
How does understanding of nominalisation and active/
passive voice help to engage with written language?

Both nominalisation and active/passive voice are often considered to be important 

in factual texts but these features can also be present in literary texts as writers 

develop descriptions, reflect on experiences, deliberately omit the actors in events to 

create mystery or suspense, or use abstract terms to convey the outcome of events or 

to evaluate aspects of literary texts.

What is nominalisation?

Nominalisation is an important resource for organising text and is one of the 

important differences between spoken and written language. As writers make 

choices based on their audience and purpose they can draw on nominalisation in 

order to communicate more abstract and technical meanings (Droga and Humphrey, 

2003:98). Nominalisation can help students to sound like experts or authorities and 

may also be the means used to create and name abstract ideas. It can be used to 

bring a focus to naming rather than doing and is highly valued as students 

progress through schooling and need to read and write about more abstract 

concepts. Teaching students about nominalisation is equally important in both 

reading and writing as students not only need to unpack meanings in the texts that 

they read but also to condense ideas in their own writing. For example the event of 

getting to the destination can be packed into the noun group the arrival.
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What is active/passive voice?

The use of passive voice assists in shifting the emphasis in texts away from an actor 

or doer to who or what the action is done to (See Derewianka, 1998:83–84). This can 

be a useful tool in, for instance, writing a review where the emphasis is on aspects of 

a book, movie or artwork rather than on the actual writer or artist. Take for example 

the sentence: The believable characters were created with the use of effective dialogue. 

Here the believable characters are described rather than the author who constructed 

them. In contrast, in texts such as literary recounts, it is often important to be aware 

of the actor as there is a greater emphasis on the action and who does it. Notice the 

presence of the actor in the following statement: Lucy swung in the hammock, 
listening to the frogs croak. In narrative we also tend to see the presence of the actor 

however there are times when it is useful to remove the actor to create a sense of 

mystery. For example: The soldier was approached from behind. In this example the 

reader does not know who is approaching and may wonder who it may be, why it is 

happening and what the next event might be. The reader is given information that 

the character, the soldier, does not have and this helps to build suspense.

What do we need to know and understand about 
nominalisation and active/passive voice?

In order to talk about nominalisation and active/passive voice with students they 

first need to know that a clause has a verb or verb group as its central element and 

usually a noun group and often adverbials. In particular, it is important that 

students are aware of the noun group and how it can be extended in order to build 

information around a noun. In addition it is also useful for students to be familiar 

with the idea of Theme and how the beginning focus of a clause alerts the reader to 

what is most important. Often we put an actor in Theme position in a clause. For 

example:

Active voice

Maddie devoured the new pair of shoes.

Noun Verb Noun group

Actor/doer Action Done to

This is known as active voice as the actor is made clear. In contrast we can change 

the order of the groups in the clause and place the focus on the ‘done to’ rather than 

the ‘doer’. For example:
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Passive voice

The new pair of shoes were devoured.

Noun group Verb group

By changing the order of the groups in the clause we move to use of the passive 
voice with the doer no longer being made clear to the reader. This changes the 

Theme of the clause thus shifting the emphasis. The use of the passive can be helpful 

in narrative texts when a writer doesn’t want to make the doer of actions clear to the 

reader at a particular stage in the text. 

The concepts of active/passive voice and nominalisation are closely related to 

Theme. Examples of nominalisation are often found in the Theme position of a 

clause and the use of active or passive voice relates to what comes first in a clause. 

All of these resources are choices that need to be considered in regards to the 

purpose, audience and stage of a text. Sometimes it is appropriate to use more 

spoken-like language while at other times it is more appropriate to use more written 

like or abstract language. The more written abstract language is the type of language 

that tends to be most valued in schooling. To develop this, writers or speakers tend 

to focus on naming ideas rather than conveying action, for example discover can 

become discovery or invite can become invitation. 

Spoken language tends to focus on actions while more written-like language ‘names’ 

actions or causes through the use of noun groups. Notice how these spoken-like 

clauses have had the actor removed by turning the verbs into nouns in the following 

examples (Theme is underlined).

Spoken-like (action baSed) Written-like (‘naming’)

Grace painted a landscape, which won a 
prize.

The prizewinning landscape painting   
(Grace is removed)  ...

Billy robbed a bank. The bank robbery ... (Billy is removed)

In these examples the written-like forms are ‘naming’ the ‘going on’ rather than 

conveying the ‘going on’ with a verb. By taking the verb and turning it into a noun 

we change the Theme with extended noun groups. Put simply, different elements of 

language such as verbs, adjectives and conjunctions can be changed into nouns or 

whole clauses can be formed into noun groups (See Droga and Humphrey, 2003:100). 

The result is nominalisation.
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By focusing on the extended or more abstract noun groups, action and description 

are able to be condensed. Nominalisation therefore develops greater lexical density 

in texts as the information in one clause is condensed into the beginning of a new 

clause, allowing the writer to elaborate on the initial idea from the previous clause. 

