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Categorisatio n Processe s i n Languag e Acquisition : 

H o w Prototype s C a n Predic t  th e Acquisitio n o f  th e Englis h Passiv e 

Kersti n Meint s 
Universit y o f  Oxfor d 

Departmen t  o f  Experimenta l  Psycholog y 
Sout h Park s Road ,  Oxfor d 0 X 1 3 U D 

K E R S T I N . M E I N T S @ P S Y . O X . A C . UK 

T h e Englis h passiv e ha s bee n treate d unde r  m a n y differen t 
approache s wit h varyin g perspectives ,  al l  o f  whic h c o m e u p 
wit h differen t  result s an d justif y a  rang e o f  rathe r  specialize d 
theories .  I f  instea d th e acquisitio n o f  th e passiv e i s treate d 
withi n a  cognitiv e framework ,  i n whic h th e passiv e i s 
viewe d a s a  categor y whic h display s typicalit y effects ,  thes e 
separat e psychologica l  an d linguisti c findings  ca n b e 
integrate d an d a  conceptua l  basi s fo r  th e passiv e an d it s 
acquisitio n ca n b e provided .  Us e o f  th e prototyp e approac h 
allow s u s t o predic t  th e orde r  o f  acquisitio n o f  th e passiv e 
and provide s a  mor e coheren t  imag e o f  h o w childre n acquir e 
th e Englis h passive . 

Neithe r  childre n no r  adult s us e th e passiv e voic e ver y 
ofte n i n thei r  spontaneou s utterance s (Bloom ,  1973 ;  Brown , 
1973 ;  Pinker ,  1987 ;  Wells .  1979. )  Nevertheless ,  childre n ar e 
abl e t o lear n th e passiv e whic h give s ris e t o th e followin g 
questions : 
•  W h e n d o childre n choos e th e passiv e voice ? 
•  W h i c h passive s d o childre n acquir e first  i n comprehensio n 
and production ? 
•  W h i c h factor s determin e th e children' s acquisitio n o f 

th e passive ? 
•  W h i c h i s th e systematicit y underlyin g a  possibl e 

hierarch y o f  acquisition ? 
I n orde r  t o addres s thes e question s I  applie d a  prototyp e 

approac h (Rosc h 1978 ,  Barsalo u 1987 )  t o languag e acqui -
sition .  I  investigate d th e Englis h passiv e a s a  categor y 
whic h possesse s a n interna l  an d grade d structur e wit h th e 
canonica l  actio n even t  a s it s prototyp e an d othe r  kind s o f 
passive s a s mor e periphera l  members .  Becaus e typica l 
members o f  a  categor y ar e acquire d earlie r  tha n nontypica l 
members (Rosc h 1973 ,  Angli n 1976) ,  a  gradua l  acquisitio n 
of  th e passiv e wa s predicte d wit h childre n acquirin g typica l 
example s o f  th e passiv e earlie r  tha n mor e periphera l  ones . 

Thi s prototyp e approac h make s us e o f  semanti c an d con -
ceptua l  factor s whic h characteriz e th e passiv e suc h a s fo -
cussing ,  animac y o f  agen t  an d patient ,  reversibility , 
probabilit y o f  th e action ,  an d protoypica l  transitivit y 
(Hopper/Thompso n 1980 ,  Corriga n 1986 ,  Marchman ,  Bates , 
Burkard t  an d G o o d m a n 1991) .  Specia l  emphasi s wa s lai d o n 
transitivit y an d o n th e underlyin g conceptua l  structur e o f 
transitiv e verb s (e.g .  intentionality ,  result ,  duration ,  degre e 
of  activit y o f  th e actio n an d direc t  physica l  contac t  durin g 
th e action) . 

So far ,  thes e factor s hav e mostl y bee n investigate d se -
perately .  B y integratin g the m i n on e experimenta l  design , 
not  onl y ca n effect s o f  singl e factor s b e stated ,  bu t  als o 
possibl e interaction s betwee n factors . 

I n orde r  t o determin e th e typica l  passive ,  th e typicalit y o f 
agen t  an d patient ,  an d th e rol e o f  reversibilit y  wer e explored , 
and a  stud y wa s carrie d ou t  t o determin e th e underlyin g 
conceptua l  structur e o f  verb s use d i n th e mai n study . 

Th e mai n stud y investigate d th e acquisitio n o f  passive s b y 
35 Englis h childre n o f  thre e ag e group s (2/3/ 4 years )  an d 
include d younge r  childre n tha n usuall y addresse d i n passiv e 
studies .  Th e before-mentione d factor s forme d th e variable s i n 
th e experimenta l  design .  Th e childre n wer e monolingua l 
speaker s o f  Englis h from a  middle-clas s socia l  background . 

Comprehensio n experiment s wer e carrie d ou t  usin g th e 
acting-out-method .  Fo r  productio n experiment s I  use d a 
patient-focussin g questio n (Wha t  happene d t o th e X I )  i n 
orde r  t o elici t  passives . 

As predicted ,  typica l  passive s wer e comprehende d an d 
produce d earlie r  tha n mor e periphera l  passives .  Th e existenc e 
of  a  hierarch y i n th e acquisitio n o f  th e categor y passiv e wa s 
confirme d an d th e chose n prototyp e approac h wa s abl e t o 
predic t  th e cours e o f  acquisitio n successfully . 

Th e empirica l  result s als o corroborate d th e determinin g 
influenc e o f  th e above-mentione d factor s o n th e acquisitio n 
of  th e passive .  Especiall y th e interna l  structur e o f  th e ver b 
playe d a  crucia l  rol e i n th e comprehensio n an d productio n o f 
th e Englis h passive . 

Th e result s o f  th e productio n an d comprehensio n expe -
riments  wer e highl y correlated .  Th e childre n wer e fa r  mor e 
advance d i n thei r  comprehensio n skill s  tha n i n thei r  pro -
ductiv e us e o f  th e passive . 

Also ,  childre n o f  th e thre e differen t  ag e group s showe d 
stabilit y  ove r  typica l  an d les s typica l  example s i n thei r 
acquisitio n o f  th e passive . 

I n sum ,  typicalit y seem s t o b e exploite d b y childre n 
acquirin g languag e an d mus t  therefor e b e take n int o accoun t 
i n al l  theorie s o f  languag e acquisition .  Genera l 
categorisatio n processe s ca n b e demonstrate d vi a th e 
occurrenc e o f  typicalit y effect s eve n i n a  "syntactic " 
phenomeno n suc h a s th e passiv e whic h suggest s tha t 
childre n d o appl y genera l  cognitiv e strategie s i n languag e 
acquisition . 
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