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It is a small step from sentence [iib], “A tie was bought by me”, to the one presented in the 2012 version 
of the New Crown textbook, “The car is washed by Tom”. “The car”, perhaps more than “A tie”, establishes 
the subject as old information, but we do not have the preceding context to know which car is being referred 
to. “Tom” is presented as new information in the internalized complement which seems to suggest that we 
need to contrast Tom with someone else or some other people who may have been expressed in the preceding 
discourse or are known to us already, but it is hard to think of a situation in which Tom would need to be so 
singled out. “Me” in sentence [iib], can at least be inferred as “the speaker”. Further, the use of “is washed” 
in the present tense, seems to imply that we are describing a regular, possibly habitual, action and, again, it 
is difficult to conjure up a scenario in which Tom regularly washes the car and for him to be identified spe-
cifically as the car-washer. Finally, there seems to be no need to place the short NP, “Tom”, out of the way at 
the end of the sentence where it will not hinder processing of other, more important, information.

For students to be able to understand how and why the passive voice is used, they need to be told about the 
information packaging explanation and perhaps, more importantly, they need to see how the choice between 
active and passive voice works in practice, possibly by using more extended discourse where an example can 
be seen in context. In addition, when teaching the passive voice and designing materials, it would be useful 
to start with some solid facts, or at least some apparent tendencies in the way the passive voice is actually 
used, rather than relying on examples which have been dreamt up by the textbook writer.

The corpus-based investigation
One way of investigating how the passive is actually used is to look at a language corpus. The information 

presented below was gleaned from the British National Corpus (BNC) and therefore represents how the pas-
sive voice is used in British English. Much of what is said here merely corroborates the description given by 
Biber, Conrad and Leech (2002), but an attempt has been made to go into greater detail on some aspects of 
passive voice use and to highlight its use in spoken language.

The BNC was originally created by Oxford University Press and contains 100 million words of text taken 
from a wide range of genres including spoken, fiction, magazines, newspapers and academic English. As the 
passive is known to be particularly prominent in academic writing and as this study focuses on finding infor-
mation about the use of the passive in spoken language that might be useful to students studying English as 
a foreign language, I decided to focus attention on the two genres, ‘Academic’ and ‘Spoken’. The Academic 
genre sub-corpus contains 15,331,668 words. The Spoken sub-corpus contains 9,963,663 words.

Some general tendencies
The passive voice is roughly 4 times more common in the Academic genre than in the Spoken genre and 

is used predominantly in one of 3 tenses (simple present, simple past, present perfect) or in the infinitive form 
regardless of genre. In the Academic genre, approximately 95% of cases of use of the passive voice are either 
in the simple present tense, simple past tense, present perfect tense or are in the infinitive. In the Spoken 
genre, 92% of cases of use of the passive voice are either in the same three tenses or are in the infinitive. Put 
another way, use of the passive voice in the present continuous, past continuous, past perfect, future and fu-
ture perfect tenses in both genres is relatively rare. (Other tenses were excluded from the investigation and 
are even rarer in the passive voice).
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The proportions represented by the 8 tenses investigated and the infinitive are broadly similar across both 
genres (see Figure 1). However, two differences are apparent:

1.　 The passive voice is used more often in the infinitive in the Academic genre than in the Spoken genre. 
One suspects that extensive use of hedging in academic writing through modal auxiliary verbs ac-
counts for part of this difference.

2.　 The passive voice is used proportionately more in the present perfect in the Spoken genre than in the 
Academic genre. This is interesting because, for the active voice, the present perfect is more common 
in the Academic genre than in the Spoken genre. At a rough estimate, there are three cases of present 
perfect (active voice) use in the Academic genre to every 2 in the Spoken genre. The disproportion-
ately high use of the passive voice in the present perfect in spoken language is therefore worthy of 
note.

Top passive verbs
Figure 2 shows the 12 most common verbs to appear in the passive voice in the Academic and Spoken 

genres and gives an estimate of how many occurrences there are per million (pm) words in each sub-corpus.

In the Academic genre, these top 12 passive verbs account for approximately 20% of all occurrences of the 
passive and in the Spoken genre these 12 verbs account for approximately 23.4% of all occurrences of the 
passive. By contrast, the 12 next most common verbs to appear in the passive in the Academic genre cover 
only approximately 2.9% of all occurrences of the passive and the 12 next most common verbs to appear in 
the passive in the Spoken genre cover only approximately 4.5% of all occurrences of the passive. In other 
words, these top 12 verbs are in a super league of their own when it comes to passive use.

