
Shared Structural Representations for Short and Full Passives  
in Japanese Children and Adults 

 
Using a syntactic priming paradigm, [1] Messenger et al. (2011) observed a priming effect of 
a full passive structure from a short passive prime sentence without a by-phrase with 
three-and for-year-old children; these children were more likely to use the passive structure 
when they heard a short passive in an immediately preceding trial than when they heard an 
active. They argued that their findings suggests that these young children already possess a 
fully abstract structural representation for the passive structure that is commonly accessed for 
full and short passives. This claim poses a challenge to some linguistic theories which 
maintain that young English children initially assign a distinct, adjectival structure to 
actional-short passive ([2] Borer and Wexler, 1987). What remains unknown is whether 
children construct the fully specified structural representation of the passive structure for 
short passive. If they do a priming effect of short passives should be no less than that of full 
passives. Such a finding would be consistent with Messenger et al.'s claim as well as previous 
studies which showed that comprehenders build a fully specified structural representation 
with sentences with null arguments (e.g., [3] Mauner & Koenig, 1999; see also [4] Chomsky, 
1981 for a similar view). To address this issue, the current study investigated syntactic 
priming of the passive structure from short and full passive primes compared to active primes. 
Following up on a previous study that adopted a between-participant design ([5] Ishikawa & 
Goro, 2013), we conducted a picture description experiment with four-, five-, and 
six-year-old children as well as adults employing a within-participant design, with which 
individual variations are controlled. 
     40 children (4;07 - 6;04, Mean 5;2) and 20 undergraduates, who were all native 
speakers of Japanese, participated in the experiment. The prime types tested were: (i) active, 
(ii) transitive full passive, (iii) transitive short passive without the agent -ni phrase, such as 
(1). In the experiment, an experimenter and a participant took turns to describe a picture. In 
experimental trials, the experimenter first described a picture such as (2) in one of the three 
prime structures and a participant then produced a target description. There are 18 crucial 
trials per participant, interspersed by filler trials. 
     Table 1 shows the number of each type of descriptions per prime condition. First, we 
analyzed the number of passive descriptions relative to all other types of descriptions using 
Linear Mixed-Effects models with binomial function separately for children and adults. The 
analysis showed that both children and adults were more likely to produce a passive 
description when they previously heard a full passive or short passive prime compared to 
when they heard an active prime. Importantly, the analysis neither showed a difference in the 
magnitude of priming between the full and short passive prime conditions in both sets of data 
nor an effect of age. This demonstrates that children of all age groups as well as adults 
accessed the common representation of the passive structure in processing full and short 
passive sentences. A combined analysis showed that the magnitude of priming was greater 
for adults than for children. Furthermore, we found evidence for gradual attenuation of the 
priming effect only with adults, indicating implicit learning of the passive structure ([6] 
Jaeger & Snider, 2013). The results suggest that children access the shared representation of 
the passives for full and short passive sentences like adults but at the same time the 
representation of young children is less sensitive to the phenomenon of syntactic priming 
compared to adults, most likely due to processing bottleneck with the passive structure. 



(1) Example sentences 
  

(i)   Saru-ga      Kaeru-o    Ket-ter-u.  (active) 
   monkey-NOM   frog-ACC     kick-PROG-PRES 
   “The monky is kicking the frog. 
 
(ii)  Kaeru-ga   Saru-ni    Ker-are-ter-u.  (full passive) 
   frog-NOM   monkey-by 	 kick-Passive-PROG-PRES 
   “The frog is kicked by the monky. 
 
(iii)  Kaeru-ga   Ker-are-teru.        (short passive) 
   frog-NOM    kick-Passive-PROG-PRES 
   “The grog is kicked. 

 
 
(2) Example pictures 
 

 
(3) Table 1.  
 

Types of Prime 
Active Full passive Short passive 

Children Adults Children Adults Children Adults 

# of valid responses 240 120 240 120 240 119 

% of passives 
(%) 

26 
(10.8%) 

15 
(12.5%) 

57 
(23.7%) 

52 
(43.3%) 

51 
(21.2%) 

53 
(44.5%) 

# of short passives 
(%) 

1 
(0.4%) 

1 
(0.8%) 

1 
(0.4%) 

0 
(0%) 

8 
(3%) 

12 
(10%) 

The number of passive and full passive production in the target trials. 
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Fig. 1. A picture for 
active / full passive / short 
passive primes 

Fig. 2. A picture for target 
picture 

Fig. 3. A picture for filler 


