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Common grammar and usage problems: 
Using the passive voice 

 

Sources 
 Strunk, William, and E. B. White. The Elements of Style. 3rd ed. NY: Macmillan, 1979. Print. 

 Swales, John M., and Christine B. Feak. Academic Writing for Graduate Students: Essential 

Tasks and Skills. Ann Arbor, MI: U of Michigan, 2012. Print. 

Passive vs. active voice – what’s the difference? 
In active voice, the subject of the sentence performs the action of the verb: 

The child kicks the ball. 

(subject of the sentence 

and the one performing the 

action – in this case, 

kicking) 

(verb) (receives the action of the verb) 

In passive voice, the subject of the sentence receives the action of the verb: 

The ball is kicked by the child. 

(subject of the sentence, 

but also the recipient of the 

action; the ball is not doing 

the kicking – the child is) 

(verb) (performs the action of the verb, but is not 

the subject of the sentence) 

What’s wrong with the passive voice? 
The active voice is usually more direct and vigorous than the passive: 

I shall always remember my first visit to Boston. 

This is much better than  

My first visit to Boston will always be remembered by me.  

The latter sentence is less direct, less bold, and less concise. If the writer tries to make it more 

concise by omitting "by me,"  

My first visit to Boston will always be remembered, 

it becomes indefinite: is it the writer or some undisclosed person or the world at large that will 

always remember this visit? (Strunk & White 18) 

In the following examples, re-writing the passive-voiced sentence in the active voice not only makes the 

sentences more elegant, it also makes them more concise.  
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Passive Active 

There were a great number of dead leaves lying 

on the ground. 

Dead leaves covered the ground. 

The reason that he left college was that his 

health became impaired. 

Failing health compelled him to leave college. 

It was not long before he was very sorry that he 

had said what he said. 

He soon repented his words.  

  

When is passive voice OK?  
Even though the active voice is more direct, the passive voice is frequently the best way to say certain 

things in academic writing. Look at the following examples:  

The dramatists of the Restoration are little esteemed today. 

Modern readers have little esteem for the dramatists of the Restoration.  

The first would be the preferred form in a paragraph on the dramatists of the Restoration, the second in a 

paragraph on the tastes of modern readers. The need to make a particular word the subject of the 

sentence will often, as in these examples, determine which voice is to be used (Strunk & White 18). 

In addition, academic writers often use the passive voice in process descriptions; if you are describing a 

procedure or process, you can and probably even should use passive voice in many cases. 

For example:  

The three virus strains are then combined to create the vaccine (passive voice) 

is preferable to: 

The technicians then combine the three virus strains to create the vaccine (active voice) 

if the focus of the discussion is on the process (how the vaccine is made) rather than on the people 

performing the process (the technician). This use of the passive voice to focus on a process is common 

in academic writing. 

On the other hand, by + a human agent is rather uncommon in formal academic writing, except when 

describing the history of the field, as in: 

The theory of transformational grammar was first developed by Noam Chomsky.  

Furthermore, in many fields writers typically avoid addressing the reader as “you” (except, of course, if 

they are writing a textbook or other instructional materials). Note that this means you may need to use 

passive voice: 

You can see the results in Table 1 (active)  

The results can be seen in Table 1 (passive)                                      (Swales & Feak 23; 119-122) 

Conclusion 
Consider using both active and passive voice. Both active and passive voices are used in academic 

writing; the key is to choose the right voice for the right purpose. Although grammar checkers may 

caution against using passive voice, it is commonly used in academic writing (Swales & Feak 25).  

 
Note: Although every effort is made to acknowledge sources, this handout (for purposes of clarity) combines original and 

quoted material in non-standard ways. Do not use this handout as a model for MLA or other citation formats. 
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