A e

e . SRS

o et v A g

R EP OR T RE S UME S
ED 018 774 AL 000 736

RECALL OF FULL AND TRUNCATED PASSIVE SENTENCES IN CONNECTED
DISCOURSE. ‘
BY- SLOBIN, DAN I.

PUB DATE SEFP 67
EORS PRICE MF-$0.25 HC-$0.68 15p.

DESCRIPTORS~ *CONNECTED DISCOURSE, *SENTENCES, *RECALL
(PSYCHOLOGICAL) , PSYCHOLINGUISTICS, *LANGUAGE RESEARCH ,
TESTING,

SUBJECTS OF AGES 5, 6, 8, 10, 12, AND 20 RETOLD STORIES
PRESENTED IN FULL PASSIVE SENTENCES (WITH MENTION OF ACTOR)
AND TRUNCATED PASSIVES (WITHOUT MENTION OF ACTOR) . WHILE
THERE WAS A GENERAL TENDENCY TO RETELL STORIES IN THE ACTIVE
VOICE, THIS TENDENCY WAS MUCH MORE EVIDENT IN THE CASE OF
FULL THAN TRUNCATED PASSIVES. IT IS PROFOSED THAT THE
SIGNIFICANCE ATTRIBUTEC TO ACTIVE AFFIRMATIVE CECLARATIVE
SENTENCES BY EARLIER PSYCHOLINGUISTIC RESEARCH BE MCDIFIED,
ALLOWING FOR INFLUENCE OF SEMANTIC CONTENT UPON SELECTION OfF
A PARTICULAR GRAMMATICAL FORM IN ENCODING A SENTENCE. THE
TENDENCY TO RETELL TRUNCATED PASSIVES WITHOUT A ALTERATION OF
SYNTACTIC FORM WAS MOST STRONGLY MARKED IN OLDER SUBJECTS.
IRREGULAR VERB FORMS POSE DIFFICULTIES TO YOUNG CHILODREN IN
ATTEMPTING TO PRODUCE PASSIVE SENTENCES. OTHER STRIKING
DIFFERENCES BETWEEN AGE GROUFS WERE NOT NOTED. (AUTHOR/AMM)

ER R TR R




L -

. " -
. A |

RECALL OF FULL AND TRUNCATED PASSIVE SENTENCES

= 5 IN CONNEOIED DISCOURSE “PERMISSION T0 REPRODUCE THIS

I~ D MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED

N~ B_PALN) T, SLOB/

(oo Den I. Slobin -
r L. T0 ERIC AND ORGANIZATIONS OPERATING

- . , UNDER AGREEMENTS WITH THE U.S. OFFICE OF

o Department of Feyshology  pucivion FURTHER REPRODUCTION OUTSIDE

P4 University of California  THE ERIC SYSTEM REQUIRES PERMISSION OF

y ; THE QAN OWNER.” .
erkeley | U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH, EDUCATION & WELFARE

OFFICE OF EDUCATION

THIS DOCUMENT HAS BEEN REPRODUCED EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM THE

Abstract PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGINATING IT. POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS |
STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRESENT OFFICIAL OFFICE OF EDUCATION
POSITION OR POLICY.

S8 of ages 5, 6, 8, 10, 12, and 20 retold stories proeentad'in'

}

full passive sentences {with mention of sctor) and trunceted passives

. (without meation of actor). While there waz 2 general tendency tc
retell stories in the active volce, this tendency was much more
ovident in the csse of full than truncated paseives. It is proposed
thet the significance attributed to active affirmative declarativs

sentencce by earlier psycholinguistic ressarch be modified, allowing

for influonsa of semantic content upon selesiiom of & partioular
gremmetien] form in encoding a ssntencs. The tendancy Lo retell

syupocuted passives without altsration of syntactic form was mosh

strongly wecked in older Ss. Irregular verh frorma poee difficultios

4o young children in attempting %o produce pessive ssntences., Other

AT T T TR T ARy T TR

gtriking differences between ago greups were not notsd.
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Recall of Full and Truncated Passive ZSentences

in Ccunected Diacourse
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Esrly psycholinguistic researci on grammax (e.g. a3 summarized in
Miller, 1982) attributed psychologlcal cemtrality to active gifirmative
daclaretive sentences ("kecnels"). Although tramsformatiomal grammar
po longer mekes the distimction between optional and obligatory transe
formations onm which the ﬁaycholingmistic aotion was ocriginally based,
thers remeins a body of research (summerized ia Ervin-Tripp acd Slobim,
1956; Lyens acd Wales, 1966) by and large supporting thst noticn of
ceatrality.

