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Abstract

The acquisition of Japanese passive sentences presents a well-documented challenge for Chinese-speaking learners. However,
longitudinal research on how learners in foreign language (JFL) classrooms comprehend and process these structures remains
scarce. This study addresses this gap by tracking five beginner-level learners in a Chinese high school over approximately 18
months through repeated grammaticality judgment and error correction tasks. We examined five sub-constructs: voice selection,
verb conjugation, possessor passive, indirect passive, and agent selection. Results indicated that the core difficulty of learners
lay in locating errors rather than correcting them. Developmental trajectories diverged significantly across sub-constructs. Verb
conjugation and indirect passives improved rapidly, consistent with the role of input-driven noticing. In contrast, agent selection
and voice choice remained persistently difficult, while possessor passives exhibited a U-shaped development pattern, indicating
interlanguage restructuring. Crucially, learners heavily relied on a “ni + passive” form chunk as a local processing cue-a strategy
explainable by Andersen’s One-to-One Principle and reinforced by textbook bias. This led to systematic overuse and omission
errors. The findings underscore that JFL learners’ acquisition of passives is hindered by a bottleneck in metalinguistic error
identification, uneven development across construction types, and dependence on overly simplistic processing strategies.
Pedagogical implications highlight the need for instruction that enhances form-meaning mapping and contextualized practice to
foster more flexible and accurate usage.
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1. Introduction

The acquisition of Japanese passive sentences has long been
identified as a persistent challenge for Chinese-speaking
learners of Japanese [1]. This difficulty extends beyond the
level of syntactic construction, requiring consideration within
the broader framework of perspective and voice interactions
[2]. Perspective refers to “the speaker’s subjective position
from which an event is viewed”, while voice is a grammatical

category that determines how participants in an action are
mapped onto sentence constituents. Okuzu illustrates this re-
lationship using a scene from the opera Carmen: when the au-
dience’s perspective is placed on José, an active sentence is
formed; if the perspective shifts to Carmen, a passive sentence
emerges [3]. Moreover, Japanese discourse adheres to a “prin-
ciple of perspective persistence” [4], whereby once a subject
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is established, it tends to be maintained unless there is a prag-
matic need to shift-a tendency that frequently motivates the
use of passive constructions.

In determining acquisition targets for passive sentences, na-
tive-speaker usage provides an important reference point.
However, such usage varies considerably across genres and
contexts. Watabe et al. report that Japanese native speakers use
passive sentences relatively frequently in personal narratives
[5], whereas Takeda finds that in natural conversation, pas-
sives are used more sparingly than active sentences and are
often concentrated around specific verbs such as iu (“to say”)
[6]. At the same time, passive constructions such as to nobe-
rareteiru (“it is stated that...””) and bunseki-sareteiru (“it is an-
alyzed that...”) are essential in academic writing [7], under-
scoring the importance of ability to use passives appropriately
across different communicative contexts.

Despite its pedagogical relevance, research specifically ad-
dressing the acquisition of Japanese passive sentences remains
limited. Existing studies have largely focused on error analy-
sis and the order of acquisition. Error studies involving Chi-
nese learners consistently point to L1 transfer effects, with
commonly observed issues including: (1) omission of the pas-
sive morpheme [8], (2) avoidance of passives with inanimate
subjects, and (3) difficulty in maintaining “perspective unity”
in discourse [9]. Research on acquisition order generally
agrees that direct passives are acquired earlier than indirect
passives [7, 10]. Watanabe further reveals that in narrative
tasks, native speakers tend to maintain perspective on a single
character through passive usage, whereas learners frequently
switch subjects and employ active constructions-suggesting
underlying challenges in mastering perspective management
[9].

Nevertheless, several gaps persist in the current literature.
First, most studies have examined learners in second language
(JSL) settings, with limited attention to those learning Japa-
nese as a foreign language in classroom-based environments.
Second, research has predominantly relied on production data,
offering little insight into learners’ real-time comprehension,
judgment, or cognitive processing of passive structures. Third,
the majority of studies are cross-sectional in design, leaving
the longitudinal development of passive sentence acquisition
underexplored. Although Japanese has been increasingly in-
troduced as a formal subject in secondary schools worldwide

[11], few studies have systematically traced the acquisition
processes of beginner-level learners in such instructional con-
texts.

