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An Error Analysis in Passive Voice Sentences Made by EFL
Fourth Year Students at Almergib University

Rabea Mansur Milad
Abobaker Ali Brakhw

Abstract

In language learning, mistakes and errors have been
inevitably produced. Learners make errors in the process of
constructing a new system of the language they are acquiring. This
study aimed to an error analysis in passive voice sentences made by
English foreign language (EFL) fourth year students from English
language department at Almergib University in Alkhoms. A written
test was administered to a group of one hundred thirty three students
as a sample of this study and the students were selected randomly.
The descriptive analysis method was used in this study to describe
students’ errors. The results showed that there were 2092 error
passives sentences or 84.39% were made by the students. The
largest number of errors in misformation of passive made by the
students was in verb ‘to be’ which was about 47% followed by past
participle which was about 33% followed by verb tense which was
about 12% and then subject-verb agreement which was about 7%.
These errors serve as a useful guide for English teachers to design
an effective curriculum for teaching and learning of English as a
second language and improve understanding of causes of errors
made in passive sentence construction.

Keywords: Errors analysis; passive voice; EFL students.
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Introduction

Many educators and theorists in the field of error analysis
have focused on the importance of second and foreign language
learners' errors. John (1983) stated that the learner of English as a
second or a foreign language makes an error systematically, because
he has not learnt the correct form. The language learners cannot
correct their errors until they have additional knowledge on the
topic. Those errors occur in the course of the learners because they
have not acquired enough knowledge. Once they acquire additional
knowledge, they will be able to correct their errors and the learners
correct more conscious of language (James 1998). In addition,
James (1998) reported that errors analysis of a great important to
help learners so as to focus on teaching and learning process and to
improve the process of second language learning and develop more
information for developing the second language acquisition theory.
In addition, Muh (2016) mentioned that errors analysis aimed to
find the learners knowledge so as to cover the problems faced by
learners.

According to George (2010) passive is a verb in the active
voice when it expresses an action performed by its subjects and a
verb is in the passive voice when the action it expresses is
performed upon its subjects. Martin (2013) explains that English
language is very flexible, because it allows the learners to use the
language in different situation in two different order (the choices
between passive and active sentence) passive sentence may be
contrasted with the form they had before the movement of the
object. That form is termed the active form of the active sentence.
Thomson and Martinet (1986) mentioned that the passive of an
active tense is formed by putting the verb ‘to be’ into the same tense
as the active verb and adding the past participle of the active verb.
The passive voice is difficult to be learned because the learner finds
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difficulties in changing the active voice into passive voice in
sentences. Obviously, the passive voice is common in academic
writing, although some composition books advise against its use.
Students need to be taught judicious use of the passive voice-that
only transitive verbs can be used in the passive voice, that the by-
phrase is optional and rarely used in academic writing, and that
some passive constructions are idiomatic and must be learned
independently of general rules (Eli, 2004).The process of teaching
and learning especially in reading text, teachers should give
explanation about passive voice to the students repeatedly, and the
teachers also must give exercise about passive voice to the students,
in order to understand the materials. But, in fact most students
cannot identify passive sentence in the given text, they are still lack
of grammar understanding. A few number of EFL students can use
the passive in meaningful sentences. However, it is noticed that
though the language structure is presented to the students
repeatedly, they often have the problem in applying this rule when
they use English, therefore, they fail to recognize it and are unable
to make a distinction between passive and active voice. Hence, the
learners need to master grammar aspects, for instance; tenses, past
participle verbs, etc. Based on this problem the researchers
interested in describing and analyzing the type of errors made by
EFL fourth year students at Almergib University in using passive
voice, because passive voice is an important rule that many students
need to use it in their writing. Thus, need to examine students' errors
in using passive voice in order to find ways to improve themselves
in their study.

