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Students said we use the 
passive when…..

• …the doer of the action is not known, unimportant or 
obvious

• …we are more interested in what happens to someone 
than in who did the action

• …writing formal, academic texts



Pedagogic grammar

In coursebooks and pedagogic grammars we have a classic 
description which is very often abstract, hard to apply and 
frequently applied incorrectly.

• I ate the ice cream

• The ice cream was eaten by me



Coursebooks

20 upper-intermediate and intermediate coursebooks 
were surveyed

17 books used a text to highlight uses of the passive

All presented the rule “The doer of the action is unknown, 
unimportant (or obvious)”

14 texts mention the doer…….

….who must therefore be unimportant.



Coursebooks

All 20 coursebooks used the present simple to convey the 
rule  e.g.

• We use the passive to…

• Use the passive to…

• The passive is used to…



Coursebooks

• 8 coursebooks used the pronoun we

• e.g. we use the passive when….

• 3 coursebooks used you

• e.g. you use the passive when….

• 7 coursebooks used an imperative or no pronoun

• e.g. use the passive

• 1 coursebook used the passive

• e.g. the passive is used to…..



Pedagogic grammar

• Such broad classifications bring a sense of security; this is 
how it is, the picture is clear.

• When we give clear-cut generalizations to our learners, 
we are (of necessity) being economical with the truth.

Rob Batstone 2007



Descriptive grammar

• New course-books are still published with erroneous
observations based on half-digested knowledge, like “We
use the passive verb and a by-agent when the object of
the action is more important than the doer” This would
not be said by anyone who understood the relation of
word order to information structure, in terms of given
and new/theme and rheme, or anyone who understood
the relevance of end weight.

(Adapted from Halliday)



Coursebooks

• one intermediate and one upper-intermediate
coursebook used topic focus and the concept of given
and new in its description of the passive



Rationale for the lesson

• We have a clash between the classic pedagogic grammar, 
descriptive grammar and the texts and contexts used by 
coursebooks.

• We’ve got coursebooks giving rules that don’t strictly 
apply in the materials they’re using

• How can I bring the descriptive grammar to the 
classroom and make it work?

• How can I present the rules my learners want?



Procedure

Brainstorm with students why the passive is used



Introduce the text

POLICE MAKE WILD DISCOVERY IN AIRPORT LUGGAGE



Procedure

• Engage students in the topic

• Process the text for meaning

• Discuss the text

• Identify the writer and discuss what they needed to do in 
order to write the text



The text

A 50-year-old from the West of England has been arrested at
Heathrow Airport for bringing bones from a range of protected
animals into the country in his luggage. After being questioned
by police and customs officials, the man’s shop in Bristol was
searched and various illegal items were found and destroyed.
These included the skeleton of a dolphin, the skull of an ape,
tiger skins and a bottle of spirits with a dead snake in it. The
suspect claimed that he had bought the illegal objects as a
hobby and though he kept them in his shop, he stated that
they had nothing to do with his business and were not for sale.

The suspect, who cannot be named until the investigation is
complete, entered a not guilty plea at County Court in Bristol
but was remanded in custody until a trial date can be set.



Procedure

Split the class into 4 groups

• 1 group is the suspect

• 1 group is the police

• 1 group of journalists preparing to interview the police

• 1 group of journalists preparing to interview the suspect



Follow up

• Revisit the text for language work

• Identify uses of the passive

• Ask why the writer is using it



The text

A 50-year-old from the West of England has been arrested at
Heathrow Airport for bringing bones from a range of protected
animals into the country in his luggage. After being questioned
by police and customs officials, the man’s shop in Bristol was
searched and various illegal items were found and destroyed.
These included the skeleton of a dolphin, the skull of an ape,
tiger skins and a bottle of spirits with a dead snake in it. The
suspect claimed that he had bought the illegal objects as a
hobby and though he kept them in his shop, he stated that
they had nothing to do with his business and were not for sale.

The suspect, who cannot be named until the investigation is
complete, entered a not guilty plea at County Court in Bristol
but was remanded in custody until a trial date can be set.



Student responses

“He wants to focus on the man”

“Because I’m reading about the man so it’s the man, the 
man, the man”

“Can we write about the police?”



No

• Because they’re not known, unimportant or obvious



My proposal

When describing language use in the classroom

• Stop using the present simple

• Stop using the pronoun we

Used together, they suggest that the rules apply to all users 
at all times, which is clearly not the case



The writer



The speaker



My proposal

The writer is using the passive because……

The speaker is using the passive because…

The writer is interested in…..

The speaker is interested in…



My proposal

If the grammar is all about speaker/writer choice then the 
questions coursebooks and teachers use to clarify meaning 
need to reflect this

Is the writer interested in………?

Is the speaker interested in……?



Examples from other lessons

Does the writer regret what he did?

Is the writer giving us the background to the story?

Has the speaker arranged to meet them already?



What did I find?

• An opportunity for noticing. When my students look at 
texts, I want them to be able to ask themselves

• What is the writer doing? 

• Why are they using that tense/that word/that 
expression?

• What is their main focus?



What now?

• I was very happy that the students noticed what the 
writer was doing

• This has given them tools to notice and hypothesise 
about language used rather than language use both in 
and outside the classroom

• I wanted them to notice or come up with theme and 
rheme to a greater extent– this is where I want to go 
next

• Any ideas?
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