To address these gaps, the present longitudinal study is
guided by the following research questions: (1) How do the
abilities of learners to identify and correct errors in Japanese
passive sentences develop over an extended period of class-
room learning? (2) How do developmental trajectories differ
across sub-constructs of the passive (e.g., direct vs. indirect
passives, agent selection, voice choice)? (3) What cognitive
processing strategies do learners employ when comprehend-
ing and judging passive sentences, and how might these strat-
egies explain persistent difficulties?

By examining these questions through repeated grammati-
cality judgment and error correction tasks administered over
approximately 18 months, this study seeks to illuminate the
comprehension and processing mechanisms underlying pas-
sive sentence acquisition in a JFL setting. The findings are ex-
pected to advance theoretical understanding of key SLA pro-
cesses such as noticing, interlanguage restructuring, and
chunk-based processing, while also offering evidence-based
implications for the teaching of Japanese passive sentences in
formal classroom contexts.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants

A longitudinal study was conducted over approximately
one and a half years, from March 2021 to October 2022, in-
volving five Japanese language learners from a high school in
China. The aim was to elucidate the acquisition process of pas-
sive sentences by beginner-level learners in a foreign language
context. All participants had no prior experience studying in
Japan and had started learning Japanese from scratch. To con-
trol for the potential effects of varying proficiency levels, par-
ticipants were selected based on their SPOT90 test scores,
which fell within the range of 37 to 40 points, corresponding
to a beginner level. The investigation commenced immedi-
ately after the participants had received formal instruction on
passive sentences. Detailed information regarding the partici-
pants is provided in Table 1.

Table 1. Participant Information.

Participant Japanese Learning Period at Start
A 1 year 5 months
B 1 year 5 months
C 1 year 5 months
D 1 year 5 months

SPOT90 Score Number of Tests
37 18
38 18
41 18
39 18
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Participant

E 1 year 5 months

2.2. Materials and Design

In this study, a grammaticality judgment test focusing on
passive sentences was administered monthly over approxi-
mately one and a half years, resulting in the collection of data
from 18 testing sessions. The test structures were developed
based on previous research and included erroneous sentences

Japanese Learning Period at Start

SPOT90 Score Number of Tests

40 18

containing mistakes in the following five categories: (1) ap-
propriate use of passive versus active voice, (2) verb conjuga-
tion, (3) possessor passive constructions, (4) indirect passive
constructions, and (5) selection of subject and agent in passive
sentences. Each erroneous sentence contained one targeted er-
ror. Every test session comprised 30 sentences (5 categories x
6 structures). The test required participants to perform two
tasks: grammaticality judgment and error correction. The
maximum score for each task was 30 points.

Table 2. Examples of Test Structures.

Test Items

(1) Voice Selection (Active/Passive) Questions
HAGRE # JaB I FIER L 120
(I/Someone) translated Japanese into English.

SBRBAEMEFEENT T, Uo<0L &L .

Correctness

Correct

Incorrect

(Someone) suddenly called out to (me) from behind, and (I) was startled.

(2) Verb Conjugation Questions

BROD1IHTHFF—LDEFCIT—veANINTL &5,

Incorrect

In the last minute, (we/I) had a goal scored (on us) by the opposing team's player.

(3) Possessor Passive Questions

PN P NEESINE A GCY (O AR

My precious book was thrown away by my mother.
(4) Indirect Passive Questions

A—A=T RN 1,

(I) was affected by a child crying in the supermarket.

(5) Agent Selection Questions

HEGHTSACTHBESN-OT, HER->TLLOLTT,

The classroom was cleaned by Tanaka, so you may go home directly.

3. Results

This chapter presents a multifaceted analysis of the learners'
acquisition process of passive sentences, based on longitudi-
nal data collected over approximately one and a half years.
The analysis proceeds in three stages. First, Section 3.1 com-
pares learner performance on the two tasks-grammaticality

Incorrect

Incorrect

Incorrect

judgment and error correction-to elucidate the application of
their explicit knowledge and identify the core difficulties in
the acquisition process. Second, Section 3.2 focuses on indi-
vidual sub-constructs of passive sentences, classifying their
acquisition trajectories into “rapidly developing” “slowly de-
veloping” and “variable” patterns to examine the distinct ac-
quisition mechanisms for each construct in detail. Finally,
Section 3.3 investigates the persistent difficulties observed in
“Voice Selection (Active/Passive)”, exploring the underlying

9%
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language processing strategies employed by learners and the
potential causes of their errors.

