in his/her
home, consisted 6f four parts, First, the child looked at nictures while
the exnrerimenter read simnle descriptions. This was a "warm un" session and
served to model the child's task. The sentencés used in this section did
not present any unusual svntactic structures; all were simnle, active, affirm-

ative, dectarative. Examples include: The boy's takina a bath, The flover

s pretty, Daddy talks on the nhone, The children are building a_snowman.

The second part provided the major source of data. The child was asked to
describe each of a series of forty;four nictures. The nictures represented
a wide range of situations:for example, anents were both animate and inan-
imate, objects were both animate and inanimate, aadents were missina from
some pictures, and the focus was on different objects (this was accomplished
by having one object in the picture colored--the anent, the object, or the

instrument). Some pictures were semantically reversible: i.e., either noun
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cou]d logically be the actor or the object a§ in a picture of a qirl
chasing a boy. Other nicturé§'Were non-reversible, as in a ptcture of
a girl kicking a ball. The third part of the task was a‘vocabulary
check of the objects depicted in the previous part. The final part was
a comprehension task.3

Group II. One hundred and eighty normal children (15 boys and 15
airls at each of the followina ades: 5, 6, 7, 9, 11, and 13) were asked.
to tell stories about TAT pictures. Also fncluded in this sample were
30 mentally retarded children, 19 1anouaoe-de1ayed children, and 19
brain-injured children, all between the aaes of § and 13.

Group III. Two hundred and sixty-two underqraduates enrolled in child
psychology courses at Northern I11innis Unfversity;were asked to describe
a picture usina a simple passive sentence (no examples were aiven). Ss
saw one of two pictures: A broken lamo with a ball nearby and a girl
gfandinq by (+agent), or the same picture without the airl (-aaent). Ss
were then aiven a picture with a fill-in the blank sentence. Each S
saw one of two pictures: a broken yindow with a ball nearby and a boy
present (+aaent) or the same nicture without the boy (-asent). Under the
picture, was one of the foi]owinﬂ sentences: .

The window was broken__ the boy.

The window was broken the bhall.

Scorina criteria for full passives. A sentence was Judqed as a full

passive if it contained a form of 'be' or 'aot', a past ténse marker, and
a preposition followed by a noun phrase that could 1oaicaﬁ1y be construed

as the actor or instrument. The followina prepositions océurred in full
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passives: 'by', 'with', 'from', 'for', and 'of'. Thus (1) throuch (5) were
scored as full passives, while (6) throuah (10) were not:

(1) They were stopoed BY a ferocious  (6) The boat was Teft BY the side

animal. of the river.
(2) The room was covered WITH buas. (7) The boy was charaed WITH murder.
(3) They aot shot FROM Japanese. (8) He aot fired FROM his Job.
(4) The boat was used FOP the boys. (9) He aot punished FOR what heldid.

(in a story about some boys who used
a boat for fishina: no other people
appeared in the story.)

(5) The lamp was broken OF the ball. (10) The man was cleared OF charges.

Usina these criteria, 81 full passives were identified from the 5 to 13
Yyear old children. The criteria were modified sliahtly for the younger
children: a unit(was scored as a full passive if it had at least one
formal marker, a preposition, and clearly had the semantic intent of a
full passive. Thus (11) throuah (14) were classified as full passives:
(11) Choo choo train got crashed...By a bus.

(12) Boy hit by foot. (Boy had been kicked)

(13) Broken by ball. (pointing to lamp)
(14) It broken by that.

Thirty-two full passives were identified from the 2 to 4 year old children.

Rationale for excludino truncated nassives from the studv. This study
will deal only with full passives since in these data the truncated
Passive apbpears to be a different construction than the full passive. A
truncated passive does not express the loaical subject. In most grammatical

theories, a truncated passive is derived from the full passive by deleting



the Toaical subject:

(15) The lamp was broken (by the airl).
Such a view is problematic for child lanauage since truncated nassives
are relatively freauent in child lanauage, while full passives are -
very rare. The question arises of why the supposedly arammatically simpler
form (the full passive) is less frequent and zonarently mere difficult
than the grammatically more complex form (the truncated passive which
involves an extra transformation). Recently 1inouists and psvchologists
(e.qa., Lanaacker and Munro 1975, Lakoff 1971, and Watt 1970} have suagested
that there is no such thing as the passive transformation: that is,
active and passive sentences do not derive from the same abstract
representation. The instrumental or agentive phrase is derived from
some external source. In most of these accounts the truncated nassive is
constructed 1ike a predicate adjective as in "Sam was hapny." Hence the
relationship between truncated passives and full passives is not as close
as transformational arammarians beljeve.