Differences between the two genres are clear. The verbs “consider” and “know” are very common in the 
passive in the Academic genre, but much less common in the Spoken genre. However, the verbs “see”, 
“show”, “say”, “require”, and “base” are not far outside the top 12 most common passive verbs in the Spoken 
genre. Conversely, the verbs “call”, “tell”, “bother” and, to a certain degree, “allow”, are very common in the 
passive in the Spoken genre, but much less common in the Academic genre. However, the verbs “put”, 
“born” and “ask” rank just below the 12 most frequent passive verbs in the Academic genre.

Of course, most of these verbs are also very common in the active voice so their appearance in the top 12 
list is not so surprising, but from a second language learner’s perspective it is perhaps important to know 
which verbs one is most likely to encounter in the passive voice and from a materials writer’s perspective it 

Figure 1. Proportions in which the passive voice appears by tense and infinitive.
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may be important to be aware which verbs are most common in the passive. (For information on which verbs 
typically occur in the passive rather than the active voice, please refer to Biber et al. (2002) p. 170).

While it is true that the passive is used predominantly in 3 tenses and as the infinitive, a closer look at in-
dividual verbs reveals that there is considerable variation between verbs in terms of which tense a verb tends 
to appear in. In the Academic genre, typically, these verbs appear most often in the infinitive form in the 
passive and some such as “see”, “take”, “consider” and “say” occur in this form as much as 45-50% of the 
time. However, the verbs “give”, “show”, “require”, “base”, and “know” appear more often in the present 
tense than in the infinitive and overwhelmingly they appear in the third person. This tendency is particularly 
pronounced for the latter three verbs. Thus, forms such as “is required”, “is based” and “is known” are the 
ones most likely to be encountered in the Academic genre. The verbs “show”, “require”, “base” and “know” 
seem to be used in the infinitive much less than other verbs.

The variation in tense and infinitive use amongst passive verbs in the Spoken genre is quite different. 
Typically, these verbs appear most often in the simple past or the present tense rather than the infinitive. The 
verbs “give”, “put”, “tell”, “born”, “ask”, and “find” all appear mainly in the simple past tense whereas the 
verbs “call” and “allow” appear most frequently in the simple present tense. Only the verbs “take”, “use”, and 
“bother” appear most frequently in the infinitive. “Make” appears equally in simple past, present tense or 
infinitive forms. For the verbs “tell”, “born”, “ask”, and “find”, the forms “was/were + [past participle]” are 
particularly common and for the verbs “call” and “allow”, the forms “is/’s called” and “are/’re allowed” are 

Figure 2. Top passive verbs in the Academic and Spoken genres of the BNC.

Academic Spoken

Rank Verb pm* Verb pm

1 make 462 make 130

2 use 441 call 118

3 see 295 give 80

4 give 274 take 79

5 find 268 put 77

6 take 216 use 74

7 consider 175 allow 74

8 show 154 tell 72

9 say 149 born 47

10 require 142 bother 42

11 base 132 ask 38

12 know 118 find 26

Note: verbs that appear in both lists are in bold and are underlined.
* pm indicates tokens per million words in the corpus based on occurrences in affirmative and 
negative sentences only and without intervening words in the passive construction such as adverbs.
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particularly frequent. Thus, while the general observations are true that the passive is more common in the 
Academic than the Spoken genre and that the passive occurs more frequently in the infinitive form in the 
Academic genre than in the Spoken genre, a closer look confirms that there seems to be a tendency for many 
of the most common passive verbs to occur most frequently in the simple past or present tenses in the Spoken 
genre.

In addition, it should be noted that the verbs “make”, “give”, “put”, “tell”, and “ask” appear in the present 
perfect at least 15% of the time as passives in the Spoken genre which may account for the disproportion-
ately frequent use of present perfect in the Spoken genre described above under general observations. Thus, 
the forms “has/have been + [past participle]” are relatively common, particularly for these five verbs.