3.1. Learners' Grammaticality Judgment, Error
Location, and Error Correction

26 , SR
Score Trends|in Grammaticality Judgment Test
224
9 184
wl
16
14 _‘ Participant A Participant B
1 Participant C Participant D
12 4 .
i Participant E
10 — T T - T 1 T T T T 1 1
0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Test session

Figure 1. The results of the Grammaticality Judgment Test.

The results of the Grammaticality Judgment Test and the
Error Correction Task are presented in Figures 1 and 2, respec-
tively.

20
18 1 5 T ro—
Score Trends in Error Correction
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%’ |
S ]0—_ -
N g ]
6 ] \/ = Participant A Participant B
4 1T — Participant C Participant D
2 7 I Participant E
0 — T T T T T l L I B |
0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Test session

Figure 2. The results of the Error Correction Task.

The tasks of grammaticality judgment and error correction
tap into different types of linguistic knowledge and cognitive
operations [12]. Specifically, they require different types of
linguistic knowledge (i.e., implicit vs. explicit knowledge)
and abilities, with learners showing varying degrees of mas-
tery. Based on grammaticality judgment tests, Ellis catego-
rized the operations required of learners into four stages: (1)
discrimination between grammatical and ungrammatical sen-
tences, (2) location of the error, (3) correction of the error, and
(4) description of the error. Ellis also characterized the abili-
ties required for operations through [12]. (1) Operation re-
quires comprehension and relies mainly on implicit

10

knowledge. (2) Operation requires explicit knowledge as
learners need to be consciously aware of what is wrong and
how it is wrong, though no actual production is involved. (3)
Operation requires production ability and relies mainly on ex-
plicit knowledge. (4) Operation requires production ability
along with the metal linguistic ability to explain the error, in
addition to explicit knowledge.

Therefore, this study calculated scores for correctly identi-
fied errors based on results from the Grammaticality Judgment
Test and Error Correction Task, compiling learners' perfor-
mance in grammaticality judgment, error location, and error
correction.

As shown in Figures 3 and 4 above, data from seven test
sessions for Participants C and D were extracted, showing
their correct response rates for grammaticality judgment, error
location, and error correction. Examining the results from Ses-
sion 1 to Session 10, it was found that both error location and
error correction were challenging tasks for Participants C and
D. During the approximately one-year period following gram-
mar instruction, learners initially found it difficult to grasp the
overall sentence structure. Even when they noticed the pres-
ence of an error, providing an appropriate correction remained
a challenging task.

254 E Discrimination
Z Location
20 7] Correcion
2154
=]
D
vl
104
54
0 T T T T T T T
1 4 7 10 13 16 18

Test session

Figure 3. Participant C’s Accuracy Rates for Grammaticality Judg-
ment, Error Location, and Error Correction Across Sessions.
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Figure 4. Participant D’s Accuracy Rates for Grammaticality Judg-
ment, Error Location, and Error Correction Across Sessions.
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However, when examining the results from Session 13 to
Session 18, while error location ability of learners did not
show substantial improvement, they were generally able to
correct structures they could successfully locate. This indi-
cates that during this period, the primary difficulty for learners
lay in locating ungrammatical elements within sentences. This
trend was also observed among other participants.

Locating errors within sentences requires learners to pos-
sess a relatively clear understanding of the relevant grammat-
ical rules and functions. In other words, unless the connection
between linguistic forms and their meaning/function becomes
consciously noticed by learners, the acquisition process may
stagnate and fail to progress to the production stage.

3.2. Acquisition Characteristics of Different
Aspects of Passive Sentences

Based on learners' performance on the error correction task,
this section analyzes the acquisition characteristics of various
aspects of passive sentences. The score trends for different
question types in the error correction task can be observed by
examining the results of Participants A and B.

