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Time and tense

General
The different verb forms of English are often known as tenses. English has twelve verb forms (excluding passives). However, the relationship between tense and time is not always straightforward.
	Present

	Simple

Continuous

Perfect

Perfect Continuous
	I smoke

I am smoking

I have smoked

I have been smoking

	Past

	Simple

Continuous

Perfect

Perfect Continuous
	I smoked
I was smoking

I had smoked

I had been smoking

	Future

	Simple

Continuous

Perfect

Perfect Continuous
	I will smoke
I will be smoking

I will have smoked

I will have been smoking


Special uses of the Present Simple

1
The Present Simple is commonly used to talk about past situations:

a In newspaper headlines.



Italy win the world cup


Prime Minister resigns



Writer recieves award


b When we tell a joke or when we relate the story of a film book or play.



A sandwich and a chocolate car walk into a pub and order at the bar. But the 


barman refuses to give them anything. When they ask why, the barman replies:


‘Sorry, we don’t serve food here.’



Alex is a young, successful lawyer who is very happy with life. Until one day he 


meets Emily and his life changes for ever.

2
Present Simple to talk about ‘now’.

We often learn that the Present Continuous is used for talking about  ‘now’, but sometimes 
the Present Simple can be used.


a When we refer to an action which happens instantaneously at the moment of speaking, 
use the Present Simple. This often occurs when the words are particularly important.



I declare this shopping centre open.



I now pronounce you husband and wife.


b When describing or commentating on a present action, the Present Simple is used for 
an instantaneous action.



“Wilmott…dribbles past one player…still Wilmott…he goes past another…he 


shoots…he scores! What a goal!”

The Present Continuous is used for a longer event.


“Now the queen is walking alongside the crowd, shaking hands and talking with 

some members of the public.”
3
Present Simple for future time.

a The Present Simple is usually used to talk about future events which are programmed or 
time tabled.



The first game of the season sees Northian play Heydon.   


b We often use the present simple (and Present Perfect) to refer to the future after time 
conjunctions such as if, when, before, as soon as, until, once, while, by the time, etc.


I’ll write to you as soon as I arrive.



If I don’t win the lottery, I’ll be disappointed.



As soon as I’ve finished, I’ll let you know.


c We also use the present tenses after relative pronouns such as who and where and in 
subordinate clauses introduced by as, than, and whether. 



The person who wins the race, will win the prize.


I don’t mind where we go as long as the food is cheap.



I’m the same age as you are.



I’ll love you whether things are good or bad, happy or sad.

d To describe future events which are officially organised or timetabled, we often use the 
present form of be + infinitive + to.



The Bank of England is to raise inflation rates next week.



The Queen is set to issue a statement on the political crisis in the next few hours. 

Past verb forms in unreal situations

1
Imaginary situations (general)

Past forms are used to describe imaginary situations which are contrary to known facts. 
However, they do not describe the past but either the present or a general situation. They 
are commonly found:


a in clauses with if.



If I had to take a pay cut, I would resign.


A variation on this form is the pattern If + were + infinitive with to.


If I were to take the road on the left, where would I end up? 

Note: In the ‘unreal’ past, were is traditionally used with I and he/she.


I’d study harder if I were you.

Some people still consider this to be correct, but either version is acceptable in modern British English.


If I was rich, I would buy and island.


b after I wish, I’d rather/sooner, I suppose/imagine and it’s time.


These express ideas that are imaginable/desirable, but contrary to the actual facts.



I wish I was tall. (= but I’m not) 



Suppose you saw a tiger at the beach. What would you do?



I’d rather/sooner you didn’t speak to me. (= this is what I would like)



I’m so tired. It’s time I had a holiday. 


c when making requests more tentative and distant.



I just wanted to ask whether you could help me.



Was there anything else, madam?



I was wondering if you knew the way to San Jose?

2
Imaginary situations in the past


We use the Past Perfect to talk about an unreal situation in the past.



If I hadn’t missed the bus, I wouldn’t have been late for school.



I wish I hadn’t broken up with Tanya.
Tense sequence

1
General rules

The verb in a sub-clause is usually in the same tense as the verb in the main clause.



As soon as I saw George, [SUB-CLAUSE]



I knew he was unhappy. [MAIN CLAUSE]

If the main clause is in the past, so are the verbs which follow it even if they are still true 
now.



When I first saw you, I knew you were very intelligent. (= you are still intelligent now, 

but the fact is important in relation to the past event)
2
Reported speech


a The same general rule applies.



Kelvin tells me you like fox hunting?



I didn’t realise you were coming tonight.



Janice said that she will would come to the party later.


After a past tense reporting verb (said, told, etc.) the reported words are not in the same 
tense as the original (direct speech). In the example above Janice actually said:



‘I’ll probably come to the party later.’ 


b If the fact is still important now, we can use a present tense.



Alexander Fleming discovered that penicillin cures certain illnesses.


c With verbs like say and tell we tend to use the Past Simple to report the exact words and 
the Past Continuous to report the gist of what was said.



‘We’re going to move to London,’ they said.



Alex was telling us about his holiday.
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