Affirmative/negative
Another aspect of passive voice use is how often verbs are used in the affirmative and how often in the 

negative. An investigation of the top 12 passive verbs in the Academic genre revealed that all 12 verbs are 
used predominantly in the affirmative (most over 95% of the time). However, while the same is true for the 
Spoken genre, there are two notable exceptions (see Figure 3). The verb “allow” is used in the negative 42% 
of the time in the passive, and the verb “bother” is used 57% of the time in the negative in the passive. The 
present tense forms “~’re not allowed” and “I’m not bothered”, the past tense form “weren’t allowed”, and 
the infinitive form “~n’t be bothered” were extremely common. As noted by Biber et al. (2002), the fixed 
expression “can’t be bothered” is the most common in this category, but “couldn’t be bothered” is also com-
mon.

The long and the short passive

When a passive verb is followed with “by” the structure is referred to as the long passive and when the 
passive verb is not followed with “by” it is referred to as the short passive. Figure 4 shows the top long pas-
sive verbs in both the Academic and the Spoken genres.

Figure 3. Affirmative and negative use of the top 12 passive verbs in the Spoken genre sub-corpus.
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As noted by Biber et al. (2002: 169), the long passive is much less common than the short passive in both 
genres. Rough estimates based on the verbs that commonly appear in both the short and the long passive re-
veals that the short passive is perhaps 14 times more common than the long passive in the Academic genre 
and 20 times more common in the Spoken genre. However, generally speaking, verbs that are common in the 
short passive construction are not necessarily common as long passives. Only the verbs “make”, “use” and 
“give” appear in both the top 12 short and long passive verb lists in the Academic genre. And only the verbs 
“make”, “give”, “take” and “tell” appear on both lists in the Spoken genre. Conversely, most of the verbs that 
appear in the long passive do not appear among the top 12 short passive verbs. This may not be surprising 
given that the ‘by’ clause introduces the agent and so the preceding verb needs to show some kind of causal 
link between the agent and the subject. However, this apparently obvious difference between the most com-
mon short and long passive verbs is not something often remarked upon.

As shown in Figure 5, tense use for the long passive is broadly similar across the two genres. However, a 
few points are worthy of note:

1.　�Figure 1 represented tense use for short and long passives combined. It is therefore noteworthy that for 
the long passive present tense is the tense most commonly used among the 12 most frequent long pas-
sive verbs and is more common than the infinitive form. This is particularly true for the Academic 
genre. Thus, the following long passive forms are extremely common in the Academic genre: “is 
provided by”, “is given by”, “is determined by”, “is supported by”, and “is followed by”, all singular 
third person present tense forms. For other top verbs, however, the infinitive form is still more com-

Figure 4. Top long passive verbs in the Academic and Spoken genres of the BNC.

Academic Spoken

Rank Verb pm* Verb pm

1 make 30.5 make 7.0

2 provide 30.3 affect 4.2

3 determine 29.5 cover 4.2

4 give 26.6 tell 4.1

5 replace 25.8 cause 3.8

6 follow 23.5 own 3.6

7 achieve 21.3 take 3.5

8 accompany 20.7 support 3.3

9 cause 19.8 move 3.0

10 use 19.5 provide 2.8

11 support 19.4 give 2.7

12 affect 18.8 run 2.6

Note: verbs that appear in both lists are in bold and are underlined.
* pm indicates tokens per million words in the corpus based on occurrences in affirmative sen-
tences only and without intervening words such as adverbs.
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mon than the present tense form so that “be explained by”, “be achieved by”, “be replaced by”, “be 
made by”, “be used by”, and “be affected by” are all high frequency expressions in the Academic 
genre. In the Spoken genre, the most common present tense forms are: “is/’s covered by”, “is/’s sup-
ported by”, “is/’s owned by”, “are/’re surrounded by”, “are/’re owned by”, “are/’re made by”, “are/’re 
caused by” and, outside the top 12, “is/’s meant by”. The commonest infinitive forms are: “be affected 
by”, “be taken by”, and “be made by”. Two past tense forms are relatively common: “was made by” 
and “was told by”.

2.　�It also appears that the long passive is used in the present perfect tense more in the Spoken genre than 
in the Academic genre, mirroring exactly the proportions in Figure 1 for short and long passives com-
bined. The following present perfect forms were relatively common in the Spoken genre: “has/have 
been made by” and “’ve been told by”.

What follows ‘by’ in the long passive?

