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Okay, so when you hear the word “grammar,” perhaps you cringe.  You think: I’m no good at grammar—a statement that has its own grammatical issues.  Or you think:  What’s the point?  I can just use my Grammar Check on Microsoft Word.  As to this last point, let me just say that computer grammar checks are terribly flawed.  Grammar checks only catch about half of the grammar errors.  For fun then, run a grammar check on the following statements:  “The iceburg was hard to see.  Because it was dark.”  See.  Even as I write, Word fails to catch my fragment: because it was dark.  You can’t rely on computers to save you.  That’s one reason you must start to learn grammar rules for yourself.  
Another reason is that papers with grammar errors undermine the paper’s and the author’s (your) credibility.  Even if what you say is awesome, amazing, and insightful, grammar errors steal your thunder.  They distract from your content and mar your otherwise hard work.  Even if you aren’t a lazy student, poor grammar habits convey this image.  That is, papers with grammar errors tell an instructor, an editor, or a boss that you were too lazy to learn the rules for writing.  Good grammar habits, however, show that you are concerned about your work’s presentation, and that you have taken time to invest in good writing.  One goal of English 101 then is to change your attitude about grammar.  We want you to understand that it does matter.

Another goal of English 101 is that instructors try to encourage students to seek out solutions to their problems.  Now, let me say here that, even if you aren’t the greatest grammarian, it probably is only half your fault.  Schools often don’t address grammar issues beyond 9th grade, so if you don’t “get it” then, chances are your grammar problems were slipped over as teachers focused on other classroom goals.  However, you can’t solely blame the schools.  Even within the college classroom, instructors have to negotiate with several course goals so that, like in high school, grammar rules may be only one-hit wonders. That, however, doesn’t mean that your instructor doesn’t know the rules or that they don’t care about the rules.  They do.  When you receive feedback from an instructor and when problems are pointed out, the job for repairing them falls to you.  You must seek out the help you need.  
One place to start is with your instructor.  In addition to the English 101 classroom, your tuition dollars are also paying for their office hours where you can get one-on-one help.  Of course, your student dollars also support The Writing Center.  Get help from them as well.  Newsflash:  You don’t have to have a paper due to go to The Writing Center.  Ultimately, you can’t expect for your instructor nor The Writing Center to provide an easy quick-fix to grammar issues. They can, however, show you how to work towards becoming a stronger writer, and that is ultimately what English 101 is about.
Let’s assume now that you’re on your way to getting rid of those grammar problems—comma splices, fragments, misplaced commas, subject/verb agreement, and so on.  You might not have them all solved just yet, but you’re working on it. That’s an important step in your college education.  Another important step is reducing your usage of passive verbs.


Perhaps in high-school or perhaps even within this same English 101 course an instructor has told you:  You’re using too many passive verbs!  If no one has told you this, then it means you’re probably not using an overabundance of passive verbs, but I imagine you still frequently rely on them and thus you, too, can improve your writing by getting rid of passive verbs.  I haven’t met a writer yet who couldn’t benefit from eliminating a passive verb or two.  So then:  What the heck are passive verbs?  And why do your instructors care so much about them?

In my opinion, passive verbs are to writing what fast food is to eating:  quick, easy, and not necessarily that good for you.  Specifically, passive verbs “pass on” the action in the sentence.  That is, they are words that basically don’t do any work; moreover, they give the work to the other parts of the sentence and benefit from it.  If you’ve ever had an unsuccessful experience with group work—perhaps a member wasn’t pulling their weight—then think of passive verbs like that unenthusiastic group member who yet gets the same A or B for that “group” work.  Does this seem fair?  And is this the kind of person you want hanging around?  I didn’t think so.  Let’s get rid of them.  

First, you need to spot passive verbs in your work.  These are commonly verbs and verb phrases (don’t forget a verb can be more than one word) which use the form of the auxiliary verb “be”:  was, were, are, is, has, have, am, had been, will have been, and so on.

Second, you must “rework” your sentences in order to eliminate that passive voice. This step makes your voice active.  Active verbs do things. They run; they jump; they hide; they seek.  Step 2 remains the hardest step in verb revision because, as you will see, getting rid of those pesky passive verbs—those lazy group members who want to hang around and ride for free—is not an easy task.  While there are numerous ways to revise for passive verbs, I’m going to simply give you the two easiest and most common methods.  If you can master these, then you’re on your way to some pretty strong sentences.  These are the Easy Fix and the Switch.  Below I give example of these and demonstrate ways to correct them and thus make your sentences more efficient.

· The Easy Fix:  Here you basically condense the verb form to make the sentence active. Thus:

(Passive)  The boy was running down the hill.
(Revised Active)  The boy ran down the hill.

Notice how the boy’s action is now visible and how the revised active sentence suggests his “running” as happening now.  That’s active.

· The Switch:  Here, the passive verb normally “displaces” the action onto the direct object, which then receives the action.  (Don’t worry if you’re unsure about direct objects; for purposes here, you simply need to recognize them as the noun or noun phrase—you know what this is right?—which follows the verb.)  To correct this, you switch the Subject and Direct Object.  Thus:

(Passive)  The photograph was taken by Ansel Adams.

(Revised Active)  Ansel Adams took the photograph.

See how the two switch?  Pretty cool, eh?
You’re not quite done.  Once you’ve eliminated passive verbs, you should critique your verb choices and consider selecting a verb that is descriptive and active.  This will improve your writing even more.  I’ll use my first example to demonstrate this concept.


(Revised Active)  The boy ran down the street.


(Descriptive Active)  
The boy galloped down the street.  



The boy sashayed down the street.

Do you see?  Now that’s active!

Now the question is:  are my sentences “wrong” when I use passive?  Well, no.  Just preview my own writing here and you will see them in play.  But too many passive verbs reveal yourself as a lazy writer—just like that writer with those grammar problems.  You’re just going through the drive-thru and ordering up easy verbs. English 101 asks that you strengthen your writing.  Reducing passive verbs is a step in this direction.  You should save passive verbs for sentences that require emphasis. That is, only use them when you want to make a strong point. Otherwise, get rid of them. They’re sitting back on cruise control and not helping you one bit.
