Introduction

   In the linguistic field, there have been two popular trends along the historical development of English grammar,. The first is prescriptive grammar, which focuses on rules governing how people should use the language and was prevalent until the 60’s. Proponents of it include such grammarians as Thomson & Martinet. However, beginning from the 60’s, its significance was gradually taken up by the second view—descriptive grammar, which stresses on making generalizations about how people actually use the language and is proposed by most contemporary grammarians like M. A. K. Halliday. In light of this, much grammar teaching nowadays is based on the descriptive view, and a number of reference grammars are so developed
. Seeing that such reference grammars are often the basis upon which teachers’ pedagogic grammar is set, a careful selection of them has a determining effect upon the success of teacher’s teaching and students’ learning of grammar. With a view to accomplishing such a wise selection, the nature of the different grammars must be analyzed.

In this essay, the three most popular reference grammars, i.e. Collins COBUILD English Grammar (CCEG), Practical English Usage (PEU), and Functional English Grammar (FEG), will be compared and contrasted. For the sake of being more focused, only the respective descriptions on the passive voice will be taken into account and the comparison will only be based on the content richness and user-friendliness of such grammars, which are most directly related to whether or not such reference grammars should be chosen. Finally, some teaching implications drawn from the analysis will be suggested.     

A. Comparison of the reference grammars

1. Content Richness

In this section, the similarities and differences in the description of passive voice in the three reference grammars are identified in terms of their content richness, i.e. their respective coverage and depth of discussion. In the following table, the major areas covered in the three grammars are listed.

Reference Grammar 

Areas covered 
CCEG
PEU
FEG

Structure of passive verb groups
ˊ
 ˊ
ˊ

Common Genres of Usage
ˊ
 ˊ
 ×

Learners’ Errors 
 ×
 ˊ
ˊ

Selection Criteria for Passive Voice
ˊ
 ˊ
ˊ

Realization in different Verb Types:        -Finite  

-Non-finite  
ˊ
 ˊ
ˊ


ˊ
 ˊ
ˊ


Macroscopically speaking, the coverage of PEU is the broadest, and the voice’s structure, selection criteria, and realization in finite and non-finite verb groups are included in all the three grammars. However, in determining the overall content richness, one has to take into account how inclusive and deep the discussion of each of the above areas is as well. 

1.
Firstly, there exist significant differences in the depths of descriptions of the passive structure. In FEG, passive is only defined as the syntax in which ‘the Goal (recipient of an action) is mapped onto the subject and the Actor (agent) either appears as the object or omitted’ (p.79). However, in both CCEG and PEU, there are additional explanations on the structure of the passive verb groups (i.e. “be” + past participle) and of the forms in all possible combinations of tenses and aspects
.

2.
Secondly, scientific reports are clamed as a common genre for using passive voice in both CCEG (p. 404) and PEU (p.410). Besides, the passive usage in other types of academic writings and in an even broader context notion of ‘accounts of processes’ are highlighted in PEU (p. 404) and CCEG (p.410) respectively.   

3.
Thirdly, for the learners’ common problems mentioned in the two out of the three grammars, two major causes of students’ confusions concerning the passive forms are identified in PEU
 (p.409); while the respective discussion in FEG is based on the different perspective that students often overuse passive voice with ergative verbs ‘in contexts in which the implication of a causer (the agent) may be inappropriate’ (p. 91).    

4.
Fourthly, the rationale for selecting passive voice as discussed in the three grammars are listed below:

Reference Grammar

Selection Criteria
CCEG 
PEU
FEG

Omission of the agent
  ˊ
  ˊ
  ˊ

Emphasizing the agent
  ˊ
   ×
  ˊ

Given-new Contract 
   ×
  ˊ
  ˊ

Thematization 
   ×
   ×
  ˊ

Emphasizing things/methods used
  ˊ
   ×
   ×

Longer and heavier expressions at the end
   ×
  ˊ
   ×

From the above table, it is found that each of the three grammars has one criterion which is not mentioned by the other two, and that FEG covers one more criterion than the others. Nevertheless, like the above, to achieve a more holistic comparison of the three grammars, it is worth analyzing further how the overall criteria are presented.