Sessionl Session 6 Session 12 Session 18

¥

0 : : : | : ; E 1
 ygation sive Ve - oection
e Conioe possesso‘ o ndirect pas pgent geled
o

ection
 oice s N

Figure 5. Participant A’s Error Correction Scores for Five Passive
Sub-constructs Across Test Sessions.
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Figure 6. Participant B’s Error Correction Scores for Five Passive
Sub-constructs Across Test Sessions.

As shown in Figures 5 and 6, a comprehensive analysis of

11

the 18-session longitudinal data revealed that the acquisition
of passive sentences by the five learners did not follow a mon-
otonic progression but rather exhibited complex trajectories
that varied across different constructs. The difficulties in ac-
quisition tended to concentrate on areas requiring deeper cog-
nitive processing, such as syntactic choice and the comprehen-
sion of semantic roles, rather than on superficial morphologi-
cal aspects. Analysis of the learners' error correction results
enabled a clear classification of acquisition patterns into the
following three categories based on their developmental pace
and trajectory.

3.2.1. Rapidly Developing Constructs

The score trends for test structures related to Verb Conjuga-
tion and Indirect Passive in the error correction task are shown
below. These two constructs can be characterized as showing
relatively early improvement following instruction.

5
4
2 34
<
@
2
Participant A Participant B
14 Participant C Participant D
Participant E
0o+—F—7F——F—T1T——T7T T T T T 1
0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Test session

Figure 7. Change in Accuracy for Verb Conjugation in Error Cor-
rection Tasks.
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Figure 8. Change in Accuracy for Indirect Passive in Error Correc-
tion Tasks.

As shown in Figure 7, errors due to overgeneralization of the
“-rareru” form (e.g., “yogorareru”, “naorareru’) were prominent
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immediately following instruction. This occurred because learn-
ers failed to distinguish between verb types (Ichidan/Godan) and
applied the newly learned conjugation rule for Ichidan verbs to
all verbs. This initial overgeneralization can be interpreted as
characteristic of a stage where systematic knowledge remains un-
derdeveloped. However, as learners gained increased exposure to
Japanese input over time, their knowledge of verb classification
deepened, leading to the acquisition of a separate rule system for
Godan verbs (vowel-stem — a-stem + reru). In other words, ac-
cumulated language experience enabled the development of ini-
tial simplistic rules into a more refined system.

As observed in Figure 8, the accuracy rate for this construct
was also low initially following instruction. Indirect passives
represent a construction unique to Japanese, with virtually no
equivalent in the learners’ L1 (Chinese) or prior language ex-
perience. Consequently, learners initially struggled to map the
form to its meaning/function, such as expressing “adversity”.
However, as overall proficiency increased and learners re-
ceived repeated exposure to this form in the input (noticing),
form-function mapping gradually occurred, leading to rapid
deepening of understanding. As noted by Schmidt, this consti-
tutes a typical example where noticing served as a crucial ini-
tial step in acquisition, demonstrating how both the quantity
and quality of input may facilitate the acquisition process [13].

3.2.2. Slowly Developing Constructs

As shown in Figures 9 and 10, both Agent Selection and
Voice Selection (Active/Passive) consistently demonstrated
low accuracy rates throughout the investigation period, with
scores remaining low even as the duration of Japanese study
increased. These constructs can be considered relatively diffi-
cult for learners to acquire.

3.5
1 [~ Participant A Participant B
3.0 — Participant C Participant D|
254 Participant E
L 2.0 )
=] 1
o
1.0 4 / - -
0.5 4 | /\/ | |
00 4+— 7T T T T T 71

0 2 4 6 8 10
Test session

12 14 16 18

Figure 9. Persistently Low Accuracy in Agent Selection Across Ses-
sions.
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Figure 10. Persistently Low Accuracy in Voice Selection (Active/Pas-
sive) Across Sessions.

For example, learners persistently judged as “correct” un-
grammatical sentences related to Agent Selection, such as “(x)
Tanaka san wa watasi ni nagurareta ”. This indicates that while
learners could comprehend the grammatical morphology (the
marking of the agent with “ni”), they experienced significant
difficulty with discourse-pragmatic judgments-determining
which subject is natural from perspectives such as “speaker's
viewpoint” or “recipient of benefit/adversity”. This difficulty
is likely exacerbated in classroom environments where oppor-
tunities for natural contextual practice are limited.

