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Three Kinds of Verbs


There are three kinds of verbs. They are transitive verbs (v.t.), intransitive verbs (v.i.), and link verbs. A transitive verb is followed by an object, while an intransitive verb is not. What follows a link verb is called a subject complement, something that offers additional information to the subject.

1. The transitive verb (v.t.) is followed by an object. But the object can be many different things, such as a noun, an infinitive, a gerund, and a clause.


e.g. The boy is flying a kite.


       Bernard loves to ski.


       They enjoy watching English TV.

       Betty said that giving is a source of joy and an expression of love.

2. The intransitive verb (v.i.) is not followed by an object.


e.g. Birds fly.


       I don’t know what happened that night.


       John jogs 5 miles a day, sometimes in the morning and sometimes in the afternoon. 


       She worked (v.i.) six hours every day. (Five miles, six hours, etc. are not objects. They 


are adverbials because they don’t answer the question “What…?” Instead, they 


answer the question “How many…?”)


       Cf. She worked (v.t.) the night shift? (Question: What shift does she work?)
	          Most verbs in English are sometimes transitive and sometimes intransitive. The trouble, however, is that some verbs are always intransitive. They cannot take an object, and they never appear in the passive.

          Here is an incomplete list of those verbs: appear, cling, come, disappear, exit, fall, happen, lie (lay, lain), listen, occur, rise. They are listed here for they are frequently used in our daily life.
          An interesting thing about the verbs listed above is that some of them can be used as a link verb, to be followed by an adjective or a past participle, such as: Her dream has come true. Your shoelace has come untied. He fell asleep on the sofa.




3. The link verb is followed by a subject complement, which can be a noun, an adjective, a past participle, an adverb, a prepositional phrase, and a clause. Link verbs include “verb to be,” i.e., am, is, are, was, were, and seem, look, become, etc.

e.g. Her sister is a certified public accountant.


       Flowers are beautiful.


       The Dean’s office is on the first floor.


       My suggestion is that we should encourage the students to raise questions.


       She seems very happy.


       Jose looked upset. (Upset is a past participle.)

       Microsoft became what it is today thanks to Bill Gates.
Now tell what kind of verb is used in every sentence that follows:

1) My job is teaching ESL.

2) I am teaching ESL now.

3) Most office employees work eight hours a day.

4) It never occurred to me that some herbs can work wonders.
5) What occurred to cause such drastic changes?

6) My brother has settled down in New York.
7) They are trying to settle their dispute over the patent outside the court.

8) John promised to help me.
9) Dark clouds usually promise a storm.

10) I’ll try to come back to you with a satisfying answer, but I can’t promise.

11) The coat has split at the seams.

12) They decided to split the profit among themselves.

13) The old man died happy and contented.
14) The man died a tragic death.

15) No one can beat us as long as we stand united.

16) The redwood tree stood 250 feet tall.

    
 Steve Jobs, co-founder of the Apple Computer, delivered the commencement address at Stanford University in 2006. Here are some paragraphs that appear at the end of his speech. Read them carefully and tell what kinds of verbs are used.


When I was young, there was an amazing publication called The Whole Earth Catalog, which was one of the bibles of my generation. It was created by a fellow named Steward Brand not far from here in Menlo Park, and he brought it to life with his poetic touch. This was in the late 1960s, before personal computers and desktops publishing, so it was all made with typewriters, scissors, and Polaroid cameras. It was sort of like Google in paperback form, 35 years before Google came along: it was idealistic, and overflowing with neat tools and great notions.


Steward and his team put out several issues of The Whole Earth Catalog, and then when it had run it course, they put out a final issue. It was the mid-1970s, and I was your age. On the back cover of their final issue was a photograph of an early morning country road, the kind you might find yourself hitchhiking on if you were so adventurous. Beneath it were the words: “Stay Hungry. Stay Foolish.” It was their farewell message as they signed off. Stay Hungry. Stay Foolish. And I have always wished that for myself. And now, as you graduate to begin anew, I wish that for you.


Stay Hungry. Stay Foolish.


Thank you all very much.

            Of all the different parts of speech in English, verbs are the most important and difficult. My advice for ESL students is to consider if a verb is a transitive verb or intransitive verb or a link verb every time they use it. If they care little about this issue, they are likely to make lots of mistakes in their English, whether oral or spoken. It is not accidental that every English dictionary, no matter how small it is, will tell us if a verb is transitive, intransitive, or both. 
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