Active Voice

Active voice relates to sentence structure. To use active voice the subject performs the action denoted by the verb in the sentence.

E.g. Hazel facilitated this session. (Hazel (the subject/doer) is doing the facilitating (verb/action) in the session (the object/receiver).)

There is a tendency when writing to change the order of words so that the subject is no longer active but instead is acted upon. This is using passive voice. When speaking, people use active voice more often.

E.g. The session was facilitated by Hazel.  (The session (now the subject) was being facilitated (verb) by Hazel (the object/receiver).

Because passive voice necessarily adds words and changes the normal doer/action/receiver direction, they make the reader work harder to understand the meaning. The longer the sentence the harder it becomes to understand generally. If passive voice is used the more confusing it is to take in the meaning.

E.g. from facilitator’s notes…

· Explain that each magistrate is to draft a response to the given scenario that should take the form of the actual words he or she would use. In feedback, each magistrate will say his or her response assertively to the group.

· Explain that relating to the scenario that they have been given a response, which should take the form of the actual words that they would use, should be drafted by each magistrate. His or her response will be said assertively to the group by each magistrate in feedback.

The first example flows more smoothly and is easier to understand than the second whether written or spoken in a passive voice.

In ordinary writing it is useful to mix active and passive voice for variety and if the writer wishes to emphasise the action rather than the subject. 

E.g. 

The suspect was questioned for sixteen hours by the police. 

The police questioned the suspect for sixteen hours.

Another tip is to keep sentences as short as possible.

However, when writing training materials using the active voice means the materials are livelier and become clearer.

Suggested Possible Active Voice re-writes. Please note there is no one correct answer!

1. Before the next training year, the new continuation training programmes need to be critically read by another facilitator. 


2. If time is running short for all the next exercises to be completed in group work in the time allowed, it is suggested that instead of the three case studies being worked through in groups, one case study is used as a full group discussion and which is at the discretion of the facilitator.


3. The session’s objectives were quickly read by the magistrates, but they were also quickly forgotten by them, as they should have been explored in more depth by the facilitator.


4. Before the issue of a Practice Direction, fine defaulters had been questioned enthusiastically by legal advisers.


5. I was surprised by the facilitator’s lack of knowledge of the published appraisal procedures.


6. The course materials were designed by some of our local facilitators.


7. Magistrates are to be asked what are the key learning points from any parts of the day’s training event by the facilitators.


8. Care should be taken that the diversity issues are not minimised or avoided and the sentencing structure concentrated on by the magistrates.


9. The skills and behaviours required to be demonstrated under the Magistrates National training Initiative 2 by all magistrates are concentrated on in this course.

10.  Unexpectedly, the defendant burst into tears on hearing his sentence.

Of course, writing and critical reading of training materials is not just about use of active voice. You also need to consider….

· Is there a clear introduction

· Are the objectives clear

· Is the structure logical and easy to follow

· Is the content relevant to the objectives

· Is there appropriate interaction in the materials

· The materials meet equal treatment and diversity guidelines

· The language used is clear

· Active voice is used wherever possible

· General grammar and spelling is correct

· The sentences are succinct and not waffling

· Explanations of exercises are easy to follow

· New terms are explained at the first mention

· Acronyms and jargon are not used unless necessary and are then explained

· And last but not least, any law is correct and current

Another facilitator needs to critically read the new continuation training programmes before the next training year





There may be insufficient time to complete the next exercises in groups. If so, the facilitators can choose one case study to discuss as a full group if time is running short.








The magistrates quickly read, and then quickly forgot, the session’s objectives. The facilitator should have explored the objectives more deeply.





Before the issue of a Practice Direction, Legal advisers had enthusiastically questioned fine defaulters.





The facilitator’s lack of knowledge of the published appraisal procedures surprised me.





Some of our local facilitators designed the course materials.





The facilitators are to ask the magistrates about any key learning points from the training session.





The facilitators must ensure that the magistrates cover the diversity issues as well as the sentencing structure.





This course concentrates on the skills and behaviours all magistrates are required to demonstrate under MNTI2.





The sentence is in an active voice.








