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An Examination of the Comprehension Difficulty of Active
and Different Passive Sentence Types by Intermediate EFL
Learners: A Comparative Study
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Few studies have been conducted on comparing the comprehension of active and
passive sentences. The processing and comprehension of passive sentences have puzzled
linguists for over 40 years, and much of the research on this issue has targeted the healthy
adult population, children acquiring their first language, and people with aphasia.
However, few studies have tried to examine the comprehension challenges that foreign
language learners face in perceiving the active and different types of passive structures.
Studies of passive sentence processing present a heterogeneous picture. While some
studies do not show any evidence of processing difficulty in passive comprehension, other
studies have reported that learners make more mistakes when using the passive structure.
These accounts do not provide enough evidence regarding the difficulty in processing
passive sentences. Sentence processing is associated with the idea that syntactic
information is important for successful language comprehension. Not all theories agree
on the nature of syntactic representations or the relative importance of information
sources that are non-syntactic, but almost all assume that structure-building (parsing)
operations are critical to successful comprehension. The present study sought to compare
the comprehension difficulty of active and passive sentences. To this end, this study
investigated whether passive structures were really more difficult to be understood than
active structures and whether different types of passive sentences (i.e., regular, irregular,
action, state, double-objects, negatives, and questions) differed in terms of difficulty. The
study was hoped to present a reliable taxonomy of passive structures based on their levels
of difficulty faced by intermediate Iranian English as a foreign language (EFL) learners.
Most teachers of English as a second language believe that teaching the passive voice is
one of the difficult areas in teaching grammar. The source of this difficulty is attributed
to the non-standard argument order of passive sentences. Three main proposals have been
introduced to account for passivization difficulty: syntactic complexity, heuristics, and
frequency of use. However, compelling evidence supporting any of these accounts is
lacking. EFL learners are likely to encounter passive sentences in different contexts, such
as newspapers, blogs, online forums, magazines, and books, and learning passive
structure in grammar and how to use it, especially in writing and speaking, is crucial for
them. The significance of this study lies in examining the comprehension development of
passive sentences in an EFL context. To collect data on the comprehension difficulty of
sentences, 204 male and female participants with an intermediate English proficiency
level were recruited through non-random convenience sampling from B.A. students
majoring in English. A set of 90 short active and passive sentences were presented to the
participants using an online multiple-choice comprehension test. The sentences differed
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systematically in their grammatical forms; in addition, to ensure reliable experimental
conditions, the length of the structures varied from 6 to 9 words derived from the same
language domain (general English) for all sentence types. The participants were asked to
read a sentence (either active or passive) and choose a corresponding item from a
multiple-choice online test in a limited time. This instrument enabled the researchers to
achieve exact results about how learners comprehended passive and active sentences.
Furthermore, the test used in this study was different from the instruments used in other
similar studies in that it took account of both the judgment and the speed of
comprehending English passive sentences. The answers were analyzed in terms of the
elapsed time and the success rates using paired samples t-tests and ANOVAs. According
to the results, the participants needed less time to comprehend active sentences and had a
higher success rate in dealing with active sentences compared with passive sentences. The
results also suggested that different passive verb types imposed different degrees of
comprehension difficulty on EFL learners. That is, passive structures with regular verbs
were the least challenging, followed by passives with irregular verbs, action verbs,
question and negative passives, passives with state verbs, and finally passives with
double-object verbs. Syntactic and sentence processing is very significant in
comprehending texts and, thus, teaching EFL. Few studies in the area of EFL learning
and teaching have focused on how similarly or differently L2 learners process the input
compared to native speakers. A great number of students without sufficient knowledge of
the passive structure mostly face comprehension difficulties. They mostly encounter a
series of continued failures during their studies due to the bad experiences they underwent
from the beginning. Students need a high level of proficiency in grammar to comprehend
linguistic input. Learners’ prior grammatical knowledge, including that of the passive
structures, significantly affects their language comprehension. Familiarizing EFL learners
with different passive structures can enable them to gain control and awareness over a
wide range of passive types. The results of this study encourage EFL instructors and
material developers to devote more time to the more challenging passive structures.
Keywords: active vs. passive structures, passive sentences, comprehension difficulty,
EFL learners