The data from the present study supnort this view, Amona the 2 to 4
year old aroup, the truncated passives had inanimate loaical objects--they
were about lamps, windows, vehicles: the majority of their full passives,
however, had animate loaical objects--they vere about peonle and animals.
That 1is, truncated passives and full pgssives had different privileaes
of occurence. ‘Host truncated nassives uséd familiar verbs such as 'break!
that were also used as statives: children's j}ﬂj_naséives, however,
used a wide variety of action verbs. So the choice of tonics and verbs

differed for the two constructions. In addition, the truncated passives



of the younaer children were almost exclusively an after-the-fact
observation on the state of ‘thinas.

The older children did use a wider variety of verbs in their truncated
passives than did the two to four year-olds:manv of the verbs, however,
could probably be classified as statives (adiectives) and hence are
questionable passives:

(16) She got married.

(17) 1t aot broken.

(18) They got lost.

The cateqory ‘stative’ --referrina to a state of affairs rather than to
an action, event, or process--may be broader for children than for adults.
One very frequent truncated passive (amona 1ittle boys) is cet killed.
Do children realize that 'kill' is an action and that 'dead' is the
corresponding state? To a child "he was killed" may be synonymous with
"He is dead." To an eaocentric child, "I aot hit" could well refer to
‘the child's state, rather than to the action. If the thinas we call
'verbs' are really statives (and thus adjectives) to children, then the
children's sentences we call passives are not passives at all. In

a sentence such as "I qot hit", 'got’ would he the main verb and 'hit’

a predicate adjective as in "I am tired." Thus, the child's view of the
world may concentrate more on states than actiéﬁs. Cateaorizations

of Dar?s of speech, and hence of arammatical constructions, would then
differ from adult cateaorizations. In this case, *I aot hit® could be a

passive for an adult ahd not for a child.



If we look at the freauency of truncated passives and full passives
by age, we see little re]at{onship hetvieen the two constructions. Fiqure
1 aives that information. The lack of corresnondence supnorts the view

that they are arammaticallv distinct.

Insert Fiaure 1 about here

Truncated passives are excluded from this studv, then, not because
they are not interestina, but because in child lanquane, at least, they
appear to be grammatically distinct from full passives. Perhaps at
some later point the typ constructions are consolidated, but their .
development anpears senarate (See Maratsos (1975), however, for a

contradictorv result).

RESULTS

Use of prepositions. Table 1 shows the distribution of prepositions

used by the children.

Insert Tahle 1 ahout here

Table 1 shows that younger children differ from older children in
three ways: (1) 1inanimate NP's follow nrepositions more frequently

than animate NP's (75% of the younder children's passives had inanimate
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]991;a1 subjects, as comnared to only 30.5% for nlder children); (2)

younqer children did not use 'with', vet it was the second_mgst freauent
preposition for the older children, (3) vouncer children used ‘from' with
inanimate NP's, whereas older chiidren use it with animate and inanimate NP's.

Table 2 summarizes nreposition use for the colleae students.

Insert Table 2 about here

Table 2 shows that adults use 'with' rather than '‘by' for instruments
more often when an agent is present in the picture than when no agent
is present (p<.05). Most 1inquists aaree (e.a., Lyons 1968) that by
can be used with instruments only if there is no agent in the sentence;
if there is an agent in the sentence, then 'with ' must be used for the

instrument. Apparently, for some people, having an agent present

nonlinguistically {2.g. in the picture) is sufficient for the instrumental
usage to shift from 'by' to 'with'.

Tyres of passives. Within the cateaory of 'full passive,' two

main cub-cateqories of passives can be distinauished:

/

(1) The semanticellv reversible passive where either NP could logically
be the actor or the object; as in "the qirl was chased by the boy."

(2) The non-reversible passive where the aove is not true, as

in "the lamp was broken hy the airl1"; $the airl was hroken by the Tamp"
is a semantically unaccentable sentence.

Two types of non-reversible nassives occurred in these datz: passives

11




where the loaical subject was an aaent and nassives where the loaical
subject was an instrument. “"The lamp was broken by the qirl" illustrates
the adentive non-reversible passive. "The lamp was broken by (or with)

the ba11"'111ustrates the instrumental non-reversible passive. Table 3

shows the distributuion of tynes of passives by ace.