Meanwhile, errors in Voice Selection (Active/Passive), as
will be detailed later, can be categorized into “omission” and
“overuse”. Both error types require complex judgments in-
volving multiple factors-not merely grammatical rules-such as
“maintenance of perspective”, “passives with inanimate sub-
jects”, and “morphological similarity to spontaneous/potential
forms”. As will be elaborated in Section 4.3, the complexity
of these judgments leads learners to rely on simpler processing
strategies.

3.2.3. Constructs Exhibiting U-shaped Development

6
54
4
Q 4
n
2
1 : Participant A Participant B
] Participant C Participant D
0 Participant E
'i'|'|'|'|'|'='|'|
0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Test session

Figure 11. U-shaped Development in the Acquisition of Possessor
Passive.
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As shown in Figure 11, the score trend for Possessor Pas-
sive exhibited a distinct pattern of U-shaped development, dif-
fering from other constructs. A relatively high accuracy rate
was observed immediately after instruction, which was fol-
lowed by a marked regression and subsequent stagnation at a
low level.

This phenomenon can be explained as overgeneralization
stemming from incomplete underlying representation. Initially,
learners could provide correct answers by memorizing and im-
itating prototypical constructions such as “Otouto wa haha ni
atama wo nagurareta”. As learning progressed and learners en-
countered a wider variety of sentences, their interlanguage
system underwent restructuring. The distinction between Pos-
sessor Passive and Direct Passive became blurred, leading
them to overapply the possessor passive in inappropriate con-
texts, which caused the observed regression in accuracy. As
Tanaka indicates, this is not a phenomenon unique to Chinese-

speaking learners but rather a universal characteristic of U-
shaped development in SLA, representing a transitional phase
where performance temporarily declines due to a conflict be-
tween new linguistic data and the existing interlanguage gram-
mar.

3.3. The "ni" as a Local Cue in Passive
Sentence Processing

A detailed analysis of the persistent difficulties in Voice Se-
lection (Active/Passive) (Figure 10) reveals that errors can be
categorized into two contrasting patterns: the omission of re-
quired passive sentences and the overuse of passive sentences
in inappropriate contexts (Tables 3 and 4). While seemingly
contradictory, these error patterns likely share a common un-
derlying cause.

Table 3. Test Sentences Related to Omission of Passive Voice and Learner Responses.

Session Problem Sentence

T EBEHOTT, Mg BAR
1 Incorrect
Hanako stole a wallet on the train.

BameFEENTT, B 0L &
L7z,

3 Incorrect
(Someone) called out from behind, and

(I) was startled.

JEFEAK T, BLH 2Nz 5,
TEIHBLEARTLNETAD.

4 When your turn comes and you are Correct
called, please come over here immedi-
ately.
JHFE KT BAAZEFA T, T
IHhBEANRTINEEAD

4 Incorrect

When your turn comes and (you) call
(your) name, please come over here im-
mediately.

() FERrrHEO e,

22LLLTWVW3S
6 Incorrect

When (someone) asks (my) age, (I) make
it a rule to answer 29.

29mEE R

) 7L EREIMelEo e
8 i Incorrect
(They) make wine from grapes.

HETEL LEYSRR I N,
A rare animal was discovered in China.
HETE L wEnFERL 2,

A rare animal discovered (something) in
China.

Correct

10 Incorrect

Grammaticality

13

Correct Responses
(n=5)

Analysis / Learner Error Pat-
tern

Omission: Failed to use passive
(BEnr).

Omission: Failed to use passive
(DT senT).

Misjudgment: Correct passive
misjudged as incorrect.

Active form used instead of
passive.

Omission: Failed to use passive
(Rm»iiz &),

Omission: Failed to use passive

(fEsh 3).

Misjudgment: Correct passive

1 . .
5 misjudged as incorrect.