First, all the three grammars support their claim of the option of omitting the agent by using passive with examples in which the agents are obviously unnecessary for the meanings conveyed (CCEG, p.404; PEU, p.410; FEG, p.235). However, apart from this, PEU provides no extra information while FEG briefly mentions three reasons for omitting the agent
 (p.234). In CCEG (p.404), six reasons for such omission are discussed in an even more detailed manner, with at least two examples supporting each of them
. In this sense, CCEG significantly outweighs the other two grammars in this respect.


Second, CCEG justifies the effect of emphasizing the agent when using passive by stating the syntactical organizational device “end focus”—‘the end of the clause is an important position’ (p.405). In FEG, this is done by means of counteracting examples (p.234,235). By suggesting an active clause in which the agent is unimportant and passive clauses in which the agent is very important
, the writer appears to argue that the choice of voice may be irrelevant to whether the agent is neglected or stressed, and that it is not uncommon to emphasize the agent in the passive structure. In fact, the writer goes on to criticize the grammar books for ESL learners which overstress such an ‘agentless’ concept and neglect the emphasizing effect. Unfortunately, PEU is one of those grammars.


Third, both PEU (p.409) and FEU (p.234) suggest another well-known syntactical pattern in discourses as a reason for choosing passive—‘given-new contract’ (i.e. given information precedes new information and thus if the agent is the new information, passive is preferred). The ideas conveyed in both grammars are similar, except for the additional notification of the “unmarkedness” of placing new information ‘near the end of the clause’ in FEG (p.234).


Fourth, although all the three grammars have one criterion that is not included in the other two, the discussion of ‘thematization’ in FEU is much more profound, with detailed descriptions of such related purposes of using passive as thematization of objects, theme-rhyme maintenance and switching of themes (p.233,234). In contrast, the purposes of emphasizing ‘things or methods’ with the preposition ‘with’ and the placing of long agent expression at the end of the clause are only briefly mentioned  in CCEG (p.405) and PEU (p.410) respectively. 

5.
Finally, the verb type coverage of passive voice in the three grammars is shown in the following table:

Reference Grammar  

  Verb types
CCEG
PEU
FEG

Finite

Verb groups
Transitive:

-Monotransitive

- Ditransitive
ˊ
ˊ
ˊ



ˊ
ˊ
ˊ


Stative 
ˊ
agent introduced by ‘by’, ‘with’ or ‘in’ (p.405,406)
ˊ
other prepositions can be used instead of by(p.408)
×


Ergative
ˊ
×
ˊ


Phrasal
ˊ
×
×


Verbs commonly used in passive
ˊ
verbs in which the agent of the action is usually thought to be ‘not worth mentioning’ or unknown + a list of such verbs (p.406,407)
 ˊ
integrated into the discussion of other finite verb types
×


Verbs rarely used in passive
ˊ
transitive verbs in which people are not interested in the recipient of the action + a list of phrasal verbs (p.407)
ˊ
intransitive and some transitive (stative and prepositional) verbs

(p.407)
×


Reflexive 

(verbs used with reflexive pronouns)
ˊ
passive is not allowed (p.408)
ˊ
can be used to translate English passives in some languages (p.411)
×


Reporting
ˊ
in impersonal ‘it’ structure, e.g. it was agreed/ rumoured that...

(p.404,405)
ˊ
in situations where ‘it’ is used as a preparatory subject e.g. it was thought/felt that.. (p.412) 
×


Finished-result
 
×
ˊ
Past participles of them can refer to  the action (function as a verb) or describe the result (function like an adjective) (p.414)
×

Non-finite

Verb groups
Infinitives
ˊ
ˊ
×


Participles
×

ˊ
present participles collocated with active voice and past participles with passive voice + exceptions on past participles which are still active
 (p.402-403)
×


Apparently, both CCEG and PEU have a wide coverage of the different passive verb types, with FEG covering the least types. In fact, upon careful investigation into the depth of discussion, one would agree that the former is more comprehensive in the aspect of finite verbs and the latter in the aspect of non-finite verbs. 


First, all the three grammars start and allocate much of their discussion on passive with the transitive verbs. For the monotransitive ones, they are used in all the three to explain the structure of passive verb groups (CCEG p.407; PEU p.403,404; FEG p.79). Besides, in both CCEG (p.408) and PEU (p.413), monotransitives with object complements are mentioned, and apart from this, those with object + infinitive structure and with infinitives or clauses as objects are discussed separately in PEU (p.412,413). For the ditransitive ones, the choice of choosing either direct or indirect objects in active structure to be the subject in passive is explained in all the three grammars (CCEG p.407,408; PEU p.411,412, FEG p.79), and both CCEG (p. 408) and PEU (p.411) suggest the option of omitting the indirect objects in the passive clauses. In addition, PEU further elaborates the option of omitting the prepositions in introducing the indirect object pronouns in passive clauses where the original direct objects are chosen to be the subjects (p.411) and the limitations on the verbs used in such clauses
 (p.412).