For instance, take the sentence: The prizewinning landscape painting caused 
controversy at the exhibition. Here we have caused acting as a relating verb resulting 

in describing rather than stating events as the events are packed into the noun 

group. In narrative this is an effective way of building characterisation through 

building description in extended noun groups. It is quite efficient in that the packed-

in information serves to describe the actions rather than relying on reporting several 

events across clauses. Obviously this is related to the choice that writers make based 

on their purpose. It can be a useful device to hint at a character’s motivations rather 

than making them explicit for the reader. 

A classroom experience: A teacher shares expertise 
about nominalisation and active/passive voice

In the following teaching sequence we see how nominalisation and active/passive 

voice can be considered by working with different types of texts.  

Alex Miles

School and claSS context
The following sequence of lessons was delivered to a Stage 3 class of mixed ability students, 
in a high socio-economic area of Sydney. While reading and writing skills are generally well 
developed, many students experience difficulties tailoring the style of their writing for specific 
audiences. Much of their writing engages on a personal level, including factual texts that are 
intended to inform. 

This lesson sequence focused on turning a narrative into a newspaper article, with a focus on 
nominalisation and using the passive voice to depersonalise text. The purpose of the writing 
is therefore modified from a focus on entertainment to a focus on information. While the 
events detailed in the two texts remain the same, the clause and sentence structure differ 
significantly. Involving the students in the joint construction of the second text makes this very 
clear, enabling students to use grammatical structures more effectively in their writing. 

leSSon Sequence
While learning about Australian democracy and government, students were asked on a daily 
basis to read, listen and watch the news. Students collected newspaper articles relating to the 
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three levels of government to help develop an understanding of the roles and responsibilities 
at each level. At the same time, students were learning to write more complex narratives. 

Focus narrative: The Great Escape from City Zoo, Tohby Riddle (picture book)

Newspaper articles: various articles from local newspapers.

Pre-test 

With no instruction, students were asked to write a newspaper article on a recent event, 
relevant to their school community. For us, this event was the introduction of the ‘Crunch ‘n’ 
Sip’ initiative. I then identified weaknesses in the students’ writing and programmed teaching 
to address these. I did not try to address all areas of concern at once. Most likely, you will find 
as I did, that students use many pronouns in their writing and often talk to ‘you’ throughout, 
referring to ‘us’ and ‘we’. Removing the actor in their writing became my teaching focus.

shared reading of literary text

Read a short, authentic narrative text (preferably a picture book) about an interesting event. 
We read The Great Escape from City Zoo, by Tohby Riddle. Focus on reading for enjoyment/
entertainment and basic narrative structure. This lesson is not so much about explicit teaching 
of strategies, but simply demonstrating the main purpose of narrative texts – to entertain 
rather than to inform. 

guided reading of newsPaPer articles

Ask students to start collecting newspaper articles about the Australian government in the 
week leading up to this lesson. Pre-select an article with features to guide student reading. 
This should include:

• a quality layout 
• a range of visuals including diagrams, photos, boxed information
• effective use of relating verbs such as has … , was … , includes …

As a whole-class or small group, focus on how to 
read a newspaper article. The language demands in 
newspaper articles are quite heavy, so students need 
to be shown how to make reading as easy as possible. 
Before you even start reading the text, discuss any 
prior knowledge and vocabulary, and what newspaper 
the article has been taken from and direct students’ 
attention to the headline, pictures/diagrams/
photographs, captions and boxed information. Locate 
the first noun group (Theme) in the topic sentence of 
each paragraph to help guide reading.
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Establish goals for the students when reading the articles, such as locating key words like the 
names of any politicians and government departments and identifying the issue and which 
levels of government are involved.

Ask students to complete the same reading activity in small groups, using new articles 
collected by students. 

text comParison — modelled reading of a newsPaPer article and 

narrative

Re-read part of The Great Escape from City Zoo to students to familiarise them again with the 
text. Then re-read some of the chosen newspaper articles. Discuss general ideas about how 
and why the texts sound different. Some responses from my students were:

• The story has lots of people words like ‘they, their, he, she’ but the article doesn’t.
• (Pronouns are used to include actors.)
• The story is more like talking – it has more unimportant words in it. (Pronouns as Theme 

of clause focus on actors and action not ideas.)
• The sentences in the article are heaps longer. 
• (The newspaper article is more lexically dense and uses large noun groups to provide a lot 

of information.)
• The article is really hard to understand, but the story is easy.
• (The story is more is like oral language and doesn’t pack so much information into large 

noun groups.)

Many of these differences can be attributed to the difference in tenor. The relationship 
between the writer and the reader in each text is very different. Discuss this idea with students.

Provide students with the text from the narrative. I typed the pages out in a table form so that 
students could more easily see the sentence structure. Including the page numbers in the left-
hand column, which also made it easier for students to locate the text and follow along. 

