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1. Previous Literature 
a) Many studies have found children to have a delayed understanding of 

verbal passives. Generally, children aren’t reliably adult-like until at least 
age 4-5 (Bever, 1970; Horgan, 1978; de Villiers and de Villiers, 1978). 

b) Some studies have found non-adult-like understanding of nonactional 
passives as late as age 7-9 (Maratsos, Becker, Fox, and Chalkley, 1985). 

c) But other studies have found early understanding of verbal passives. 
d) O’Brien, Grolla, and Lillo-Martin (2006) found that 3- and 4-year-olds 

showed adult-like performance even on long nonactional passives under 
certain circumstances. 

e) The focus of the present study will be on investigating  the pragmatic 
effects found in O’Brien et al.’s study. 
 

2. O’Brien, Grolla, and Lillo-Martin (2006)  (henceforth OGL) 
a) OGL built on Crain and Fodor's (1993) emphasis on the low frequency of 

long passives in the speech of adults as well as children. 
b) Long passives are marked forms that are appropriate only in certain 

discourse situations. 
c) So children’s relatively poor performance on long passives may be due 

in part to failure to create pragmatically appropriate contexts for the 
felicitous use of the by-phrase. 

d) Thus, an aspect of experimental design might be influencing children’s 
responses. 

e) In the second of their two experiments, OGL used stories that differed in 
the number of potential Agents/Experiencers. 

f) The stories had either a single logical subject (i.e. Agent or Experiencer), 
or a pair of "potential" logical subjects; in the latter case, the story 
contrasted the actual vs. the alternative possibility, and thereby 
motivated the use of a by-phrase. 

g) Using a Truth-Value Judgment Task (Crain & McKee, 1985), OGL tested 
3-year-old children on long actional and long nonactional passives. 

h) For the verbs see, like, chase, and hug, young children performed at chance 
on long passives when there was only one, but significantly above 
chance when there were two, potential Agents/Experiencers. 

 
3. The Current Study 
a) We aim to test whether the number of potential Agents/Experiencers in 

a given context has an effect on children’s performance on long passives 
as well as seek to fill the gap in OGL’s data. 

b) We conducted a traditional Truth-Value Judgement Task with 20 
preschool-aged children (3;06-6;01, MA=4;06).  

c) There were 2 testing sessions: a training session and an experimental 
session. 

d) Children saw 16 stories in the experimental session (4 active controls, 6 
2-character stories, and 6 3-character stories. Stories were blocked such 
that children always saw 2-character stories before 3-character stories.  

e) Our test items used the same 4 verbs as OGL: see, like, hug, and chase. 
 
4. Sample Story 
a) Three-character sample story: 

Experimenter: "This is a story about Oscar the Grouch, a Parrot, and Fancy 
Lady. Oscar doesn’t like anyone because he is a grouch. I wonder if 
anybody likes him. Here’s Fancy Lady, does the Fancy Lady like 
Oscar?” 

Fancy Lady: "No, I don’t like Oscar because he lives in a garbage can and is 
stinky." 

Experimenter: "What about you. Parrot? Do you like Oscar?” 
Parrot: "I don’t mind that Oscar lives in a garbage can. I like him anyway. I 

like you, Oscar!" 
Experimenter: "Gobu, can you tell me something about the story?” 
Grover: "Well, let’s see. In that story, Oscar was liked by the parrot.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



5. Results 

 
a) One vs. two potential Agents/Experiencers: No effect      (W = 23, p = 

.25). 
b) But there was an effect of the verb's actionality: Children were 

significantly better at long passives of actional, than non-actional, verbs     
(W = 79, p = .0139). This is as expected from the literature. 
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c) Best-fit quadratic curves were fitted to the actional and non-actional 
data, showing children approaching ceiling performance for the actional 
items but not for the non-actional items. 
 

6. Power Analysis 
a) Based on the group means and the one-sample t-scores from OGL’s 

study, we were able to calculate a minimum sample-size for detecting, 
with (1-β) = 90% power, a contrast between 2- vs 3-character stories. 
Even for purposes of a group comparison (viz. a between-subjects t-test), 
a sample of just six subjects would be expected to yield significance (i.e., 
2-tailed α <.05) based on the OGL numbers. This is far fewer than the 20 
subjects in our study. 

b) Furthermore, for detecting a contrast within the non-actional items, a 
minimum sample of just 11 subjects should yield a significant contrast. 
This is considerably fewer than our 20 subjects. 

 
7. Interim Discussion 
c) Adding an additional character did not help.  
d) Despite this, children are still trending with the literature, in that they 

performed better on actional passives than nonactionals. 
e) One possible concern is that our participants were older than OGL. But 

based on previous findings, we should still expect children to exhibit the 
OGL effect at least in the domain of non-actionals. 
 

8. Future Directions 
a) We’re currently in the process of conducting this study with 3-year-olds. 

While it’s unclear why 3-year-olds would perform differently from our 
4-year-olds, we still want to be sure nonetheless. 

b) We’re also interested in seeing whether other factors, other than 
pragmatics, could also influence children’s performance on passives. 
Possibly topicalization as suggested by Snyder & Hyams (2015). 

 
9. Conclusions 
a) Young English-speaking children are not perfectly adultlike on English 

passives. 
b) Previous studies have suggested that children can improve on their 

performance if the by-phrase is pragmatically motivated in the context. 
c) But the current study has shown that this may not be the case. Other 

pragmatic factors may still be useful to children but adding another 
potential agent/experiencer does not seem to be adequate. 
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