Second, although all the three grammars have discussed the syntax and usage of ergative verbs and define them as verbs that can either be used transitively or intransitively, only CCEG and FEG have compared ergativity with passivity. In CCEG, the common effect of avoiding mentioning agent in using both patterns is highlighted (p.157), but in FEG, a completely different approach is adopted. Instead of not mentioning the agent, the writer describes such occurrence as happenings which affect one single participant (i.e. the subject when the verbs are used intransitively) but may not be caused another participant (the agent)(p.89). He then carries on to discuss the restrictions on the passive use of ergative verbs by identifying such verbs which cannot be used transitively and, in turn, passively as ‘happen’ and ‘die’
. Finally, the writer distinguishes the passive and intransitive use of ergative verbs by stating that the agent, although not mentioned, is still implied in the former but not the latter (p.91). 


Third, phrasal verbs are incorporated into the discussion of passive voice only in CCEG, with lists of transitive and intransitive ones which are commonly used in passive included (p.162-170, 408). Actually, what deserves attention here is the discussion on passive intransitive phrasal verbs, as this suggests an exceptional case to the long prevailing view in reference grammars (e.g. PEU) that only transitive verbs can have passive structures. Besides listing such verbs, the discussion also involves explicitly explaining the syntax of passive clauses in which they are used.


Fourth, among the two grammars which have discussed passive infinitives, CCEG just briefly introduces the relevant structure in the reference section (p.460), and the examples in which they occur are not specifically explained (e.g. p.133, 2.312, 2.313). In contrast, in PEU, the corresponding discussion is more detailed. First, passive infinitives are distinguished from other passive structures in terms of the meanings conveyed (p.269), which is then followed by highlighting the sense of obligation in the ‘verb-to-be + passive infinitive’ structure and the same meaning conveyed by active and passive infinitives of some verbs
 (p.273).


Based on the above five perspectives of content analysis, it can be concluded that FEG focuses on the application of passive voice (as reflected in ‘students’ errors’ and ‘selection criteria’) while CCEG and PEU tend to keep a balance between the application and the grammar usage (as reflected by their even emphasis on all the five perspectives), or are even, to a certain extent, biased towards the latter. Actually, such a difference can be accounted for by the different approaches adopted by the three grammars. The one adopted by FEU is the so-called ‘functional approach’, in which grammar is viewed as ‘a resource for creating meaning’ (Lock, 96) and the rules in usage are not emphasized; whereas both CCEG and PEU take the traditional view of grammar as a systematic rule system which emphasizes ‘detailed treatments of grammatical patterns’ (Sinclair et.al., 90).

2. User-friendliness

In this section, the user-friendliness of the three grammars will be compared with respect to the use of metalinguistic terms and examples.

To begin with, although the terminology adopted in both CCEG and PEU are quite simple (in fact the majority of terms used are the same) and there exists a glossary in both of them, it was found that such metalinguistic terms are used in more complicated sentence structures in CCEG, which in turn reduces its accessibility. This is best shown in its description of the syntax of intransitive phrasal verbs used passively as mentioned:

“The verbs are followed by a preposition and a noun group referring to the thing affected by the action the verb describes. The object of the preposition can be made the subject of the passive form of the verb. The preposition remains after the verb, with no object after it.” (Sinclair et.al. 90:408)

In fact, this variation in syntactical complexity may be due to the different target readers of the two grammars. CCEG is developed for ‘advanced students and teachers of English’ (Sinclair et.al. 90), while PEU is more specifically for the ‘foreign learners and teachers’ (Swan, 96), thus one would expect the language used in the latter will be simpler. Besides, although the terminology used in FEG is minimized (as the writer claims) and is smallest in amount among the three, many of the terms are ‘unique’ in the sense that readers not having read the initial explanations on them may find it difficult in interpreting their meanings since they are not used in other grammars
. Again, the use of these potentially confusing terms may result from the expected readers’ (i.e. English teachers’) higher language proficiency.