in vegard to memory for sentemces--the concern of the presant
study--the notion was phresed by Mliler as a “yariant of Woodworth's
'gehema-pilus-correction’ method of recodiag” {1962, p. 760). iKaeiiler
hss sumwarized this hypothesis in che followlng terms:

. . . subjeets recode the input sentence into two separate

parts. Ono part desls with the sementic informatior in ths
sentence while the other, contalus "footnetes" that describe
the syatattic form in which the verious elemeuts of the sea-
tance appearad. The semantic part is the ropzesentation of

the siuple active declerative sffirmutive sentence underlying




the stimulua sentesnce. Tha ides that a complex sentemce
way be reccded as the simplest form of the sentence plus

syntactic "footnotes", will be called the coding hypothssis

(1964, p. S5).

Whether or not it £s the active affirmative declarative sentence
which "underlies" other sentence forms im ouy etrict linguistic or
psychological sonse, it is certalnly the case that ths underlying meaning
of s sentence can be stored in some form which is not identicel with the

literal shope of that sentence at inmput (e.g. Mehler, 1963; Sachs, 1966).

As Mehler has pointed out: “Exactly how the kernel is sncoded, of coursa,

is mot estsblished; it might be an imags, an abastract set of ayumbols,

or anything else capable of regenerating the kernsl sentence on demand"
(1963, p. 350). The preéent study examimes the proposition that the moat
accessible realization of & given sentential wmeaning is the active af-
firmative declarativs form. Only the active-passive relation is con-
sidered here, @s there is no firm linguistic bassis to suppodéfa diffarent

semantic interpretation to underlie the correaponding forws.

In curzent linguistic formulations (e.g. Katz and Postal, 1964),

g pascive is not derived fvom its sorvesponding sctive, but from an under-
lying phrase-merker with a “dummy" alement indicating the passive voice.

E The transformaticnm which converts this usnderlying strinmg to the surface

: structure of a psssive sentence is thus obligatory and meaning-preserving.
E There 15 therefors no lingufstic basis for treating passives as derivative,
[ yat some psycholinguistic studies point in that dirsction. Im terms of

j wemory for sentences, for cxample, Mahler (1263) had Ss learn mixed lists
E

of sontonces of various grammaticsl forms, and found passive semtences to
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be more frequently recalled as activa thaw vice verss, thus supporting

the codimg hypothesis., Schlesinger (in preparstion) controlled for

posaible effects of lemgth and unnaturslness of passiva sentences in an

experiment in which Israell Ss were presented with Hebrew active and

passive sentences for recall. The two senteanca types are equal in length

in Hebrow, and o1l of the stimuli were drawn frow newspapers, the pas-

sives being rated by judges to be "uore natural® and "more frequent"” in

the passive form. Nesverthaless, passives were recailed as actives twice

as often as sctives wers rocalled as passives.
Sachs (1966), on the other hand, found no asymeetry in the active- |

passive relationship in studying recognition memory for senteaces in

counected discourss, with varyiog intervals between sentence prasentation

and recognition test. After s f£illed delay of about 27 seconds (1istening

to 80 additional syllables of text), Ss had difficulty noting wmismatch

of volca between stimulus and recognition sentance (active to passive or

vice versa), although they had littie difficulty in detecting & change in

meaning. Chenges from active to paisive were no easier to recoguize than

changas €rom pussive to sctive. Sachs concludes that: ‘'Form which is

rot relevant to the meaning is wormally not retained” (p. 20).

These findings are consistent with a proposal that the underlying
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mesning of & sentence can be reauzed. equally well in eithor the active

or pessive voice, but that it is easfer for Ss to encode sentence content

| fn the sctive vhen faced with a recasil zask. This could be either bacause
of logs of the passive "footnote" (Savin and Porchonock [1965] have shown
that such a “"footnote" may teke up actual memory spece), or because it

18 in sowme psychologicsl scase “more difficult" to produce passive sentences,

or both.