Insert Table 3 about here

Table 3 shows that at all aces, the number of reversible and

non-reversible passives is about eaual. The tyne of ncn-reversible

. . DPassive shows.a shift with age, however: no asentive non-reversible

| nassives annear until ane @ (n<.05). After aaé 9, aaentive and

instrumental non-reversible nassives occur in about eaual number. No
agentive non-re#ersible nassives occured amona the lanaquage delayed or
brain injured chﬁ]dren. Further, until age 11, no child nroduced both
reversible and nén-reversible passives. This resulted in a number of
semantically reve%sih]e situations beina described in an awkward, non-

reversible way byzthe children who had control of only the non-reversible

form:

(19) The man was killed by the hand.

(20) The boy was kicked by the foot.

Amona the 11 and 13 year olds, about half of the children produced
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both reversible and non-reversible passives. A1l of the non-reversible
passives produced by these éhi]dren (who also nroduced reversible passives)
were instrumental. Further, all but one of these instrumental non-
reversible passives used the nreposition 'with.' This suqaesfs that
reversible and non-reversible passives are more distinct with reaard to

surface structure and semantic usaae for these children than they are

for adults.

DISCUSSION

Although children as younq as two can Snontaneously produce syntactically
well-formed full passives, these data indicate that the semantics of i!
the passive are not fully acquired until many vears later. Even the
11 and 13 year old children who produced Soth reversible and non-reversible
passives did not use passives in the full semantic range. Their
noﬁ-reversib]e passives did not include aoentive nassives, yet the agentive
passive appears to be quite common among adults. (In the present study,
college students chose to describe the picture of ‘the airl breakina the'
lamp with the ball as "the Tamn was broken by the qirl' 48,4% of the
time.) The agentive passive was also quite freauent among the children
who did not produce reversible passives. Not only did the 11 and 13 year
old children with both reversible and non-reversible passives lack
agentive passives, but their choice of preposition for instrumental
passives differed from adult usace. Adults can use either 'by' or
'with' for instruments, and 'by' appears to be more freauent when the

agent 1s not expressed. The 11 and 13 year old children, however,

13
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~used 'with' in all but one instance. For these children reversible and
A non-EeVersib]e-pasfﬁggp o Inctive forms and functions: reversible
~ passives used ‘e W, =« fve phrase; non-reversible r- - es

used 'with' and an 1nst*umenta1 bhrase,

Children apparently do not all acquire the nassive in the same way.'f1-

In the two to four year old aroun, ve saw that some chi]dren beqin by '
usino only reversible passives, and others by usinq only non- reversib]e
instrumental passives. Sometime around 9, we see an expanded usage.
Some children who produce only non-reversible passives, beqin.to produce
both agentive and instrumental forms. Sti11 later, about 11, some
children beain producing both reversible and non-reversible passives.

Their use is sti11 restricted, however. These children prOdu;e‘onixbphg

instrumental non-reversible passive (the apparently'more'bfimitj;g kind
ofrnon-reverﬁible passive.) Even by colleae aqe, the passivé.is ﬁot
well understood--Table 2 showed many errorsvin choice of prenosition,
and 36% of the sentences produced in the spontaneous condition were not

passives.

We will diccuss reversible and non-reversible nassive development

separately since they seem to represent different hypotheses on the part

of the children as to the semantics of the passive.

The non-reversible passive. In this section, we will consider only

those children who produced non-reversible passijves.

The younger children's non-reversible nassives differ from adult

e ey At

RO

e an d g

non-reversible passives in two ways: (a) children used only the instrumental

passive, and (b) while adults can use 'by' or 'with' with instruments,

14
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children used only 'by'. The children who produced instrumental passives
produced no sentences corresponding to these adult uses. That is, no
sentences such as (21) or (22) r - rurped unt11 after age 9:

(21) The 1amp vas hroken pv the 9irl. (agent as loaical subject)

(22) The 1amp was broken with the pall. ("with" used with instrument)

A11 the children's passives had the instrument, rather than the agent,
" as the logical subject and used 'by" rather thap “with,' for example:
(23) The Yamp was broken BY the BALL.
In addition to the full nassives Produced, children produced truncated
passives and sentences with supface structures similar to the passive.
The following are typical eXamp]es of the many such Sentences:

(22) That melts from that.