Method and procedures
The present study is quantitative in nature. The samples were
selected from population about one hundred ninthly EFL fourth year
- 433 -
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students at Almergib University in Alkhoms. The students were
selected randomly without any specific feature so that the results
can be as significant as possible. Random sampling process
provides students equal chance to be chosen and participate in the
study. The sample size was calculated according to a simplified
formula provided by Yamane (1967) with an error 5% and with a
confidence coefficient 95% as shown in Equation (1). A written test
was adapted from Sawanya (2009) and administered to a group of
one hundred thirty three students as a sample size (n) of this study.
The test consists of 20 questions. The participants were askd to
change the active sentence into the passive and they were provided
forty five minutes to answer. This study was conducted to the all
participants in April 2016 prior to the end of the academic year
2015/2016. To avoid students’ difficulties with the vocabulary, the
selected words are those taught in University.

n=N/1+N (e)? Equation (1)
There were: n = the sample size; N = the population size; and e =
the error of 5 percentage points.

Data analysis

The technique of data analysis used by the researchers in this
study is descriptive statistical analysis (percentage). To analyze the
students’ errors in using passive voice the researchers employed the
formula which was used by (Allan, 2004) as shown in Equation (2).
P =F/N x 100% Equation (2)
There were: P = Percentage; F = Frequency of wrong answer; and N
= Number of sample.

Results and discussion
This study focused on types of errors made by EFL fourth
year students at Almergib University in applying passive voice. In
- 434 -
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this study every student was given 20-items test, consisting of
passive voice in different tenses. It means there are 2660 total
sentences collected from 133 students. From the total sentences,
there were 181 sentences or 6.8% left blank and 2479 sentences or
93.2% were analyzed. Of the 2479 sentences, 387 sentences or
15.61% were answered correctly while the rest 2092 sentences or
84.39% were error passives sentences. Table (1) shows the
recapitulation of type of error.

Table 1: Recapitulation of type of error

No. Type of error Frequency | Percentage
1 Misformation 1794 85.76%
2 Passive order but active form 298 14.24%

Total 2092 100%

As clearly shown in table (1) it can be acknowledged that the
EFL students have committed most errors in two major domains:
misformation of passive with 1794 errors or 85.76%; and passive
order but active form with 298 errors or 14.24%.

Misformation category is too broad area in the classification
of error types; therefore the researcher would like to divide the
misformation of passive into four classifications based on students'
answer sheet. To be more specific, the researchers divided the
misfomation of the passive errors from the highest into the lowest
frequency as follows: The recapitulation of misformation of passive
is presented in the table (2).

Table 2: The recapitulation of misformation of passive
Classification of
misformation of passive Frequency | Percentage

No
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1 | Beverb 846 47.16%
2 | Past participle 596 33.22%
3 | verb tense 223 12.43%
4 | subject-verb agreement 129 7.19%
Total 1794 100%

As described in the table above, there were 1794 errors of
misformation of passive. These errors were tabulated according to
the times of frequency and percentage. The types of misformation
that were analysed were limited to four groups. The highest
frequency and percentage in misformation of passive were Be verb
followed by past participle, verb tense, and latest subject-verb
agreement.

In this study, the passive sentences with a verb ‘to be’ error
were 846 or 47.16%. Many students misused the form (being) in the
passive voice. In many passive sentences we can see that (being)
has been omitted from the usual structure of this type of sentence.
The example sentences which appeared in this pattern were as
follows: A letter isn't writing by her; The cat wasn't biting by the
dog. The structure should be: subject + ‘to be’ + being + p.p.

So, the sentences should be revised: 4 letter isn’t being written by
her; The cat wasn'’t being bitten by the dog. Other errors are due to
the misuse of (be) after (to have). The passive structure should be as
follows: subject + to have + been + p.p. In the following examples it
can be seen that (be) has been omitted from the usual structure of
this type of sentence and only past participle verb was used.
Examples of this kind of error were; New evidence has discovered
by the city attorney; That course has taught by Mr Snow since 1985.
So, the sentences should be revised: New evidence has been
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discovered by the city attorney; That course has been taught by Mr
Snow since 1985.

A wrong-past participle form was 596 errors or 33.22%. The
example sentences which appeared in the wrong past participle
forms were as follows: 1) past simple form instead of a past
participle of an irregular verb. Example of this case is: Is that
airplane flew by a student pilot. The sentence should be revised: Is
that airplane being flown by a student pilot?; and 2) a wrong-ed
ending of an irregular verb such as shooted instead of shot, and
builted instead of built. Examples of this kind of error were: A tiger
wasn't shooted by the boy; He had not builted a house. The
sentences should be revised: A tiger wasn't shot by the boy; A house
had not been built by him.