Active form with inanimate
subject.
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Session

11

12

12

14

14

18

Problem Sentence

OO FAEPEBcE R 2L CiEU &
L7,
On the stairs, (someone) pushed (my)
back and () fell.
COHERL & FHRRRD C & v
Bulhan sz,
When (I) hear this song, childhood mem-
ories are recalled (come to mind).
NOF € RN 7 ORI
BoHL 7,
When (I) hear this song, childhood mem-
ories recalled (something).
L. B2 g OB TGS
nTws,
Recently, various kinds of electronic dic-
tionaries are being sold.
BT, B % 2 PSR T REE 2350 -
TWwa,
Recently, various kinds of electronic dic-
tionaries are selling (something).

) FTREE-EOT, MELRLC
EEFEEL .
Because (I) was unskilled, (someone)
pointed out the same thing many times.

(Partial omission)

Session

Table 4. Problem Sentences Related to Overuse of Passive Voice.

Problem Sentence

HAGE & SeaB i BIaR L 7.
(I) translated Japanese into English.
HAGHR & S MR s re.

Japanese was translated into English (by
someone).

e s pesfBClETso80 T
K

[ intend to invite Ms. Li to the wedding.
NEE WV 1 N LSRR (- RO I
T7,

[ intend to be invited by Ms. Li to the wed-
ding.

AE—FKREDZ & riEcirn L 72

Grammaticality

Incorrect

Correct

Incorrect

Correct

Incorrect

Incorrect

Grammati-
cality

Correct

Incorrect

Correct

Incorrect

Incorrect

14

Correct Responses
(n=5)

Correct Responses
(n=5)

Analysis / Learner Error Pat-
tern

Omission: Failed to use passive
@Hsh 7).

Misjudgment: Correct passive
(spontaneous) misjudged.

Active form used.

Misjudgment: Correct passive
misjudged as incorrect.

Active form with inanimate
subject.

Omission: Failed to use passive
(FEE sk

Analysis / Learner Error Pat-
tern

Overuse: Correct active

misjudged; passive (FIER & 11 72)
incorrectly chosen.

Passive overapplied.

Overuse: Correct active mis-
judged; passive (¥£F & 11 %) in-
correctly chosen.

Passive overapplied, altering
meaning.

Overuse: Passive (i & L 72
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. Grammati- Correct Responses Analysis / Learner Error Pat-
Session Problem Sentence .
cality (n=5) tern
Mo #°) used where active (B & & L
By whom were you asked about the speech 1z >) is required.
contest?
E—L &I AT, Qveruse: Co.rrect active mis- ‘
5 Correct 1 judged; passive (A#L 5 41 12) in-
(I) put the beer in the refrigerator. correctly chosen.
E—vERAEECANS NI,
The beer was put in the refrigerator (by some-  Incorrect - Passive overapplied.
one).
S s MER I EAD S B, Qveruse/Ff)rm Confus1on:.Poten-
6 ) ) Incorrect 0 tial form (JA % & 1 ) misana-
From now on, (I) can put effort into studying. lyzed as passive.
FHLE B FED 0T, L EL . Overuse: Correct active/potential
8 The child was able to rely on the parent, so (I) ~ Correct 1 misjudged; passive (1 & #1.72)
felt relieved. incorrectly chosen.
TFHEBCEHINLOT, ©OLL &L
e i i i
Incorrect ) Passnfe overapplied, altering
The child was asked/relied on by the parent, so meaning.
(D) felt relieved.
LANS YT AER SN L2, Overuse: Adversity passive (741
11 Incorrect 1 5 #1 %) used unnaturally for a
(D) had (my) hat forgotten at the restaurant. simple action (54 % L 72).
FHICOWZRTE DT 2010, R E _ _
5 2 Overuse: Correct active mis-
13 = o Correct 0 judged; passive (D 541 %) in-
In order to give my child a good name, I con- correctly chosen.
sulted a dictionary.
FHRICOWRRTZE DT s 20, A
ETFE AN, Passive overapplied, creating an
Incorrect -
In order to be given a good name by/for my awkward purpose clause.
child, I consulted a dictionary.
Overuse/Form Confusion: Sponta-
S . neous/adversity passive (52 D 2>
NERTBEC RO Ae N &L .
15 i ) Incorrect 1 5 #1 %) used unnaturally for a
Due to carelessness, (I) was hit by the wall. self-agentive action (5D ) &
L 72).