       Secondly, the examples used in all the three grammars are similar
 in the sense that all or at least most of them were extracted from contemporary English spoken and written discourses. On the one hand, this ensures the authenticity and thus the convincing power of the examples used; on the other hand, they are ‘cultural-bound’ such that learners having no background knowledge of the Western culture or more precisely of that of the place from which the examples are extracted may encounter difficulties in understanding them
 and the grammar points that they convey. Also, all the examples used in CCEG and PEU, and most in FEG are decontextualized
 such that learners’ educated guesses of the meaning conveyed from contextual clues are prohibited. 

         Finally, there is one strength of FEG over the other two grammars in terms of the examples used. Some of FEG’s examples were recycled in the sense that they were rewritten to fulfil and to support the different points raised in the grammar descriptions
. In other words, the same example and context are used to demonstrate a number of grammar points and the number of examples needed, which in turn the discussed learner difficulties, will be significantly reduced.    

B. Pedagogic implications 

Based on the above comparison, two implications concerning the teaching of passivity are suggested.

The first is the integration of ergativity in the teaching. As discussed, although this grammar branch does gain its significance in all the three grammars, it is discussed separately as an individual section and is often collocated only to transitivity but not the voice system. In fact, to ordinary learners, the former seems to be a much more complicated concept than the latter, which is introduced as early as in the primary curriculum. Seeing this, teachers can make use of students’ familiarity with active and passive voice in facilitating their learning the ergative structure through a more concrete framework than just telling them it is the verbs which can be used both transitively and intransitively that are being concerned. On the other hand, students’ grasp of ergativity does affect that of the passive voice, since many of such ergative verbs as open, change and develop are obviously within their mental lexicon and are very likely to be used by them. Thus, teachers’ explicit introduction of ergative verbs can prevent such students’ wrong productions as ‘An accident was happened outside the school’ (extracted from Lock, 96:91), which probably result from their unawareness of the possibility of expressing a passive meaning in an active clause.

The second implication concerns the choice of examples. Seeing the cultural-bound nature of the examples in reference grammars, teachers can supplement their elaboration of the passive voice with authentic examples which are extracted from such local sources as newspaper articles or even the students’ own science textbooks. Obviously, if the language used in such examples is beyond the level of the students, some preparation work must be carried out in advance, like explanations on the vocabulary items or even rewriting some clauses with simpler language. As an alternative, teachers can make use of the various local student corpuses (e.g. the computer one developed by TELEC, HKU) in selecting the appropriate examples for teaching passivity. Since the data input of such corpuses are students’ own utterances or writings, there should not be comprehensibility problems resulting form students’ lack of language proficiency.  In using all these examples, teachers can eliminate the cultural gap while still keeping the convincing power as possessed by those in reference grammars. Besides, they can provide meaningful contexts for students to explore the grammar area and since students themselves are familiar with such daily life contexts, their understanding of how the language they learnt in classroom is used in the real world and, thus, their motivation in language learning can both be significantly enhanced. 

Actually, both implications suggested in this section can be synchronized with the implementation of the prevalent PPP approach, which is ‘frequently used for grammar patterns’ (Holden, 96). Firstly, the additional focus on ergative verbs makes the first ‘P’—teachers’ presentation of grammar knowledge—more comprehensive, and students will benefit in terms of gaining not only a deeper understanding of passivity, but also that of ergativity, which in turn enhances their accuracy in the third ‘P’—students’ own productions of both patterns. Secondly, the ‘local’ examples suggested can be integrated in all the three ‘P’s: besides using them to explain the grammar knowledge as discussed—first ‘P’ (presentation), teachers can modify them into drilling exercises for students, e.g. deleting the verb groups in the original contexts and asking students to fill in the blanks with verbs in the correct voice—second ‘P’ (practice), and finally ask them to write something in response to the ideas conveyed in the contexts in which passive structure is used, e.g. presenting the initial part of the descriptions of a scientific phenomenon with which students are familiar and requiring them to continue the descriptions—third ‘P’(production).  

Conclusion

In conclusion, after the above analysis, it was found that all the three grammars have their own strengths and weaknesses. The majority of them are in common while some are solely possessed by one of them. Generally speaking, CCEG and PEU have more thorough discussions on the structural aspects of grammar areas while FEG is focused on the application side. As the ideal case, teachers should keep a balance between both approaches and for the use of metalanguage in their grammar descriptions, they are advised to refer to that of PEU, since it is the simplest in terms of both terminology and sentence structure. As a final word, it should be stressed that under no circumstances can the pedagogic implications suggested in the last section be regarded as comprehensive. Instead, they are included to arouse readers’ awareness of their existence and to encourage them to further develop other possible implications on their own.

