
EXPRESSING PURPOSE      

CLICK ON THE TITLE TO LISTEN TO THE GRAMMAR EXPLANATION.  

YOU WILL FIND SOME EXERCISES AT THE END.  

 

From VOA Learning English, this is Everyday Grammar. 

You may remember our earlier reports on infinitives and gerunds. The infinitive 
form of a verb can be either its most basic form or appear with the word to. A 
gerund is a verb that ends in –ing and acts as a noun. 

Today, we learn that these forms can help us express the purpose for an action. 

to + infinitive 

Let's start with infinitives of purpose. Imagine you want to answer the question, 
"Why do you do that?" 

For example, let's say you hear some friends talking: 

Why do you listen to that podcast? 

I do it to improve my listening skills. 

When we express purpose with an infinitive, we are telling someone why we do 
an action.  

But, often, when we answer a question, we don't answer in a complete 
sentence. Let's listen to this example. 

Why do you listen to that podcast? 

To improve my listening skills  

This exchange shows that the verb phrase of purpose does not always appear 
with a subject. 

in order to + infinitive 

A more formal way to express purpose is by using in order to plus the infinitive 
form of the verb. Listen to this example: 

I listen to the podcast in order to improve my listening skills. 

https://learningenglish.voanews.com/a/common-ways-to-express-purpose/3836668.html
https://learningenglish.voanews.com/a/3111996.html


You have probably never used the phrase in order to. We generally avoid it in 
spoken English; it sounds too formal. There are exceptions, such as in public 
speaking in academic, political or professional settings. 

for + verb + ing 

By now you may be wondering, "But what about the word 'for'? Doesn't that 
word also express purpose?" 

The answer is yes. 

Sometimes, the word for describes the purpose of a thing or answers the 
question "What is this thing (used) for?" In this case, for is followed by a gerund, 
or the –ing form of a verb. Remember that a gerund acts as a noun. 

For example, you might be giving advice on how to keep a garden. Or, you 
might be demonstrating the use of a gardening tool. Listen: 

This tool is for weeding.  

Here, the word for is followed by the gerund weeding. 

Or, maybe you are responding to a question about what the tool is used for. 
Listen: 

What is this tool (used) for? 

It's for weeding.  

When the subject of the sentence is a person or people, you can use the 
infinitive or for plus the gerund. Listen to these examples: 

I use this tool for weeding. 

I use this tool to weed the garden.  

In these sentences, the subject is "I," or a person. 

When the subject is a person, and we choose the infinitive to describe what we 
use something for, we generally include the object of the verb phrase. In this 
sentence, the verb phrase is to weed the garden. The object of the verb phrase 
is the garden. 

for + object 

We can also use for to express purpose without the need for the gerund. 

For plus the object is a form we use when we want to say that we went, are 
going, or will go to a place for the purpose of getting, taking, or doing 
something. Because for is a preposition, it must be followed by a noun. Listen: 



What did you do last weekend?  

I drove to the mountains. 

Why?  

I went there for some fresh air.  

In this sentence, the word for tells us why you went to the mountains: you 
wanted some fresh air. Notice that the object fresh air appears immediately 
after the word for. 

We can express this same meaning using to and an infinitive. Listen: 

I went to the mountains to get some fresh air. 

Notice that the infinitive verb here is also followed by the object fresh air. 

Let's listen to a couple talk about dinner: 

I'm too tired to cook tonight.  

Let's go out for Japanese food. 

The second speaker is suggesting that they go to a Japanese restaurant 
because the first speaker is too tired to cook.  

Here are some tips to help you remember how to use expressions of purpose. 

Tip #1 

Avoid putting the word for before an infinitive of purpose. Listen to three 
examples. Only one is correct. Do you know which it is? 

One - I download podcasts every day for to practice my listening skills. 

Two - I download podcasts every day to practice my listening skills. 

Three - I download podcasts every day for practice my listening skills. 

Write your answer in the comments section. 

Tip #2 

Avoid using the word to before a gerund. Choose the correct sentence of these 
three examples: 

One - This tool is to weeding the garden. 

Two - This tool is for weeding the garden. 



Three - This tool is for to weeding the garden.  

Write your answer in the comments section. 

That's all for today. We hope you will come back next week to learn more 
Everyday Grammar! 

I'm Jill Robbins. I'm Alice Bryant. And I'm Phil Dierking.  
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