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Chapter 1 Introduction

The passive construction is not only an important grammatical phenome-
non in linguistics, but also one of the research fields to which more and more
attention is paid by linguists and researchers second language acquisition
studies. Passive constructions have been studied from different perspectives
by the linguists of different schools home and abroad.

Some studies concentrate on the investigation of the passive clause ac-
quisition in English and other world languages ( Woo-hyun Jung, 2006;
Hyesook Park, 2009 ; Zhaohong Han, 2000; Wang Yunfeng, 2001 ) .
Some are concerned with the relations between the notion of transitivity and
passivization ( Monique de Mattia-Vivies, 2009 ; Rice S. , 1987 ; Tsunoda,
1999 ; Hopper, P. J. & S. A. Thompson, 1980) . Some probe into the
passive voice typology ( Quirk, Randolph, et al, 1985; Granger, S.,
1983 ; Palmer, F. R. , 1987) . And still others take an interest in contras-
tive analysis between English and other languages ( Siewierska, A. , 1984 ;

Yip, V., 1995; Wang Zhijun, 2002) .

1.1 Motivations and Purposes of the Study

1.1.1 Motivations of the Study
The notion of voice is a very common grammatical category in human
languages. Grammatically speaking, voice, as a kind of verb category, ex-

presses the relations between the subject and the object; logically speaking,
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the transformation between the subject and the object is only concerned with
the syntax and verb forms. Simultaneously, the analysis of the relations
among three components of voice is concerned with the relations between the
forms and contents of the syntactic structure. Therefore, voice is closely re-
lated to the morphology, semantics and syntax.

Although notions of passive voice exist both in English and Chinese,
the same grammatical terminology does not represent entirely identical con-
tents in two languages. English is an inflectional language whose verbs can
be differentiated by the active and passive voice, and by different changes in
tense and aspect. In addition, there are some special passive constructions
in English. Contrarily, Chinese is a language without the inflections because
the verbs themselves have no changes of tense and aspect, so the frequency
of use of passive constructions is much less than that of English. The very
above-mentioned features of English passive constructions pose many diffi-
culties and confusions to Chinese-speaking learners of English in English
learning and communications, and many students often commit some errors
when studying the English passives. For example :

(1) New cars must keep in the garage.

(2) The lines should connect together.

(3) The accident was happened suddenly.

(4) The house is had by Mr. Zhang.

The examples (1) and (2) are termed as pseudo-passives, which are
assumed to be truly passivized in English and the reasons why it occurs
might be caused by the way of speaking of Chinese native speakers because
they frequently use the active sentences to refer to the passive meanings.
The example (3) is termed as overpassivization, the verbs of which should
be in active voice in English. Yip (1990, 1995) argues that Chinese learn-
ers of English frequently over-passivize the unaccusative verbs despite the
fact that the active voice is demanded in equivalent sentences in their mother

tongue. The example (4) is erroneous because the verbs such as have, re-

o9
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semble , hold , contain refer to the stativity in some uses though they are clas-
sified as transitive verbs in traditional grammar.

It is thus seen that although there exist passive voices both inChinese
and English, Chinese learners often commit errors in the process of learning
under the influence of language transfer or universal cognitive factors be-
cause of the asymmetries of this structure in two languages. In addition, in
the studies on English passive constructions, few examine the use of passive
constructions from an overall perspective, and of course even fewer probe in-
to Chinese learners’ acquisition of English passive constructions based on a
multi-factor theory. Instruments which are used to measure and elicit the
subjects’ production of target items in previous studies are also limited in
type and number. Learners’ compositions or wriling tasks are seldom adopl-
ed to measure the productive knowledge of passive voice. Besides, the factor
of language proficiency cannot be taken into consideration in many studies,
so is the difference caused by different elicitation instruments. And the effect
or influence of language universals on Chinese learner’ passive construction
acquisition is not clear. On the basis of the above-mentioned reasons and
motivations, this study seeks to probe into the development and acquisition
of English passive constructions, which will be of great the oretical signifi-
cance and of practical value through taking the acquisition and development
of English passive constructions as research topic.

This book will make an all-round and systematic study of English pas-
sive constructions from the perspective of second language acquisition,
which will not only be beneficial for the pertinent teaching and learning of
second or foreign language, but also can provide theoretical and factual basis
for the syllabus design, coursebook compiling, and even can expose some u-

niversal rules about language itself and language learning.