In tenses category; the number of error sentences was 243
which came to 12.47%. The largest number of errors observed is
that present continuous tense used instead of past participle, most of
students used the main verb in the present participle (or-ing) form.
Example of this kind of error; At the present time, the oldest house
in town is restoring by the Historical Society. This sentence is
incorrect because the passive sentences in the present continuous
tense have the following structure: object of the active sentence +
is/are/am + being + past participle form of the verb. Hence, the
sentence should be as follows: At the present time, the oldest house
in town is being restored by the Historical Society. The other wrong
in the tense category is in using the base form of a verb. Example of
this kind of error; the judge will not influence by your emotional
appeals. In this example the students don't understand the right form
of the passive future tense, so instead of using the verb ‘to be’ + past
participle form of the verb, they ignored the verb be as well as they
keep the verb in the base form. The sentence should be revised: the
judge will not be influenced by your emotional appeals.

- 437 -



15 2 A5LaY) a plad) Adaa

The use of verb tense shows that students still find a
difficulty when and how to use the tense and the form of the verb. It
is obvious that they were not aware of the rule of tense properly;
hence their lack of knowledge of the proper use of tenses has led to
errors in this category. Moreover, the fourteen tenses in English are
considered one of the most difficult structural points facing the Arab
students learning English. This thing might happen because Arabic
has three tenses only. Accordingly, it can be said that the EFL
students generally fall behind comprehending the usages and
practices of English tenses in speaking and writing forms. In other
words, it is still a hindrance to most EFL students to correctly
express their ideas or translate sentences using the appropriate
English tenses since there are no correspondent tenses in the Arabic
language. Such results totally match with those of Ali and Hajar
(2013) who found that the EFL learners generally fall behind using
tenses correctly due to their lack of knowledge of the proper use of
tense which usually leads to this kind of errors.

Subject-verb agreement, the total frequency and percentage
that did in this error type is 129 sentences or 7.19%. The errors in
subject-verb agreement were: 1) singular subject does not agree
with plural verb: for example: Were football playing by the boys?.
This sentence is incorrect because the subject and the verb in the
English sentence should agree in number and person. So the
sentence should be revised: Was football being played by the boys?;
and 2) The plural subject does not agree with singular verb, in this
case the example is: Has you ever been hypnotized?. So the
sentence should be revised: Have you ever been hypnotized by
anyone?. The subject-verb agreement errors committed by the
students may be due to the interference of the learner’s mother
tongue. Therefore, it is recommended that the teachers should
include the differences between grammar rules in the students’ L1
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and L2 so that they are aware that there are such differences and
later they will avoid making such errors.

In the type of passive order but active form which means that
they misunderstanding in changing active into passive sentence.
There were 298 sentences which came to 14.24% for errors in using
passive. In this case, the example is: New evidence has discovered
by the city attorney. This sentence is incorrect because the passive
voice in English should be using ‘to be’ before the past participle.
The sentence therefore should be revised: New evidence has been
discovered by the city attorney. In this example, it can be said that
these errors happened because the student confuses between active
voice and passive voice, meaning that they were not familiar with
the rules of transformation from active to passive voice and vice
versa. It is also might be due to the lack of sufficient training and
drills on this rule which lead to overgeneralization of the rule.

Conclusion

This study generally aimed to analysis the errors in passive
voice sentences made by EFL fourth year students at Almergib
University in Alkoms. Based on the data analysis, it can be
concluded that the errors in passive voice made by EFL students
were very high which reached up 84.39%. The findings showed
unsatisfactory usage of the passive voice by the students. In other
words, the students usually make errors in building passive
sentences as they ignore some aspects required in arranging best
form of passive sentence. In addition, they are not aware of the rule
of tense properly as well they cannot differentiate between passive
voice and active voice of the sentences. Thus, the students who want
to make a good and correct passive sentence are demanded to
master all those grammar aspects in order to produce appropriate
language in spoken or written form. Moreover, the students should

- 439 -



15 2 A5LaY) a plad) Adaa

be given more passive structures in all stages of their study in order
to get good mastery of constructing the passive voice.
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