
TechnicalAPCAA@collin.edu  
 

 

Understanding Active and Passive Verbs 

Active and Passive Verbs 

• Verbs can be either active or passive.  

o In active construction, the grammatical subject is the entity performing an action  

o In passive construction, the grammatical subject is the entity that is receiving the 

action (in active construction, this entity would be the object). 

• Here’s an easy way to differentiate between them: 

o In active verb construction, an actor performs an action. 

▪ Example: Joan walked her dog. 

o In passive verb construction, the action is performed to or by the actor. 

▪ Example: The dog was walked by Joan. 

Which is Better? 

Typically, professors prefer that you use active construction. This is because: 

• Active construction is usually easier to understand 

• Active construction helps eliminate wordy sentences and certain common 

grammatical errors 

• Active construction shows that you understand the processes and relationships 

you are describing 

• Active construction usually sounds better 

When Should I Use Passive Construction? 

Some professors prefer that you don’t use passive construction at all; however, there are 

some instances where passive construction might be preferable: 

• If the actor performing an action is unknown 

• If the focus of a passage is on an object, and using active construction would 

erroneously shift the focus away from that object 

• If using active construction would in any way be confusing or awkward 

Changing a Verb from Passive to Active 

In order to change a verb from passive to active: 

• First, identify the main action being performed 
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• Next, determine who or what is actually performing that action 

• Next, identify the true object, or, the entity which is receiving the action 

• Rearrange the sentence so that the actor appears first, the action appears second, 

and the object appears last 

• Finally, rearrange any clauses or phrases as needed 

Example: 

My vocabulary was improved by reading many books over the summer. 

• The current verb is “was improved”, which is in its passive form; we will have to 

change it into its simple tense, which is “improved” 

• Now we must identity the main actor; we have two options, depending on where 

we would like the focus of the sentence to be: 

o “Reading” is one option; in this construction, it is a gerund (a verb used 

as a noun) and so we can use it as the subject 

o “I” is another option, but it will shift the focus away from “reading” 

• Next, we must identify the object, or, the entity that is receiving the action. Here, 

that would be “vocabulary” since it is receiving the action of the verb, i.e. it is the 

thing being “improved” 

• Last, we must consider the phrase “over the summer”; since it modifies “reading”, 

the two should stay together 

• Here are our two results: 

o Reading many books over the summer improved my vocabulary. 

o I improved my vocabulary by reading many books over the summer. 

 


