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Reducing the “to BE” Verb in Writing

As writers, we require the verb, “BE” (i.e. am, is, are, was, were, be, being, been), regularly.
We use “BE” to

e help main verbs communicate a sense of time (e.g. was typing, will be typing, is typing).

e Jink one idea to another, similar to an equal sign (The water bottle is black.).

e indicate passive voice, when the subject receives the action (e.g. was purchased, will be
finished, was hit, will be spent).

However, we often tend to rely too heavily upon the “BE” verb in our writing, rather than
choosing a stronger main verb (or re-writing the sentence in active voice). This can lead to
vague, and even boring, papers. Replacing the “BE” verbs in your writing will help you to

e increase the coherency of your claim.
e identify redundant sentences/information.
e broaden your vocabulary in writing (and speaking).

So, where do you start? Follow the simple process below to help identify the “to BE” verb and
find a stronger way to replace it.

Step 1: Circle every “BE” verb in your paper (i.e. am, is, are, was, were, be, being, been).
Step 2: Use the questions below to identify the function of the “BE” verb.

A. Is “BE” used along with an —ing verb (e.g. is finishing)?
Helping verb. Most likely unavoidable because it’s communicating a sense of time.
B. Is “BE” used along with an —ed verb or another irregular verb in the past participle
tense (e.g. was finished or was hit)?
Helping verb. Passive voice. Try to change to active voice. See step 4.
C. Is “BE” linking a subject to a description (e.g. Yesterday was fun.)?
Linking verb. Try to replace “BE” with a stronger verb. See step 3.

Step 3: Replacing “BE” with a stronger linking verb.
It’s not always possible to replace “BE”; when possible, try a stronger linking verb from
the list below.

seem appear become grow remain stay
prove feel look smell sound taste

Ex: The sunset was magnificent. ——— The sunset looked magnificent.



Reducing the “to BE” Verb in Writing
Blinn College-Bryan Writing Center
Fall 2008

Step 4: Changing passive voice to active voice.
You've identified a “BE verb + past participle” (typically, an -ed verb or other irregular
past participle) in your paper, otherwise known as passive voice. When you use passive
voice, it’s easier to create confusing, awkward, wordy sentences. It takes more words to
say what you mean, and even then, it’s not always clear what you’re trying to say. So,
when possible, always try to write in active voice. (LBH 302-304)

Active voice: the subject performs the action (The car hit the tree.)
Passive voice: the subject receives the action (The tree was hit by the car.)

Tips to help change your sentence from passive voice to active voice (when the
sentence contains “BE”):

° Use the list of irregular past participle verbs (LBH 279-280)

. Ask who or what performs the action in the past participle verb?
Ex: The charge was contested. l

Ask yourself: “Who or what contested the charge?”

|

Brian contested the charge.

In 1942, the Czech town Lidice was razed because it was believed the
townspeople had aided and abetted the murders of a high-ranking Nazi. *

}

Who or what razed Lidice? Who or what believed this about the
townspeople? l

In 1942, the Nazis razed the Czech town Lidice because they believed the
townspeople had aided and abetted the murderers of a high-ranking Nazi. *

NOTE: If you do not know the answer to the “who” or “what” question (Brian or the
Nazis, in these examples), you may leave the sentence in passive voice.
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. Look for any phrases starting with “by” in the sentence (e.g. by the car in the
first example). If you find one used in the same sentence as “BE + past
participle,” most likely, you’ve found your subject (the person or thing causing
the past participle verb). Now, rearrange the sentence where the subject
performs the action.

Ex: Itis believed by teachers that students should be required by the school to
have textbooks. l

Teachers believe that the school should require students to have text
books.

Ex: The obstacles to love in A Midsummer Night’s Dream are not created by the
lovers themselves.* l

In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the lovers themselves do not create the
obstacles to love. *

Use general terms, such as “researchers,” “the study,” or “experts in this field,”
when the subject of your sentence is anonymous.

Ex: The students were surveyed in class on Tuesday.

!

Researchers surveyed the students in class on Tuesday.

It was discovered that endorphins are released when you run.

l

The study discovered that running releases endorphins.

*These examples were borrowed from Pearson-Longman examples at
http://wps.ablongman.com/long_faigley penguinhb_2/31/8184/2095297.cw/content/index.html



