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Overview of Tenses



tense 
aspect

1.

Last night,  two men broke into my house.
past

2.
They tried to open the safe, 
past

3.
but they had forgotten to bring a flashlight
past 
perfect

4.
so they turned on some lights.
past

5.
Some neighbors saw them 
past

6.
and phoned the police.
past

7.
Then the men got hungry.
past

8.
They were eating, 
past 
progressive

9.
when the police arrested them.
past

10.

Later today, …


I took the child to the clinic.  The doctor examined him for a long time very carefully.  Finally he pronounced him healthy. (Michael Sharwood Smith 1988:228)



Oprah Winfrey began speaking publicly in church when she was only two.  She got her own TV talk show in 1986.  She had already been a TV news reporter and had made her acting debut in the movie The Color Purple.   Her TV show quickly became one of the most popular shows in the United States.


Bowdrie built his fire of dry wood to eliminate smoke.  Earlier, crossing the plains, he had killed an antelope.  Now he cut steaks and began to broil them.   He knew better than to relax.  (L'Amour 1984: 144)




a.
When they had eaten  dinner, they talked about future plans.


b.  
When they ate  dinner, they talked about future plans.



I drew the curtains apart.  The sun was shining.  The children were playing in the yard.  Some women were hanging clothes on the washing lines.  (Michael Sharwood Smith 1988:228) 



The prison guard ran to the wall.  Two convicts were climbing to the top.  Another was already jumping down to the other side.   (Michael Sharwood Smith 1988:229)


The “future-in-the-past”.  The “future-in-the-past” is to show, as the term suggests, future plans and future expectations set in the past.  Notice, for instance, that in the example Martina's future expectations are indicated by the construction was going to…  



On Friday afternoon Martina Rodriquez got off  work early.  She drove home.  As she drove, she made some plans for the weekend.   She was going to wash her car; she was going to drive up to Yosemite; and, she was going to take a long relaxing walk along her favorite hiking trail.  But she was too tired so instead she stayed home and caught up on her sleep.


Another way of indicating the “future-in-the-past” is with would…  With would… a past setting (she thought…) is combined with a future expectation or plan (…that she would drive up to Yosemite).  



…As she drove, she made some plans for the weekend.   At first, she thought she would drive up to Yosemite, but then she realized that she wouldn't have time.


Note that if the tense of  was/were going to… and would… is changed, we have is/am/are going to… and will… 


Notice that the example describes a generalization, not an actual event.  



Bill plays  video games.


  Simple present.


In addition to generalizations, the simple present can also report actual states  existing at the moment of speaking.



Do  you see  the bug near the table?



I feel  tired.    



The soup tastes  a little too sour.


Bowdrie built his fire of dry wood to eliminate smoke.  Earlier, crossing the plains, he had killed an antelope.  Now he cut steaks and began to broil them.   He knew better than to relax.  (L'Amour 1984: 144)




a.
When they had eaten  dinner, they talked about future plans.


b.  
When they ate  dinner, they talked about future plans.


What is being reported here is not a sequence of events but a description of  what was happening—more or less simultaneously—when the curtains were parted.  



Running steadily, he rounded the last corner.  He looked up.  He could see the finish line.   When he finally crossed the finish line, he had been running for three hours.

	Present Perfect Tense
Establishes a relation between a past event or state and the present.  



	INDEFINITE or UNSPECIFIED TIME IN THE PAST

•
We have been there before.


-------------------------g-------



???




now



	UNFINISHED EVENT or STATE IN THE PAST, CONTINUING TO THE PRESENT

 
continuous event:

•
Patty has smoked since 1980.


-------------------------g--------


1980  ----------------->
now







     she still smokes


repetitive event:

•
I have been to Hawaii three times so far.


-------------------------g--------



X      X     X



            now







I may go again



	RECENTLY COMPLETED EVENT AFFECTING THE PRESENT

•
We've just bought a new car, so we can't afford to take a vacation.

•
I've broken my watch, so I don't know the time.


-------------------------g--------



recently



            now




With appropriate modifications:

	Present Perfect Tense
Use of this tense makes the claim that some past event or state is relevant 

or connected to some present concern. 

 •
We have been there before.  We know exactly where it is.


-------------------------g-------



???




now

•
Patty has smoked since 1980.


-------------------------g--------


1980  ----------------->
now







     she still smokes

•
I have been to Hawaii three times so far and it was always fun for me.


If you go, you'll enjoy it too.


-------------------------g--------



X      X     X



            now

•
We've just bought a new car, so we can't afford to take a vacation.

•
I've broken my watch, so I don't know the time.


-------------------------g--------



recently



            now




Student Worksheet

Instructions:  Finish writing the two incomplete paragraphs in the essay below.  The first is about what you would do if you were given a million dollars to spend this year.   Remember that you will not really be given a million dollars to spend this year — will you?  The second is about what you will really do next year. 

The future:  facts and fantasy


If I were suddenly given a million dollars to spend this year, I would do many things that I cannot afford to do now.  For instance, ___________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


However, because no one is really going to give me a million dollars, what I will actually do this year is quite different.  Probably, ___________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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