(25) Snowman is meltina from the sun.

(26) The aqirl broke the lamp by the ball,

(27) The ball bounced by {tself.

It is possible that the child is forming hig/hep Passivization rule on
analoay with such constructions, We wil] examine this further.

Aaent and Mon-Aaent Causation. PdeUCtion‘of instrumental passives
seems to grow.out of a certain potion of causation on the part of the
children. The children treat passives as a way of expressinq non-aqent
causation. By non-agent causation is meant any tyne of caUSation other 7
. than agent causation this would inC1ude eVents where the cause 1is
unknown. Exactly how children conceptualfze causality is not as important
for present purposes as the fact that they do distinaﬁish types of
causality 11nauist1ca11y, with the digtinction havina somethinq to do

with agent causation versus other ways of things happening.

15
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Th}s is evident from their-early grammatfcﬁl choice for SUbjécts
of sentences. At a very early aqe, the chily "alizes thaf aﬂents are |
different from other objects in their abilit, . O power to act. “Children's.
‘earliest ar~ ~tical subjects are almost exc]J Yely acefty (0” action-
1nitia+“'>, vehicles) (Bowerman, 19731 |
' This . .orsretation is s&pported by the / ]]mwinq exam1nation of .
related constructions which may be relied on ﬂy the Child”en_as sources
of generalization and contrast. Ve will see,/w‘th reqara‘to.réflex1Ves
- and 'from' phrases, that the child uses this /q\ht/nog~aaeht Causation

distinction in his grammatica].constructions -

Analogies with other constructions. A f ]d miaht think the passive

construction is analoguous to another constru/t‘on becaus® both constructions"
have similar surface structure and/or similap 5Qmant1cs.' pef1EX1ves

and sentences with ' from' phrases are good cand‘uates for ina10qy because

of linguistic similarities with the passive. 4“5 protocols from the

two to four year old children were examined fdr‘uccurrehces of reflexives

and 'from' clauses. It was found that both an§truct10n5_were used in

a restricted way--in a restricted way that co/f\sponded to the restricted

passive use,

Reflexives and passives. Reflexives ang p“xsives afe related
semantica]]y in adult usage (Lakoff-1971). v thlish. f°?‘~examp1e,
passfives formed with 'get' can also have a re(4\k1ve meanth as in (28):

(28) I was hammering and I got hit W1F\J/QQ,EEEEEED | S C
Here "I aot hit with the hammer" means "I hit f™elf with the hammer "

16
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Lakoff (1971) argues that universally, a semantic link exists between

the 'aet' passive and reﬂex"ivization. In Romance 1annuaqes,‘for example,

forms that are morphologically reflexive can be translated into nassives,
as in (29):
(7°) Aqui_se_habla_espanol.
Literaily, this means "Here REFLEXIVE speaks Spanish.” The usual Enalish
translation would be "Soanish is spoken here." In other lanauages, a -
"middle" passive Can be interpreted either és a passive or as a reflexive.
Adults can form reflexives with or without 'by' as in (30) and (31)
(30) The ball bounced by itself. (non-acent causation)
(31) Jane hurt herself. (agent causation)
The ysunger ch11dren only used the non-agent tyne of reflexive--those
with 'by.’ Further -all_their reflexives had 1nanimate nouns fo]]owina
the 'by' (as did their instrumental passives). The reflexive and the
passive are, then, eveN more closely related in child lanquage than in
adult language. The child may think that 'by' is a way to signal
non-agent causation in the passive as it is in the reflexive.

The non-agent use of the reflexive may annear first bebause it is

in some sense ueasier”! despite having an extra morpheme. -In the non-agent

use, the action occured alone, with no aanent as in The ball bounced by

1tse1f. The agent uée has an extra senantic element: the action was

performed and someone did it, as in The man shaved himself

"From' phrases and passives. For adults, some uses of 'from' phrases

are very similar to passivization. Sentences (32) through (35) illustrate

17
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this:

(32) I was given this by Mother. (I am the recipient, Mother
1§'the agent,) ‘
(33) I aot this from Mother. (I am che recinient, Mother is the
agent.) |
(32} The present was sent by Mother. (Mother sent the present,)
(35) The present was received from Mother. (Mother sent the present.) _
The fact that 'from" was occasfonally used by college students 1in theif
passive sententes indicates that the semantic similarities result in

confusion. Maratsos (1975) found children substitutina 'from' when asked

to imitate anomalous passives such as *The cat is 1icked OF the. dog.