References

1. Holden, S. (96), Is PPP dead. In “Modern English Teacher” Vol.5. No.2

2. Lock, G. (96), Functional English Grammar New York (NY): Cambridge University Press.

3. Modern English Teacher, (9), Is PPP dead 

4. Sinclair, J. (90), Collins COBUILD English Grammar London: HarperCollins Publishers

5. Swan, M. (96), Practical English Usage Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Annex 1


The following is the list of key terms introduced in the description of passivity in FEG, and on the right of such terms are the alternatives used by other grammarians.  

� The most typical justification of such influence of descriptive grammar is the stress on authentic examples used in most reference grammars, from which grammar rules are then induced.


� Actually, the explanation on the latter is incorporated into the main discussion section of passive voice in PEU (p.407-408) but is treated separately in the reference section in CCEG (p.457-458).


� The two causes are: 1)‘be’ being used in both passive verb forms and active continuous tenses &


                 2) past participles being used in both passive verb forms and active perfect tenses.                              (Swan, 96:409).


� The three reasons are that the agent is either understood, unimportant or irrelevant in the context (Lock, 96:234).


� The six reasons so mentioned are:1. Because it is not important who or what the agent is


 2. Because the agent has already been mentioned 


 3. Because it is obvious who or what the agent is


 4. Because people in general are the agents 


 5. Because you do not know who or what the agent is  


 6. Because you wish to conceal the agent’s identity or to distance yourself from your own action


 (Sinclair et.al., 90:404)


Note that the first two reasons are also mentioned in FEG as discussed in the previous footnote.  


� The active clause suggested is: ‘Someone has been eating my porridge and has eaten it all up.’ & the passive ones include: ‘Extended courses are normally provided by universities.’ &‘The castle was built by Guichard d’Oingt.’ (Lock, 96:234,235).


 


� Finished-result verbs are those which ‘refer to actions that produce a finished result’, such as cut, built, pack, close (Swan, 96). These are in contrast with such ‘non-finished’ ones as push live and carry.  


� Examples of such exceptional past participles include ‘a fallen leaf’, which means a leaf that has and not was fallen and ‘a retired general’, which means a general that has (not was) retired. 


� PEU claims that such verbs as ‘explain’ & ‘suggest’ cannot be used in such type of passive clauses.  


� In distinguishing these verbs with other ordinary ergative verbs, the writer excludes the former in his ‘narrow sense’ definition of ergative verbs, but still includes them when ergativity is considered ‘in the broad sense’(Lock, p.90). 


� Examples of these infinitives include: to do/to be done, to contact/to be contacted & to interview/to be interviewed (Swan,96).


� For instance, instead of ‘agent’, terms like ‘actors’, ‘causers’ are used, and ‘recipients’ are expressed as ‘beneficiary’, ‘affected’, ‘goal’ ‘range’ etc.. In fact, at the end of each chapter, there is a list of the terms used, which are accompanied by the equivalents used by other grammarians whenever appropriate; however, such lists are quite brief and not all potentially confusing terms are covered [Annex1] and consequently, the problem still remains .   


� In fact, some examples are commonly used in the different grammars, e.g. ‘Suddenly the door opened’ (PEU, p.411; CCEG, p.155).  


� These ‘cultural-bound’ examples used in the discussion of passive voice in the three grammars include ‘In August he was elected Vice President of the Senate’ (CCEG, p.408); ‘Felicity was chosen to be the Carnival Queen’ (PEU, p.412) and ‘David was shown with a sling on his shoulder, going to fight Goliath’ (FEG, p.233).


� In FEG, there is scene-setting in some of the examples occasionally. For example, in demonstrating thematization in passive voice, the following extract was adopted: ‘At Florence in 1501, he began to carve a figure of David from a huge block of marble. This was finished in 1504, when he was 29. David was shown with a sling on his shoulder, going to Goliath’ (p.233).  


� For instance, the extract in the above footnote is actually the rewritten version of a previous example for showing theme-maintenance in the previous page (p.232), it then was once again rewritten to show the marked version of thematization in the following page (p.234). 





