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Aims
a) Misleading transformation activities

b) complexities of teaching (and learning) the passive

c) Teaching suggestions



Form

Subject + auxiliary be + past participle of the verb 
(by-phrase)

IELTS Advantage Writing Skills (2011)



a. Simple present: I am invited to the party.

b. Present progressive: I am being invited to the party.

c. Present perfect: I have been invited to the party.

d. Present perfect progressive: I have been being invited to 
the party.

Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999)



Meaning and Use

0 Agent is redundant or easy to supply:

Pineapples are grown in Hawaii.

0 Agent is unknown:

The bank was robbed yesterday.



0 Agent should be hidden:

An error was made in the budget.

0 To provide objectivity i.e.  scientific voice.

Up to 90% of the energy in light bulbs is wasted in the 
form of heat

Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999)



The passive as a transformed 
version of the active voice



Beavers build dams. (a true generalization)

Dams are built by beavers.

Many Brazilians did not 

support  Bolsonaro (true)

Bolsonaro was not supported by many Brazilians 



a. Someone stole my bicycle

b. My bicycle was stolen by someone



Cutting Edge Intermediate 3rd  Edition (2016)

My computer has been stolen by someone



a. Someone shot the sheriff.

b. The sheriff was shot.

a. Someone killed the sheriff.

b. The sheriff was killed.

Huddleston (1984)



Over 30 demonstrators were arrested

A number of buildings have been damaged (by storms? by a tsunami?)

Thousands of trees are destroyed every year (by bark beetles?)
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More problems

“Verbs are choosy”

Pinker, S. (2013)



John fell.
*John fell the floor.

John ate.
John ate the pizza.

John dined.
*John dined the pizza.

John put something somewhere
*John put something.
*John put somewhere.
*John put.

Pinker, S. (2013)



VERBS

Transitive Intransitive

Active: John ate the pizza

Passive: The pizza was eaten by John

John dined



VERBS

Transitive Intransitive

Unergative Ergative/Unaccusative

John smiled.
John ran really fast

The water froze
The leaves fell.
An accident happened.



a. “The ball rolled down the slope” (moved by wind or a 
person)

b. “The molecules fold in a way to protect the site”

Animacy

Hinkel (2002)



Pae, H.K. et al. (2013)



Japanese:

0 The car needs gas

(grammatical because the car has higher animacy value than 
gas

0 This article discusses the government

(would not be seen as correct)

0 The government is discussed in/by this article

Hinkel, E. (2002)
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Teaching suggestions

“Textbook exercises and activities should be inspected 
carefully to see which dimension of language is being 

addressed. Just because a student is having trouble with 
the present perfect in English does not mean that any 

exercise labelled ‘present perfect’ will do”.

Larsen-Freeman, D. (2003)



English File. 3rd ed (2015)



Controlled practice



* She was passed away.
The competition will heat up.

Ergative 
verbs

change

evolve

freeze

fallfaint

sink

break

Articles/studies

Hinkel, E. (2002)Pae, H. K. et al. (2013)









Turkish speaker

Chinese speaker



French speaker



Japanese speaker



Revision – Japanese speaker





Freer practice:

Trading unusual objects



Biber, D. et al (1999)



https://forums.digitalspy.com/discussion/1376231/man-eaten-alive-by-fox



headlines

https://breakyourownnews.com/

https://www.fodey.com/generators/newspaper/snippet.asp

+ BBC news start up theme (YouTube)



Narrative tenses

www.teachingenglish.org.uk



linguahouse.com



Conclusions

“Mistakes were made”

President Reagan (1986)
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