‘The younger children's use of 'from" phrases was restricted--again
in a way analogous to their use of passives. They did not use animate
- agents as objects of the preposition 'from's that is, éentence§4such
as (36) did not occur:
(36) This present is from Mother.
The younger children used ' from' only in a locative sense (e.qa., She's

coming FROM school) or in a non-agent causational sense as in (37) and

(38).

(37) Snowman is melting FROM the sun.

(38) That broke FPOM the wind.

The non-agent use of 'from' may abpear first as a result of an
analoay with the locative use of 'from.'" Thinas are usually located
with reference to non-aagents since they are more likely to be stationary.

As with reflexives, we sée that there are 1inauistir similarities, and

18




16

that the children's use of ‘from' is restricted. In all three constructions--
passives, reflexives and 'from" phrases, )

(a) only a non-agent causational sense is used, despite equally

frequent adult use of aaent causation.

(b) the rioun phrase followina the rrenosition is inanimate, desnite

eaqually frequent adult use of animate noun phrasesi

These varied facts lead one to believe that the child assumes that
‘by' sianals non-agent causation and that the function of the passive
is more restricted than it actually is. The passive is not viewed
as a aeneral way of exnressing anent-object relations, but as a way of
describing the state of an object or person, and also as a way of desig-
nating the thing, but never the aqgent, causina the state or change in .
state. These children coufd reach such a conclusion throuqh their exper-
ience with prepositions in other constructions and from their acquaintance
with the restricted use of 'by' in reflexives.?

Children may also be expressing awareness of the passive as a
lirquistic device for expressina focus. Many of the instrumental passives
were elicited by the "Focus" nictures. Carroll (1958) found, with
high school students, that when the focus of attention was directed toward
the object of an action, subiects more often described the situation
usina the nassive voice. Children in the nresent exneriment may have
been doina the same thina--viz., namina the focuévitemiffrst in the

sentence.

Closely related to focus of attention, is the tonic/comment
distinction. The passive is one way of sianalina the distinction.

Hornby and Hass (1970) found that children as youna as 4:0 used
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contrastive stress to mark the tonic or focus. Children's qse of the
passive in the present study may be further evidence that thk child uses

:11nauist1c_dev1ces before age four to mark focus. \

A child might learn to use instrumental non-reversible %assives

in the following way:

a. The child's earliest distinction amonqg subiects of sentences

is agents versus non-aaents,

b. S/he uses truncated passives to corment on the state gf thinas.

]

i
€. S/he finds out about non-agent causation and discoversgthere

are ways of expressina this distinction 11nquist1ca11y% i.e.,
with reflexives and ' from,’ |
d. S/he uses 'from' phrases "added on" to truncated passiv%s to
show non-agent causation. ‘1
e. S/he finds out about full passives (perhaps learning thaéztﬁeir
use can reflect focus) and assumes s/he can “a&d on" to ai
truncated passive with a 'py' phrase.

f. Since s/he already knows about reflexives, s/he assumes “by'

is the way to sianal non-aaent causation in passives, too.

Later non-reversihle passives. Apparently at some later time--9-

years or so--the child then aeneralizes his passive rule to apply in

agentive cases. We have no vay of khoWihq.whether—the‘Jlmandw13~year';

olds who oroduced boti reversible and non-reversible passives 1n1t1a11y{
produced only reversible passives or only. non-reversible passives. Since -

the form of their non-reversible passives differed (in terms of preposition
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choice) from the children discussed here, it seems more 1ikely thét they
initially used reversible passives and then added an instrumental non-
reversible passive construction to their grammar. They aprar;ntly were
not basina their fu]e on an analoay with reflexives since they did not
use 'by."

Adults in this study saw only non-reversible nictures. Their some-~
times incorrect and awkward attempts at passive formation reveal
attention to some of the same surface structure aspects that children
attended to. The apparent saliency of "by' ‘s reflected in the following

sentences:

(39) The airl broke the lamp BY throwing the ball at it.

(40) A girl has broken a lamp BY hittina it with a ball.

(41) The lamp was broken BY the ball BY the air].throwinq it.
A past tense marker is also seen as one necessarv aspéct of a passive,
as (4n), (41), (42), and (43) illustrate:

(42) The ball had broke the lamp.