R owevar, though the active-parsivse distinction may be irrelevant
to maaning in the strict linguistic semss, it is undoubtedly relevant
to mearing in a broader sense. It hes been freguently noted that a
common function of tha passive is to cmphasize the object of action by
wentioning it at the begiuning of the sentence. Sesgal end Martin (1966,
as cited in Turner and Rommatveit, in press), for exsumple, found that
the subject of a sentence was rated as the most imporcant slement for
both active and passive sentences. Turansr and Roemetveit (in press)
revealed the emphesis function of the passive by directing Ss' atteation
in remembering active and passive scatences. This was dons by the weans
of pictures, st presentation and recall, showing the actor, object of
action, or total situation referred to by the seiitence. When used a3
retrieval prompts, picturss of sctor or totsl situation facilitated racall
cf active sentences, while picturcs of object of actiom facilitated recall
of pasasive centences. Activa senteaces tesnded to be recallad as passives
when a8 picture of the object served &3 & recall prompt, while pictures of
acior or total situation facilitated vecall of passives as actives. Pas-
sives vare recalled as actives more frequentiy than vice versa, sgain
supporting the centrality wmntion discussed sbove.

Another important fuaction of the passive is to allov tor delstion
of the underlying zubject of the seutencea in cases where cthe actor is
de-gmphagized (e.g. "He was given a ticket") or unkmown (e.g. "Girls®
ears were customarily pievced in infancy"). Such “truncated passives'
probably reprasent the domimant vae of the passive in English. Jasparsen
reported, for exampls, that bstween 70 and 946 per cent of passive son-

tences found in a survey of varicus English writiags conteined no meeotion
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of the active subdbject {1924, p. 168). In order to tura a truncated
pagsive intc aa active, the deleted actor must be replaced by o
generalised actor, such &8 "somebody" (“Somebody customarily plerced
girla' ears"). It sesms unlikely that the strict form of the coding
bypothesis accounts for memory of such sentences--that is, it is unlikely
that & truencated passive is stored in the form of am active affirmativs.
declarative semtence, with generslized actor, plus "footnotes" indicating
pazsive voice and deletion of underlying subject. The present study
approaches this queation by examirning recall of full and trumcated pas-

sive sentences.
METHOD

Subjects. The Ss were Engliaﬁ~speakin3 children, in preschool,
kindergerten, sgeond, fourth, and si.écth gradss; and adults. The average
ages of the groups wexe 5, 6, 8, 10, 12, ard 20 years. There were five
wale and five femala S5 at each age leval. The five year olds attended
a middle-cless prescheol in Berkeley, Califoruta; the remalming child
35 were pupils in a middle-class elementsry school in Belmont, Massachusetts;
the adult 8s were Hervard sud Radcliffe Summer School studemts. All Ss
except the preschoolers firat tock part im an experimeat described elze-
vhere (Slobin, 1965).

All 8s, of all ages, showzd couwprehenmsion of the passive, as evidenced
by correct identification of picturze described in the passive voice; and
ali Ss ware sble spontansously to preduce passive sentences in response

to questions designed to elicit such semtencss, (For more detail, see

Slobin, 1963).
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Materials and procedure. Ss were read brief stories in the passive
voice, with instruction to retell tha story as accurately as possible.
Series A stories consistad of fuil passives{i.e. with nention of actor)
and Saries B stcries comsisted of truncsted passives (i.e. without mention
of actor). The A end B versicns of cach story were equated in terms of
length and content. For example:

A Story. On the first day of school Bob was iatroduced to his new

teacher by the principal, and was given a reading book by the teachsr.

fle was shown around the classroem by the teacher, and all of his
friends wers heppy to see him. When he came home he was asked by

his father to tell all about school, and he said it was funm.

B Story. On the firat day of school in September Bob was imtroduced
to his new teacher, and was given an interesting reading book. He
was shown around the new classrcom, and ail of his friends wexe
happy to see him. When he cawe home he was agked to tell all about
his first day back at school, and he szaid it vas fun.

Six pairs of stories were censtructed (presented in full in Slobin,
1963, pp. 51-2), desigaed to attract the attention aud interest of chil-
dren of various ages and sexes. (Adult Ss were informed that the stories
had beea comstructed for children.) Each story had four underlying pas-
sive seantences.