Typically, a noun phrase designating the agent will follow “by” in a long passive, but it is useful to know 
what type of noun phrase is most common.

In the Academic genre, the word immediately following “by” is either an article (Art) or a noun in 63% of 
cases (see Figure 6). The word immediately following “by” is a personal pronoun (Pron) in only 1% of cases 
and a proper noun in only 7% of cases. The majority of noun phrases following “by” that begin with an arti-
cle in fact begin with “the”.

In the Spoken genre, the word immediately following “by” is either an article (Art) or a noun in 59% of 
cases. The word immediately following “by” is a personal pronoun (Pron) in only 4% of cases. As with the 
Academic genre, the majority of noun phrases following “by” that begin with an article in fact begin with 
“the” and often the noun phrase represents a somewhat amorphous authority like “the police” or “the govern-
ment”, or an amorphous social group such as “the public” or “the poor”, or is completed with an abstract 
noun like “fact” often as part of the phrase “struck by the fact”.

This information helps to explain why “me” in “The tie was bought by me” may sound unnatural. Using a 
personal pronoun immediately after “by” is, it seems, relatively rare. The relative unlikelihood of the word 
following “by” being a proper noun also partially explains why “Tom” sounds strange in “The car is washed 
by Tom”. Personal pronouns and proper nouns are, by definition, deictic and for them to be presented as new 
information at the end of the sentence when they presumably refer to something known (“old”) makes this 

Figure 5. Proportions in which the long passive appears by tense and infinitive.
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use feel unnatural.

Problems with analysis
A word should be said about some problems with this analysis. Firstly, the verb “born” always appears in 

the passive so there is no sense of a contrast between its active and passive uses. Secondly, more signifi-
cantly, the appearance of “bother” in the top 12 passive verbs raises the question of whether to analyze this, 
and other examples, as a verb in the passive or as a predicative adjective (see Biber et al (2002) p.171). 
Thirdly, it can also be difficult to distinguish between use of the passive in a relative clause such as “…a 
story which was written by a nine-year-old girl” and the use of a past participle clause such as “…a story 
written by a nine-year-old girl”. One might argue that the latter is simply a contracted form of the former.

In addition, it should be noted that the get-passive (Biber et al, 2002: 171-172) is not included in this in-
vestigation. Moreover, the current investigation was not sophisticated enough to include passive construc-
tions that contained intervening words such as adverbs. It only included clear, uncomplicated passive expres-
sions, although contracted forms of auxiliary verbs (be and have) were included in searches within the Spo-
ken sub-corpus.

Teaching the passive voice
The focus in teaching the passive voice should be on helping students to understand when a passive sen-

tence/clause is a better choice than the corresponding active sentence/clause. As a broad rule of thumb, it can 
be useful to point out that the short passive gives the speaker the option of not stating the agent when the 
agent is unimportant, unknown, or easy to guess. In reporting research, for example, the short passive allows 
the writer-researcher to make the object of study the subject of the sentence, thereby giving this topic status, 
when the “real” subject is the researcher him or herself. Sometimes this is regarded as a deception and a way 
of imbuing the writing with objectivity, but it can also be a device for keeping the focus on what is being 
studied as opposed to who is doing the studying.

These initial guidelines may be useful, but they only go so far in helping students to understand when to 
use the passive. Several techniques might be suggested for pushing their understanding further.

i). Compare and contrast
By making students choose between an active and a passive form, they can compare and contrast the effect 

their choice has on the discourse. Swan and Walter (2003) provide the following exercise (excerpted). Stu-
dents choose either “A” or “B” as the best way to continue the discourse:

Figure 6. Parts of speech (POS) immediately following “by” in the long passive in the Academic and Spoken genres.
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Circle the best way to continue.
1.　This ice cream has a very unusual taste.
  　 A. I think someone makes it with coconut milk. B. I think it’s made with coconut 

milk.
2.　Rice is important in Cajun cooking.
  　A. People serve it with every meal. B. It is served with every meal.
3.　Barry is very good to his parents.
  　 A. He visits them two or three times a week. B. They are visited by him two or 

three times a week.