(43) The ball had knock over the flower pot. ' ?3
Adults also were aware of the need for a form of 'be.'

(48) The ball after BEING hit bv the qirl broke the Tamp.

Adults, 1ike children, also saw the passive as a way to comment on an
event by adding a phrase of some sdrt:

(45) The window vas broken due to the ball.,

(46) The airl broke the lamp when she dropned the ball.

(47) The girl threw the ball that hit the lamp that knocked it over.
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- Finally, adults saw the passive as a way of chanoina the nnrmal
word order: as in (41) ti.ough (45) above, and (18) below:

{48) The ball, that the airl had been throwina, broke the lamn,

Adults, too, seem to be aware of the relationship of type of causation
" and preposition choice: Given the sentence "The window was broken_____
the ball," they used 'with" siqnificantly more often if an aaent was
- present than if no agent waé present. Presumably 1n the first case
“(+ agent), the boy in the pictﬁre, rather than the ball, was seen as
- the aaent, and "ball' had to be marked as an instrument using “with.* _
In the second case (-agent), the ball could be the agent and hence marked
using 'by.' |
- For adults, then, as for children, passives are séen as funhy'ways

~of expressina causation that involve use of 'by,' reauire 'be' or 'get'
and a past tense marker. Adults who had difficulties producing correct
passives did know at least some of the elements that qo into the passive.

Reversible passives. In this section, ve will consider only the

children who produced reversible passives. tost of the passives produced
by the two to four year olds had the word order backwards; that is, they
used sentences 1ike "the cat was chased by the-air1" when describini

a picture of a cat chasina a airl. They had the form right; but the
meaning wrong. Other researchers (Whitehurst, Ironsmith, and Goldfein
1974) have noted such 'reversed' reversible passives with_children up

to age five. (There were no examples of reversed reversible passives
rin fhe.S to 13 year old data--the pictures they were describing did not
include such simple reversible situations, however.) For the two to i

four year olds, there apneared to be no reason for the children to choose
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a passive rather than an activé sentence--anparently they saw the ﬁassive '
as an alternative way ?o express agent-object relations in a gemantically
reversible situation. Their hynothesis shows linauistic progress, however.
The children apparently recoanized and were attendina to arammatical
transformations. They vere correct in the view that transformatjons

are more or less meaning-preserving and that the passive is an alternative,
optional way to express an agent-object relation. In addition, they

seemed to recognize reversihle situations (and sentences) as a different
class from non-reversible ones. The basis for their distinction was
probably not semantic reversibiiity, but perhans a coanitive notion such

as "mutual'activity."S The youngest children made the single mistake

of not realizing that the passive transformation finvolves a reversal in

the word order of agent and object.6 Children's reversible pa;sive usaqe
is another example of a syntactic rule that annlies in a semantically

restricted environment: in this case, it applies only to semantically
reversible sitdations.7

As children get older, they learn to switch the word order, but
restricted application of the passive to reversible situations apparently
continues until age 11 or so, when we saw the first cases of the same
chilo-en producing both reversible and non-reversible passives. As

discussed earlier, the non-reversible passives produced by these children

- are quite distinct-in-form and functfon from reversible passives and may ~ - ~ -

be arammatically unre]ated at this stage of deve]opmént.
Reversibility has been found by other researchers (Slobin 1968: Hayhurst
1967: Baldie: forthcoming) to Le a significant feature. Baldie found a
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marked improvement in the production of non-reversib]e.passives between
the ages of seven and eiqht.:IChildren younger than this produced more
reversible passives. Hayhurst found by age nine and a half, fhat the
percentage of correct responses for non-reversible sentences was twice
that of reversible sentences. Cbmparinq these results with our data,

it appears that the increase in use of non-reversible sentences could

be the yesult of the aaentive non-reversible passive appearing (Table 3)
in spontaneous usage. The years from seven through adolescence appear'
to be important in aaining cohtro] of thé néssive. Baldie suagests that
the change in passive use beginnfng at aqe seven could be re]gted to

the attainment of concrete operations.

CONCLUSTONS
There are several important conclusions that can be drawn,

specifically about the passive, and more aenerally about the lanquage

‘acquisition process.