(Partial omission)

The follow-up interviews revealed that many learners re-
ported a tendency to select the passive form when the particle
“ni” was present in a sentence, and to choose the active form
when “ni” was absent. This strongly suggests that learners
process “ni + passive form” as a single, chunked unit.

This type of unit-formation strategy is commonly observed
in the early stages of second language acquisition. As ex-
plained by Andersen's One-to-One Principle, learners exhibit
a cognitive tendency to initially map one form (in this case,

15

“ni”") exclusively to one function (here, passive voice), creat-
ing a simplified rule to comprehend complex grammatical
phenomena [ 14].

Furthermore, an external factor strongly suspected of pro-
moting and reinforcing this strategy is transfer of training. An
analysis of the textbook used by the learners revealed that out
of 24 example sentences introducing the passive voice, 22
(91.7%) were direct passive sentences where the agent was
marked by “ni”. This overwhelming bias towards “ni” likely
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led learners to form a potent yet incomplete schema-“passive
sentence = ‘ni’ + ‘reru/rareru’”’-which in turn makes it difficult
for them to make flexible, context-appropriate choices be-
tween the active and passive voices.

4. Conclusions

This study, through a year-and-a-half-long longitudinal inves-
tigation of learners in a JFL environment at Chinese secondary
institutions, has elucidated the characteristics of comprehension
and processing in the acquisition of Japanese passive sentences.
The main findings can be summarized as follows.

First, it was confirmed that the primary difficulty in acqui-
sition lies in “error identification”-the task of locating un-
grammatical elements within a sentence. As Ellis notes, class-
room learners monitor their language using explicit
knowledge [15]. This study demonstrated that learners face
significant difficulty in "discovering" errors in passive sen-
tences even before attempting to “correct” them. This suggests
that for acquisition to progress to the "production" stage, it is
not sufficient to merely know the grammatical form; it is es-
sential for the connection between linguistic forms and their
meaning/function to be consciously noticed. For teaching
practice, this reaffirms the importance of instruction that pro-
motes noticing and deepens form-meaning mapping.

Second, the findings strongly suggest that learners employ
a strategy reliant on a “ni + passive form” chunk as a pro-
cessing unit. This strategy involves using the case particle “ni”
as a primary cue for passive sentences, which in turn causes
“overuse” of the passive in inappropriate contexts where “ni”
is present, and “omission” of the passive in contexts where it
is required but “ni” is absent. The formation of such a pro-
cessing unit aligns with Andersen's One-to-One Principle,
which describes learners’ cognitive tendency to initially map
one form to one function [14]. Furthermore, analysis of the
textbook used revealed a significant bias towards “ni” in ex-
ample sentences, suggesting that "transfer of training" likely
influenced the formation of this strategy. Consequently, for ef-
fective instruction, it is necessary not only to teach grammat-
ical forms but also to increase activities that promote noticing
and form-meaning mapping, and to provide practice in mak-
ing appropriate choices across diverse contexts. This will help
learners move beyond simplistic chunking strategies and build
more flexible and accurate language ability.

Third, it was confirmed that even within passive sentences,
the difficulty of acquisition and developmental trajectories
differ across constructs. While “Verb Conjugation” and “Indi-
rect Passive” were relatively easier to acquire, persistent dif-
ficulties were observed with “Agent Selection” and “Voice Se-
lection (Active/Passive)”. Additionally, “Possessor Passive”
exhibited a complex developmental pattern of “U-shaped de-
velopment”, indicating that this is a universal feature of inter-
language, not one limited to Chinese-speaking learners.

Future research should further develop the verification of
the “ni + passive form” strategy. For instance, employing
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online processing tasks using eye-tracking equipment to di-
rectly measure how learners visually attend to and process “ni’
in sentences, or utilizing a wider variety of task types to ex-
amine in detail how the usage and position of “ni” influence
processing. Secondly, verifying the effects of pedagogical in-
tervention is also crucial. Investigating how learners' pro-
cessing strategies and acquisition outcomes change through
instruction designed to consciously promote form-meaning
mapping and through improvements in teaching materials is
essential for translating the findings of this study into practical
applications.
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