Items 1 and 2 straightforwardly show how the sentence containing a short passive (choice B) allows the 
speaker/writer to continue focusing on the topic of the first sentence (“ice cream” and “rice” respectively) 
when stating an agent (e.g. “someone” and “people”) is deemed to be distracting and unnecessary. Item 3 
shows how it is the active sentence (A) that allows a focus on the topic (“Barry”) to be maintained, rather than 
the choice containing a passive. Conversely, Item 3 also shows to some extent why using a personal pronoun 
(“him”) in the long passive (after “by”) leads to a strange disjuncture between the two sentences.

ii). Noticing in context (particularly news and scientific texts)

Police make wild discovery in airport luggage
A 50-year-old shopkeeper has been arrested at a UK airport for attempting to bring body 

parts, bones and eggs from a range of protected species into the country in his luggage. After 
being stopped and questioned by airport police and customs officials, a shop belonging to the 
man was searched and various illegal items were seized and taken away for testing. …

Both Norrington-Davies (2016) and Conrad and Biber (2009) provide written exercises in which passives 
are presented as part of a news article or a scientific report, two genres in which the passive is common, and 
students are asked to underline the passive forms after they have read through for understanding. Part of a 
text used by Norrington-Davies (2016: 96) can be seen above. After the students have underlined the passive 
forms, they then go on to formulate their own reasons for the use of the passive and are encouraged to con-
sider the role of the journalist and why the suspect is made the focus of the article (as opposed to, say, the 
police or customs officials). Use of the passive in the first sentence, for example, allows the journalist to 
foreground the shop-keeper and to avoid mentioning the agent.

iii). High frequency passive verbs
A third technique is to focus on high-frequency exponents of the passive voice and to present these as 

typical examples of the ways in which the passive is used. Drawing on the investigation carried out above, 
several recommendations can be made. Of course, a teacher or materials writer may want to present informa-
tion about passive verbs in both the Academic and Spoken genres, but for the purposes of illustration the 
following are recommendations about high-frequency passives from the Spoken genre that will be useful for 
learners who wish to develop their oral communication skills.

As was noted above, the forms “was/were + made/told/born/asked/found”, “is/’s + made/called”, “’re + 
allowed/made” and “be + made/taken/used/bothered” are among the most frequent in the Spoken genre. It 
therefore makes sense to use these verbs in these forms when initially presenting examples of the passive to 
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learners. The examples below are not only based on the high frequency passives identified above but also on 
the most frequent collocations these passives enter in to. This is achieved via the “Keyword in Context” 
(KWIC) function in the BNC search interface provided by Brigham Young University. The passive and col-
locating word are highlighted.

•　 Some of the machines were still in use about fifty years after they were made. (Often appears at the 
end of a sentence).

•　When the alarm went off we were told to hide under our desks.
•　I was born in Nagoya, but now I live in Saitama.
•　Ayumi was so good on the violin that she was asked to perform in the end-of-term show.
•　�Mr Schofield was arrested on Tuesday after walking into a police station in London. As a result of 

what he told the police, his wife’s body was found in their home.
•　This house is rather unusual. It is made of recycled plastic bottles.
•　�And now as we pass under the bridge you can see one of the oldest buildings in London. It’s called the 

Tower of London.
•　I think people should have special training before they’re allowed to drive on a busy highway.
•　I don’t think any animal should be made to do those sorts of tricks.
•　They don’t believe their complaint will be taken seriously or that any action will be taken.
•　The building was too old and dangerous to be used as a public library any more.
•　I was going to go to choir practice this evening, but now I can’t be bothered.

Similarly for the long passive, the most common forms in the Spoken genre are: “is/’s covered by”, “is/’s 
supported by”, “is/’s owned by”, “are/’re surrounded by”, “are/’re owned by”, “are/’re made by”, “are/’re 
caused by”, “is/’s meant by”, “be affected by”, “be taken by”, “be made by”, “was made by”, “was told by”, 
“has/have been made by” and “’ve been told by”. The following are examples that incorporate these forms 
and which also take into account common collocations.