Language acquisition is not complete by middle childhood. - Although

the children's passives were syntactically well-formed at a very early
. age, they appear to be semantically-very-di{‘erent from-adult-passives.- - -
It seems appropriate to quote lWepman and Hasé (196722);.$5é5§;ﬁ§ Bf“fﬁé o
protocols on which this study was based: "Even the production of

sentences which are perfectly 'arammatical' may well have different bases = = .

o bt

in a youna child than in a linauistically sensitive adult." ]

Individual differences exist in lanauage learninq ‘'strategies.’ This

v ‘ ’
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study adds to the arowina number of studies showina very different
anproaches to lanquage. There are probabiy other ways of acquiring the

passive (see.note 4); this studv deals with what are nrobably the more

common approaches.

Children use analoav to learn arammatical rules. Cormon sense would

lead us to this conclusion, but it is nonetheless satisfyina to find

evidence of children ceneralizina from analoaous constructions.

The relationship of comprehonsion and nroduction . is comnlex. These

data are puzzling when comnared with earlier comnrehension studies (Maratsos
1975: Baldie forthcoming.) Children are able to comprehend and;tO“imftate
full passive forms that are not produced snontaneousiy. Full nassives

are so'infreauent that one is temptéd to dismiss this omission in

production to samplina error. Yet the absence of anentive non-reversible
passives is strikina (and statistically sianificant) in contrast to the
relatively equal distribution of aaentive and instrumental passives in

adult usage. Young children clearly had a nreference for certain forms

in their spontaneous speech (a preference not in accordance with adult

“usace.) This was true even when they could understand other forms:

Amona the two to four year olds in this study, resnonses to a comprehension

task involvina nassives showed no differences between children who |

and those who produced no passives.

The distinction between semantics and syntax is often arhitrary.

——
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In this case, children's}cognitive (or semantic) cateaories of

reversibility and type oﬁ‘céhsation determined when a syntactic
construction. could apply.

26




2a

100
_ I-] Truncated

-=F l Full

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

w
(]
>
-
w
w
<
[=8
o
=
-
(%2}
S
(]
o
3]
o+
=
]
[
S
QO
Q.

20 -/

10 ° N

2-4 5 ¢ 79 1 13.  Lang.. Brain. Mentally
delayed “damaged retarded
AGE ST R arded

Figure 1. Percentage of children using full and*ttuﬁ;ated passives.




25

TABLE 1 - Children's_use of prenositions

Two-four year olds five-thirteen year olds

'by' followed bv animate NP 7 43
'by' followed by inanimate NP 18 14

*
'with' followed by animate NP n 0
'with' followed by inanimate NP n 12
'from' followed by animate NP 0 6
'from' followed by inanimate NP [ 3
'of' followed by animate NP N )
'of' followed by inanimate NP n ) 2
'for' followed by animate NP n 0
'for' followed by inanimate NP n 1
'ta’ followed bv inanimate NP 1 (Lamn aqot breaked ta ball) n

—— - s - -

TOTAL 32 A1+

*ne¢. 10 :
** £5% of the full nassives were nroduced bv bovs, n¢.N5.

‘.;3£;’u;,.“
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TABLE 2 - Adults' use of nrennsitions

, 'by' 'with' 'from' other
Fi11-in the blanks .
- Agent present in picture
the ball, £3 63 2 5
the boy. 152 n 1 5
Aaent absent in nicture _
the ball. 84 - 17 '3 4
Snontaneous *
Agent present in picture
ball as looical subiect in 29 12 1 1
Ss' sentence
boy as loqgical subject in 36 n 0 1
Ss' sentence
Agent absent in picture
ball as loaical subject in a3 11 1 0

Ss' sentence

* More than one-third of the sentences produced were non-passives.
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TABLE 3 - Tynes of passives produced by aae

Semantically'reveﬁsible non-reversible
Agentive Instrumental
age . _.,—\(-‘,.‘_—-.___—-
2-4 15 n 17
5-7 1n 0 9
9-13 21 15 14
Lana. delayed 4 . n "1
Brain injured 3 0 2
Mentally retarded 0 n )
— N ——————————
TOTALS * 53 15 43
| 58

*Two passives were unclassifiable because the first MNP was inatdible.
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FOOTNdTES

