
Using the appropriate verb tense

Tenses indicate the time of an action in relation to the time of the speaking or writing about
that action.

Survey of tenses

English has three simple tenses (past, present, and future) and three perfect tenses (present
perfect, past perfect, and future perfect). In addition, each of these six tenses has a progres-
sive form.

SIMPLE TENSES The simple present tense is used primarily to describe habitual actions
(Jane walks to work) or to refer to actions occurring at the time of speaking (I see a cardinal in
our maple tree). It is also used to state facts or general truths and to describe fictional events
in a literary work. The present tense may even be used to express future actions that are to
occur at some specified time (The semester begins tomorrow).

The simple past tense is used for actions completed entirely in the past (Yesterday Jane
walked to work).

The simple future tense is used for actions that will occur in the future (Tomorrow Jane
will walk to work) or for actions that are predictable, given certain causes (Meat will spoil if
not properly refrigerated).

PERFECT TENSES More complex time relations are indicated by the perfect tenses (which
consist of a form of have plus the past participle). The present perfect tense is used for an
action that began in the past and is still going on in the present (Jane has walked to work for
years) or an action that began in the past and is finished by the time of speaking or writing
(Jane has discovered a new restaurant on Elm Street).

The past perfect tense is used for an action already completed by the time of another past
action (Jane hailed a cab after she had walked several blocks in the rain) or for an action
already completed at some specific past time (By 8:30, Jane had walked two miles).

The future perfect tense is used for an action that will be completed before or by a certain
future time (Jane will have left Troy by the time Jo arrives).

PROGRESSIVE FORMS The simple and perfect tenses already discussed have progressive
forms that describe actions in progress. The present progressive form is used for actions cur-
rently in progress (Jane is writing a letter) or for future actions that are to occur at some spec-
ified time (Jane is leaving for Chicago on Monday).

The past progressive is used for past actions in progress (Jane was writing a letter last
night).

The future progressive is used for future actions in progress (Jane will be traveling next
week).

Like the simple tenses, the perfect tenses have progressive forms. The perfect progressive
forms express the length of time an action is, was, or will be in progress: Jane has been walk-
ing to work for five years (present perfect progressive). Jane had been walking to work until
she was mugged (past perfect progressive). Jane will have been walking to work for five years
by the end of this month (future perfect progressive).

Special uses of the present tense

Use the present tense when writing about events in a literary work, when expressing general
truths, and when quoting, summarizing, or paraphrasing an author’s views.

When writing about a work of literature, you may be tempted to use the past tense. The
convention, however, is to describe fictional events in the present tense.
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Scientific principles or general truths should appear in the present tense, unless such princi-
ples have been disproved.

When you are quoting, summarizing, or paraphrasing the author of a nonliterary work, use
present-tense verbs such as writes, reports, asserts, and so on. This convention is usually 
followed even when the author is dead (unless a date specifies the time of writing).

EXCEPTION: When you are documenting a paper with the APA (American Psychological
Association) style of in-text citations, use past-tense verbs such as reported or demonstrated
or present perfect verbs such as has reported or has demonstrated.

The past perfect tense

The past perfect tense consists of a past participle preceded by had (had worked, had gone, had had). This
tense is used for an action already completed by the time of another past action or for an action already
completed at some specific past time.

Writers sometimes use the simple past tense when they should use the past perfect.
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^

reaches
� In Masuji Ibuse’s Black Rain, a child reached for a pome-

granate in his mother’s garden, and a moment later he

^

is
was dead, killed by the blast of the atomic bomb.

^

writes
� Baron Bowan of Colwood wrote that “a metaphysician is one 

who goes into a dark cellar at midnight without a light, 

looking for a black cat that is not there.”

E. Wilson (1996) reported that positive reinforcement alone
was a less effective teaching technique than a mixture of posi-
tive reinforcement and constructive criticism.

Everyone had spoken by the time the ballots were cast.

Everyone had spoken by 10:00 a.m.

� We built our cabin high on a pine knoll, forty feet above 

^

had been
an abandoned quarry that was flooded in 1920 to create 

a lake.

The building of the cabin and the flooding of the quarry both
occurred in the past, but the flooding was completed before the
time of building.

(continued)

^

revolves
� Galileo taught that the earth revolved around the sun.

Since Galileo’s teaching has not been discredited, the verb
should be in the present tense. The following sentence, how-
ever, is acceptable: Ptolemy taught that the sun revolved around
the earth.



Some writers tend to overuse the past perfect tense. Do not use the past perfect if two
past actions occurred at the same time.

Sequence of tenses with infinitives and participles

An infinitive is the base form of a verb preceded by to. Use the present infinitive to show
action at the same time as or later than the action of the verb in the sentence.

Use the perfect form of an infinitive (to have followed by the past participle) for an action
occurring earlier than that of the verb in the sentence.

Like the tense of an infinitive, the tense of a participle is also governed by the tense of the
sentence’s verb. Use the present participle (ending in -ing) for an action occurring at the same
time as that of the sentence’s verb.

Use the past participle (such as given or helped) or the present perfect participle (having plus
the past participle) for an action occurring before that of the verb.

Copyright © 2006 by Bedford/St. Martin’s dianahacker.com/bedhandbook

^

had
� By the time dinner was served, the guest of honor left.

The past perfect tense is needed because the action of leaving
was completed at a specific past time (by the time dinner was
served ).

Hiking the Appalachian Trail in early spring, we spotted many
wildflowers.

Discovered off the coast of Florida, the Atocha yielded many
treasures.

Having worked her way through college, Melanie graduated
debt-free.

� When we arrived in Paris, Pauline had met us at the train 

station.

^

raise
� The club had hoped to have raised a thousand dollars by 

April 1.

The action expressed in the infinitive (to raise) occurred later
than the action of the sentence’s verb (had hoped).

^

have joined
� Dan would like to join the navy, but he did not pass the 

physical.

The liking occurs in the present; the joining would have oc-
curred in the past.