•　I wasn’t sure, but the woman at the rent-a-car place said it’s covered by the policy.
•　 The African Union has announced a plan to provide every child with a free lap-top. The plan is sup-

ported by the United Nations and other organizations.
•　Gainsay won by five lengths. The four-year-old is owned by the pop star, Errol Brown.
•　In the Sudan cities are surrounded by huge camps filled with victims of a five year long civil war.
•　 Most pubs in the country are owned by six big companies. And those that aren’t face an uncertain fu-

ture.
•　 We hardly get to decide anything anymore. Most of the important decisions are made by our bosses in 

Hong Kong.
•　 Many of the problems facing children and their families are caused by poverty. Poor school attendance 

in many countries, for example, is often the result of families having too little money.
•　I don’t understand what is meant by the term “shelf life”.
•　The south of the country will be worst affected by the conflict.
•　�The Director-General said that any action should be taken by the United Nations, not by individual 

countries.
•　Wall insulation is important, but a further saving can be made by using solar panels on the roof.
•　�The documentary rightfully won first prize. It was made by people who obviously really understand 

the situation.
•　According to what I was told by the doctor, she needs to stay in hospital for several more weeks.
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•　�Following their shock defeat in the Champions League Final, it appears that an offer has been made 
by Real Madrid for the Liverpool striker Mo Salah.

•　I’ve been told by close friends that he doesn’t want to see Ricky ever again.

Perhaps if students were presented with these kinds of examples when they first encounter the passive, they 
might be able to see how there is often a principled choice involved in using a passive form in preference to 
an active form. With a little more context, they might be able to see how the passive allows the speaker/
writer to maintain a topic and to focus new information at the end of a sentence. Of course, some examples 
such as “can’t be bothered” are equally analyzable as predicative adjectives, but pointing out this problem 
may provide opportunities for languaging activities between students (Kowal and Swain, 1994) that make the 
meaning of the passive clearer.

Practical ideas
In order to practice using the passive, students can engage in a number of different quizzes. Geography, 

history, entertainment and general knowledge quizzes can provide practice in present tense or past tense 
forms of the passive or a mixture of the two, e.g. “Where is….made/grown?”, “Who was…written/com-
posed/directed by?”, etc. For practicing the present perfect passive, some students can be asked to leave the 
room and some objects can be moved to new positions. The returning students try to find the changes using 
“The board eraser has been moved to/put on the teacher’s desk”, etc. And the classic practice activity for the 
passive is to see how it is used in describing processes and procedures such as those in scientific experiments. 
(For other ideas, please see: onestopenglish).

Conclusion
In the 2016 version of New Crown English Series Book 2, the example sentence, “The car is washed by 

Tom”, is replaced by “The room was cleaned by Koji”. One may instinctively feel that this sentence is mar-
ginally better than the previous one, but it is still hard to come up with a situation in which this sentence 
would be used and we are still faced with the problem of a decontextualized single sentence that does nothing 
to explain the choice of the passive voice in preference to the active voice. The notes on page 108 give advice 
about the short passive drawing attention to the fact that it allows us to omit unimportant, unknown, or easy 
to guess agents, and they briefly allude to the importance of the passive as a cohesive device in extended 
discourse. This is an enormous improvement, but there is still a sense of leaving students in limbo unsure 
when and when not to use the passive voice.

Questions were posed in the introduction regarding the sentence “The car is washed by Tom”. The corpus-
based investigation carried out seems to offer some answers. One is that personal pronouns such as “Tom” 
rarely appear in the internalized complement position after “by”. It is far more likely that a noun phrase 
representing an amorphous entity beginning with the definite article slots into this position and that the entity 
is an authority body of some kind (the government, the police, etc) or a large social group (the public, the 
poor, etc). In addition, the results of the investigation partly explain why the verb “wash” may seem out of 
place as a passive. It just does not seem to be used much in a passive form. A small group of verbs appears to 
dominate the passive. Of course, “wash” and virtually any other verb can appear in the passive, but the fact 
is that they do so only rarely. Which brings me to my final point: a judgement about “The car is washed by 
Tom” ultimately rests on whether we should take into account that some things just are not done in a language 
despite the fact that they are possible, feasible, and appropriate, to use the four judgements Hymes estab-
lishes as central to a definition of communicative competence. I would argue very strongly that it is the 
English teacher’s responsibility to provide learners with accurate information about how the language is actu-
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ally used, not just random examples that explicate the form. The fact that it is very difficult to construe a 
situation in which this sentence can be used should alert us to the danger of presenting this as a typical exam-
ple of the passive.

It is hoped that the information included in this paper may help teachers to present more accurate informa-
tion to students about the passive and will encourage them to use a range of techniques to make the meaning 
of the passive clearer to their students.
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