Except for the preschicolexs {cee below), sach S was told one story
from Series A and anothar (differeat) story fromw Series BE. Half of the
Se heard an A story first and half{ a B. Datu are preganted only for Ss
who ratold both stories. The average nmumber of seuteunces per story

retold at every sge leval was sbout four (i.e2. total story), except for




the preschoolers, who remembered am average of 3.2 sentences per story.
Consequently, scme preschoclers were asked to retell more than two
stories, in order teo make the rumber of sentences racalled roughly equal
to the other age groups. Ss3' retellings were tape recorded and tran~

scribed for analysis.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 presents pexcentages of sentences retold as actives and
passives by Ss in each age group, and for all Ss taken as s singlo
group. Retold sentences are classed into four types, as exemplified
by the following changes in the mcdel sentunce, "They were taken to their
seats by & man*: (1) corresponding active--"A man took them to their
seats™; (2) other active--"A man showed them where to sit"; (3) full
passive--same as model in this case; (4) truncated passive--"They were
takaa to their saats." (A fifth possible category, other psssive, was
nevar used.) In the case of truncated passive model sentenmces, e.g. "They
were taken to their seats, a8 retold senterce was cstegorised 23 "corre-
sponding active" {f any specific actoer was added, provided the retold
active corresponded to the model pscsive ia other respects (s.g. "An
usher took them to their seats"™). A specific actor, such as "usher,"
vas supplied more freguenrtly thea the gemozralized actors “'scmeone,"
“somebody," or "they." (i.e. without syntactic alteration)

Verbatim retellingfof Series A stovies cen be found under the heading
"full passive," while verbatim retelling of Series B stories is shown

under "truncated passive." Table 1 shows that truncated passives {Sexiec

B tcnd to be recalled verbatim far wmore frequently than full passives




(Scries A). On the average, 60% of trumcated psssives are xetsinad ia

retelling, while 75% of full passives ave cheonged to another form.
Greater sccuracy in vetelling Serias B, as opposed to Series A stories
was trus of almost avery S of evary age. Each S was given an accuracy
score for A and B retellings (percentaga of unaliered sentences in re-
telling), snd, teking each $'s acecuracy scorca on A and B stories 2¢
matched pairs, a saparate ccmparison of accuracy inm teteliing stories
of the é;o series was made for cach age zroup. Yor each of tlie six age
groups, accuracy in recall of truncated passives (Series B) was sig-
nificantly better tham accuracy in recall <f full passives {Series A)
(Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed rank test, T - 1 for adulis, T = 0 for
all other age groups, oue-tailed p < .005). Tor every age group except
the eight-year-olds there was a significantly greater temdsmcy to ratell
A storisz in the active rather then B (comparing psrcentage of active
sentences in A and 3 retellings, Wilcoxen T for each age group excapt
eight-year-olds 18 siguificent with one-tailed p <.025). These deta
inlicate, as suggested above, that while full passives may be stored in
a form which facilitates eacodieg im the active voice, it does not follow
that 8ll seatepces axe stored iu such @ form, Truncatued passives are
apperently stored in some wannex which tends to facillitate retrieval of
their original syntaciic form without alteration. This is wmost probadbly
related to the comrmaicative function of truacatad passives to avoid
veferance to the underlying senterce subject. Note that Ss relatively
rorely supplied actors im retellimg such cemtances: trunceted passives

were alwost never retold a&s full pasefves, and appeared as correspondiing

actives far less frequently than did full psssives. (Additional evidence




of the function of the truncated passive caa be found inm the use of this
form in retelling full passives of Serias A stories, &3 shown in Table 1.)
Ia such cases it is not a psssive "footanote," but an element of sentence
content which 1s most readily lost.

It would scem, then, that the coding hypothesis is in need of some
yevisicn. In ths case of truncated passives, at any rate, the syutactic
form 18 not totally irrelevent to the meaning of the sentence, and fre-
quently tends to be retained (or to sevve as a xeady receptacle for the

underlying sesantic content of the sentence, in whatever manner guch con-

tent may bs reteinad). The semsntic part of a ssatence coded in memory,
thus, nced not always correspond to "the representation of the simple
active declaretive sffirmative sentence underlying the stimulus senteuce."
The interrelation of semsntic content snd syntactic form in memory, as
zevealad here, i3 in comsonance with £indings in regerd to seatsmce com~

preheusion as well, such as Wason's (1965) discovery of the role of

"plausible deniol" in €acilitating comprehonsion of negative utterances,
and Slobin'’s €1963) discovery of the fole of “"reversibility" in facilitat-
ing comprehension of pessive sentences. It ie clear by now that there