Deconstruct the article and the narrative, by locating and highlighting in colour the following 
parts of the text:

• noun groups (nouns and words relating to them) – use yellow
• verbal groups (verbal groups can include the main verb, an auxiliary verb, modal verb and 

adverbs or sometimes adjectives) – use green
• Theme of clause (Most often this is the subject of the verb) – use red flag
• pronouns – use blue

I find it useful to consistently colour-code, underline or circle parts of the text. This helps 
students to see patterns in the structure of sentences and across the paragraphs and whole 
text. 
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Relating verbs feature prominently in newspaper articles so if students are not already familiar 
with different types of verbs, this will need to be explicitly taught. By looking closely at the 
green sections of the newspaper article however, it will become clear to students.

Once the texts are colour-coded, ask students what patterns they can see. Some responses 
from my students were:

There is a lot of yellow in the article but lots of words with no colour in the story.

The green comes straight after the flag in both of them.

modelled writing of newsPaPer article (joint construction)

Re-read parts of the narrative and locate existing relating verbs. Read these 

sentences aloud and compare them to sentences from the article. These sentences 

most likely do not need to be modified because they are already nominalised.

For example: 

Back in the City Zoo, stories of the escape were being celebrated.

Then, select some pages from the narrative that have a number of pronouns in them to clearly 
demonstrate how to nominalise. Ask students to: 

• Locate the main verb 
• Decide what the Theme of the first clause in the sentence should be and move it to the 

beginning of the sentence. 
• Remove pronouns and replace them with proper or general nouns. You will be amazed at 

how the rest of the sentence simply writes itself!

For example: 

narrative re-Written

They wore disguises so that no one would 
notice them.

Disguises were worn so that no one would 
notice the animals.

The people started asking questions and it 
was time to move on.

Questions were being asked by 
colleagues, so the animals moved on.

But the elephant blew it when he could no 
longer resist the fountain in town.

The elephant’s cover was blown when he 
could no longer resist the fountain in town.  

In this table it is easy to see how the Theme of the clause has changed and how the writer 
has used the passive voice in the main verbal group to move information around within the 
sentence. Students start to see this pattern quite quickly. It is fantastic to hear them say 
‘Ahhhh, now I get it’, and forge ahead with little teacher assistance. I found it most interesting 
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to hear students reading their modified sentences aloud like newsreaders. They obviously 
understood the different purpose their writing had and why it was important to remove the 
actors: they, the people and the elephant and replace them with more important information 
in the Thematic position.  

Depending on student interest in the task, you may like to jointly construct the entire article 
or assist them to work in groups or independently.

Students wrote on small whiteboards during joint construction prior to independent 
construction.

Independent wrItIng
Assist students to re-write their own article about a recent school event, reinforcing the use 
of nominalisation/passive voice. Use a student’s pre-test to model editing as per the previous 
lesson, by flagging the Theme of the first or main clause and moving it to the beginning, 
replacing pronouns (where appropriate) and re-adjusting the verb to a relating verb. Encourage 
students to work together and add details to increase the factual credibility of the text. For 
example: instead of writing that the escape may have occurred under a full moon it may be 
written as Last Tuesday morning at 12.33am.

concluSIon
By focusing on the importance of choosing the right Theme for each clause in a literary text, 
students are supported to nominalise, make noun groups and therefore to depersonalise the 
text by removing the actors and their actions referred to by pronouns.  Students are able to 
produce writing more appropriate to a text that aims to provide information. This lesson 
sequence will probably take about one week to teach, however it can revolutionise the way 
students think about writing and give them greater confidence in reading and writing more 
challenging, lexically dense texts, which is so important for students approaching high school.  
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How does knowledge about nominalisation and active/
passive voice help to develop both reading and writing?

In developing student knowledge and understanding about nominalisation and 

active/passive voice we can assist them to engage and produce sophisticated, more 

academic and formal texts. Drawing on such features results in texts that are more 

lexically dense and thus more written-like. The shared metalanguage around such 

concepts is critical as it opens up opportunities to discuss language choices and 

equips the teacher to be explicit when providing feedback and then when teaching. It 

is not uncommon for students to receive feedback saying ‘write more formally’. By 

developing these shared understandings we can actually articulate what it means to 

write more formally. 

In addition, the use of nominalisation is useful in reading when participating in 

conversations around texts. Teacher understanding is required when looking at the 

demands in the texts students need to engage with and identifying nominalisation 

will determine teaching and learning strategies for unpacking the dense meanings 

often encountered. This can actually be seen in texts encountered in the early stages 

of school as well as later years. Also active/passive voice is important to look at from 

a critical literacy point of view, as writers who remove a doer from an action tend to 

do so for a reason. Those who act implicitly or who are acted upon can tell a lot 

about the world view of a writer.