IIData fTom the younqest chi1dren are from part of my doctoral dissertationi
"Lanq #% Development: a Cross-methodoloqdcal study,” The University of
Michy,s", 1975. 1 am arateful to Terry Horaan, . w11bur Hass, John Lawler,
Klaug ﬂ‘eqe] Michae1 Maratsos, and John Mivamoto for comments on an
earlief Uraft of this paper., .
21 am Jeeply indebted to viibur Hass for nrovidina me access to these
data,
For 4 fuller aiscuss{on of the procedure, see my dissertation,
4Bowenﬂah (1976) reports spontaneous errors nroduced by her ch11dren
on sep#Nces involvinpa causalitv. She finds that nrenoaitions that
are annrbnriate for marking the cause in a certain typre of sentence
show yg Substitutina for other prevositiva® in othep sentences. For
examnyy°® she found full ' nassives incorrectly marked with "from', as 1in
(1) | |

(;7 He keens ens Qetting 1 knocked over...FROM M _some neon1e.
In gd¢4t?nn ‘from’ was occasionally used to mark 1nstruments as in (2)
and in “tntences vhere adults would use “of* as in (3): - .

(2) 1cleaned it up FROM my moiith.

(57 I'm full From noncornr (of nopcorn)
After aﬂe 4:2, she reports that prerositions that mark 1nstruments beqin C
- to get i]l m{xed UP as in the fg]lowinn examnles*l

(47 I 1ust eat it BY mx snoon-wx; n;;”_,; L e
(s He_aot punisheq yrTH the teacher--BY the' teacher snankinq hin _'

hard. 3 l
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() The wall will aet nice and clean NF this bubble stuff.

(7) They aot all scratched up OF rocks.

(8) Sometimes Eva needs to be feeded WITH you hecause she doesn't

eat.

Bowerman's children anparently were not acauirina the passive in
the same way as children in the present study, but they were attending

to some of the same things: instruments and aaents, causal relations,

and prepositions.

5The cateagory of relations to which they anplied passives may be

semantically related to the "middle" passive. Baldi (1974) describes

the traditional formulation of the Indo-Euronean Middle Voice:
The Middle, then, is the voice used when the subject has some
special interest in the action of the verb, or when his deqgree
of involvement in the action specified by the verb is of a
hiahly personal nature. Uith the Active, the acent is simply
agent: with the Middle, the agent is somehow "inside the process"
or action identified by the verb. (n.18)

This is similar to the notion of "mutual activity."

6Interestinply, in some lanaguaaes the passive does not involve a

word-order reversal. Johnson (1974) aives an example from Hindi:

(1) ram ne motar calai
Ram car drove

“Ram drove the car."
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(2) ram se motar celai agai
Ram by car was ~ driven
“The car was driven by Ram."
The fact that in some lanauaaes agent and object do not reverse in
the passives indicates that such a hypothesis is a reasonable one for
a languaae learner to make.
The child might not 'think' s/he is formina a nassive: The child.

could think 'by' is a arammatical morpheme such as 'wa‘ or 'o' in

Japanese,
- (3) Shonen . via boru o utta-
ball hit (past)
Boy
(arammatical morpheme (arammatical moroheme
marking the subject) markino the object)

7A second noint of interest is whether reversed reversible passives
are an example of "form Eefore meanina." Puth Weir (1962) recorded hef
child playing with lanouaae in his crib before §oinn to sleep. The
following are some of her examples of his expeéimenting with qrammatical
structure:
What color--what color blanket--what color mop~-what color glass....
Not the yellow blanket--the white....It's not black--it's yellow....
Not yellow—-red....Pdt on a blanket--white blanket--and yellow
blanket--Where's yellow blanket...Yellow b1anket--Vei]ow light....
There is the light--Where is the liqht--Here is the liqht....Fi
the music--music is fixed....Cobbers crossed the street--Cobbers

always cross the street....Anthony write--Pencils always writinq. (p. 19)
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these subjects, 1ike Yeir's child, seem very sensitive to form. Not

all children seem this sensitive to form, but sensitivity to form

does appear to be a aeneral approach to lanauace learning. For example,
Bloom (1970) discusses a syntactic approach of one of her subjects, Eric,
versus the more semantic (or relational) anproach of Kath;yn and Gia:

It apbneared that Eric's earlfest strateay for lanauage
learnina involved seekina constant features in the speech he
heard--forms with both constant substantive meanina and con;tant
syntactic function. Eric oraanized 1inauistic structure around
such sunerficial constant features with a focus on the formal
patterns or shapes of constructions...

Children formina reversible passives may have focused on the recurrence

of the morpheme 'by' rather than the relationshin of aaent and object.
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