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Passive Voice 
 
Frequently, professors leave comments on student papers saying to “remove passive voice.” However, 
most students don’t know what this means or how to find it in their writing. Consider this your simple 
guide to recognizing passive voice, understanding how it’s used in writing, and learning how to fix it in 
your essays. 
 
What is the passive voice? 
 
Take a look at this sentence: 
 

The chicken scared my dog. 
 
In this sentence, the subject (chicken) is doing the action (scared) to the object (dog). This sentence is 
written in active voice. 
 
When writers use the passive voice, that simply means that what would normally be the object of an 
action (which means it receives the action) in a sentence is now acting as the subject of the sentence.  
 
For example: 
 

My dog was scared by the chicken. 
 
In this sentence, the dog is not doing the scaring, but it is receiving the scare from something else (the 
chicken). The animal who is receiving the action is now the subject of the sentence, and the animal who 
is acting the action is the object of a prepositional phrase.  
 

My dog was scared. 
 

This is still passive voice. As the reader, you don’t know who or what scared the dog in this sentence. It 
may not be important. What is important is recognizing that the dog is the subject of the sentence, but 
it is not doing the action in the sentence—it is receiving it. 

 
In an academic sense, a passive voice sentence may look more like this: 
 

The research was performed quickly and accurately. 
 

In this quote, evidence was shown to be vital. 
 

15mL of water were poured into the beaker. 
 

In each of these quotes, we don’t know who performed the research, who showed us that the evidence 
is vital, or who poured the water into the beaker. 
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Note that some assignments, like lab reports or scientific writing, prefer or even require passive voice. 
Always read your assignment instructions carefully and ask your professor if you have questions. 
 
How do you form the passive voice? 
 
People often think of passive voice as anything that uses some form of the “to be” verb. However, this 
isn’t quite the case. This is how you make the passive voice: 
 

to be conjugation + past participle = passive voice 
 
 
So, depending on the subject of the sentence and the tense, you will use one of the forms of to be (am, 
is, are, was, were, has been, have been, had been, will be, will have been, being) to construct the first 
part of passive voice. You will use a past participle to construct the second part of passive voice. A past 
participle is the past tense form of a verb, typically ending in -ed. Keep in mind there are irregular verb 
forms that do not follow this ending pattern. 
 
Examples 
 
Passive: I am pushed constantly. 
Active: My job pushes me constantly. 
 
Passive: She was paid on Tuesday. 
Active: John paid her on Tuesday. 
 
Passive: My cat has been scared by my dog. 
Active: My dog has scared my cat. 
 
Passive: My package is being delivered right now! 
Active: The Amazon driver is delivering my package right now! 
 
Don’t confuse passive voice with different forms of the past tense, either. 
 
Passive: We were shoved by the wind. 
Active: We were walking when the wind shoved us. 
 
Just because I used the to be form “were” in both sentences, that doesn’t make both sentences 
automatically passive.  
 
The first sentence is passive because the subject (We) is not doing the action of shoving; it is happening 
to the subject. However, in the second sentence, were walking is the past continuous verb form, not the 
passive verb form. It is clear who did the action of walking—the subject, “We.” 
 
 
 
 