1.1.2 Purposes of the Study
Ellis (1985 248 ) summarizes the research purposes of SLA: it is
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necessary to describe the linguistic rule system owned by learners at an ap-
propriate level, namely, depict the properties of linguistic categoriesoccur-
ring in learners’ interlanguage of any stage and try to discover the reasons
why this special linguistic category is developed. Rutherford ( Ellis, 1985 ;
249 ) also proposes the similar idea: the second language acquisition re-
search aims to understand what the learners acquire; how they acquire;
when they acquire; and why. So what are the research purposes in SLA
studies about English passives?

By means of eliciting data from Chinese EFL learners of different levels
of proficiency, the main purposes of this research are to expound the acqui-
sition order and sequence of English passive constructions by Chinese EFL
learners of different English proficiency levels and the possible factors which
affect and produce this order and sequence. The purposes are listed in detail
as follows :

Firstly, find out what is acquired through establishment of an interlan-
guage system of English passive constructions in acquisition process.

The study examines the features and types of errors committed by the
subjects in the process of acquiring English passive constructions and their
distributional rules. It makes a quantitative calculation and classification of
all errors and analyzes the reasons why the errors are made from the perspec-
tives of intra-lingual, inter-lingual and cognitive strategies, elc.

Secondly, expound how the acquisition occurs through making explicit
the acquisition sequence or developmental process of English passive con-
structions.

The study summarizes thedevelopmental features or acquisition patterns
at each stage involved in the syntacticalization of English passive construc-
tions based on the elicited materials, and reveals what strategies the learners
adopt and what factors constrain the formation of each stage to explore the
dynamic developmental trace and development process.

Thirdly, find out when the acquisition occurs through the presentation
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of theacquisition order and hierarchy of different types of English passive
constructions.

The study demonstrates the relativeacquisition order and hierarchy of
different types of English passive constructions by means of relative frequen-
cy, implicational measurement and acquisition degree interval, etc. based
on the data obtained by the cross-sectional survey.

Fourthly , explain why such acquisition order and sequence is developed
through application of SLA theories.

The study explains the acquisition order, hierarchy and sequence and
their features of English passive constructions based on such SLA theories as
contrastive analysis, error analysis, interlanguage, learning strategies, lin-
guistic universals, and cognitive linguistic theories, etc. The study also at-
tempts to investigate whether the prototypicality and markedness of English
passive constructions can predict and interpret its acquisition difficulty, or-

der and developmental process in interlanguage development.

1.2 Previous Studies on English
Passive Voice in SLA

The research of English passive voice goes through an increasingly
deepening and widening process. Especially in the past decades, the lin-
guists make the passive studies further profound through use of modern lin-
guistic theories. The studies of passive sentences mainly fall into the follow-
ing aspects: classifications, acquisition, contrastive analysis and cognitive

study of passive constructions.

1.2.1 Studies on Acquisition of Passive Constructions
This part will review related SLA studies conducted on the acquisition of
the English passive constructions, which mainly analyze the errors commit-

ted by learners in learning English passives. Such error types as overpassiv-
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ization, pseudo-passivization, etc. are fully discussed with the reasons re-
sulting in these errors.

The notion of the distinction between topic-prominent and subject-prom-
inent languages proposed by Li and Thompson (1976 ) attracts a lot of atten-
tion from linguists. Li and Thompson distinguish the world languages be-
tween the topic-prominent and the subject-prominent, among which the top-
ic-prominent languages refer to those whose “basic structure of sentences fa-
vors a description in which the grammatical relation topic-comment plays a
major role” | while the subject-prominent languages are those whose “basic
structure of sentences favors a description in which the grammatical relation
subject-predicate plays a major role” ( Li and Thompson, 1976 459)
They argue that although the passive constructions are very commonly used
in subject-prominent languages, they are less productive in some topic-prom-
inent languages, and some even do not use passive constructions at all. This
distinction implies that if an 1.2 learner’s L1 belongs to topic-prominent lan-
guage, they might be predicted to commit such errors as under-use of pas-
sive constructions in the process of learning 1.2.

When talking about the passsivization errors, another commonly-men-
tioned notion is Unaccusative Hypothesis put forwards by Perlmutter (1978)
and perfected by Burzio (1986) . Perlmutter believes that according to the
argument structure and syntactic structure there exit such two distinet sub-
categories of intransitive verbs as unaccusative verbs (‘appear, arrive, die)
and unergative verbs (laugh, cry, work, run) . Superficially there is no
difference among the sentences constructed by these two types of verbs with
the sentence order of NP + VP. However, these two types of verbs have dif-
ferent syntactic and semantic features. Syntactically, the subject of unaccu-
sative verbs is generated through transposition of object in deep structure,
while the subject of unergative verbs is an agent generated in subject position
whether in deep structure or in surface structure. If it is observed from the

argument structure , although both unaccusatives and unergatives take only
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