{e no unfform relationship bstween “syntactic ccmplexity" and "“psycho-

logica) complexity" of sentences. Slobin (1966) has demonstreted that

passiva senteaces are not &iways wore difficult to comprehead than actives;

Szchs (1966) his showa that they are mot mecesserily wore difficult to

* recognize; the present study, like thet of Turner end Rommetveit (in press),
| indicates that they need not alwsys

| / vndexgo "simpiificstion" is recsll. Iadesd, there is no firm hasis for

ssoerting thet change of a truncated passive to a corresponding active

constitutes a "simplification” iu any psychologicel sense.




ige diffexences in recall of passive seantances are not striking,

just as wajor age differences in comprehensicn of such seatences have

pot been revsaled aftar kindergartsn (Slobin, 1966). If ome breaks the

Ss into two equal-sized &ge groupa--five to eight and tem to adult--one

fiuds roughly equal average sccuracy in retelling of full passive sentences:
23.8% for the younger group, 26.0% for the clder. There does seem, how-

ever, to be a sharp differemce ic racall of truncated passives, the

younger group racslling 44.3% of such sentences verbatim, the older group

2%.4%. Llacking data on the fregquency of occurrence of these forms in

children's speech, as well as the ability of childrem of different ages to

comprehend truncated passives, thege findings are amenable omly to the mest

goneral explamation of {ncreased linguistic skill with age. Hayhurst (1965)

presented children of ages give, six, and niee with the task of com-

structing sentences to describe pictures, using grarmatical focrms presented
by E in model senternces, Amonz the mocdel sentences Ware pessives with

and without actors. Correct pezformance was significantly better in the

latter cssa; i.e. production of a passive sentence in asccoxd wich the

model was faciiitated when raferause was not made to an sctor. This

fFacilitstion appesrsd et all thres age levels, corresponding to the youmgar
group of the present study. Hayhurst's f£iandings thus support the present

canclusions, but do not clarify the age difference in recall of truucated
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passives.

As pointed out by other iuvestligators (e.g. Tureer end Ronmetvait,
in press), the irregular past parcicipial verb form makes production of the
passive especially di§ficult for very young childrem (though it may oot
tupaixr their comprehsnziom of such fsrms). Children's struggles to capturs

uncertain verb forms im story retelling bear deanatic witness to this fact.

Full Tt Provided by ERIC.
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Por example, the following attempt by em eight-yesr-old to recall the
senteuce “"Hor favorite was a bluas-oyed doll, which she was givem tc hold"
fimally ended in an active with gensralized actor: '"Her favorite was a
blue-eyed doll. She...zhe...they...no...she wvas let hold...no...Susle

wvas let...n0... Her favorite was & blus-eyad doll that they let her hold."
Thz search for clusive verbs i3 ever more clearly extornalized in pre-
achcolers; for example: "Judy and Dave were taken...tooken...to the big
goo"; or, as a three-yesr-old put it, "They ben got goed to the soo."
Additional ressarch is clearly neaded in order to more fully relate variables
of formal complaxity and scmantic comtent with one asother, and with the

various forms cf psycholinguistic pexformance in ontogencsis and adulthood.
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Table 1
Percentages of Senteuces Retold as Actives and Passives

by 88 in Bach Age Group (N = 19/group)

A\go Group Sentance Type
Active Passive
Corresponding Other Total Full Truncated Totsl
IES A (told im full passives

tve-yeer-olds 31.7 25.3 61.0 26.8 12.2
:1x—yea¥-olds 43.8 21.9 65.7 21.9 12.5
ight-year-olds 3z2.1 32.1 64.2 21.4 14.3
ton-year-olds 52.8 11.1 63.9 27.8 8.3
twalun -year -clde 43.2 13.5 56.7 27.0 16.2
dulrs 54.8 9.7 64.5 22.6 12.9
A1l g8 42.9 19.5  62.4 2%.9 12.7
E

YRIES B (told im truncated passives)

!

SR

£1ve-year-olds 15.7 38.9  55.6 2.8 4.7
Eﬁm-yﬂar-olds 21.4 25.¢  46.4 0.0 53.6
%ight-year~olds 20.8 41.7 62.5 0.0 37.5
ten-y2sr-olds 6.7 13.3 20.0 0.0 80.0
¢ salve-yesr-olds 15.6 15.6 31.2 0.0 68.8

]

dults 7.1 14.3 21.4 3.8 75.0

Ail $o 16.6 2.7  39.3 1.1 59.6

3
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