
 

Past Tenses 

 Past Simple  Past Continuous  Past Perfect  
Past Perfect 

Continuous  

1 

for actions which happened 

one immediately after the 

other:  

She woke up, got out of bed and 

made a cup of tea. 

 

for actions in the 

middle of happening at 

a stated past time: 

This time last week I was 

travelling across Africa . 

past action which 

occurred before 

another action or 

before a stated past 

time: 

By his second day at 

camp he had made 

several friends. 

action continuing over 

a period up to a 

specific time in the 

past: 

She had been saving for a 

whole year before she 

bought her ticket to 

Australia. 

2 

past habit or state: 

He rode his bike to school every 

day when he was a child. 

 

past action in progress 

interrupted by another 

past action (the longer 

action is in the Past 

Continuous, the 

shorter action is in the 

Past Simple): 

I was playing football 

when I broke my ankle. 

 

complete past action 

which had visible 

results in the past: 

She felt much safer after 

she had locked all the 

doors. 

past action of certain 

duration which had 

visible results in the 

past: 

He had been shouting so 

loudly that he had a sore 

throat. 

3 

complete action or event 

which happened at a stated 

past time: 

She sold her car last week. 

two or more 

simultaneous past 

actions of certain 

duration:  

I was washing up while he 

was drying the dishes. 

 

the Past Perfect is the 

past equivalent of the 

Present Perfect: 

The room was empty – 

everyone had gone out. 

the Past Perfect 

Continuous is the past 

equivalent of the 

Present Perfect 

Continuous: 

The party was a great 

success because he had 

been preparing for it all 

week.  

4 

complete past actions not 

connected to the present 

with a stated or implied 

time reference: 

Shakespeare wrote at least 36 

plays. (Shakespeare is dead – 

he won’t write any more.) 

 

background 

description to events in 

a story/narration: 

I was walking along... 

  

used to – be used to + ing form / noun / pronoun – would – was going to 

 

used to expresses past 

habitual actions and 

permanent states (Note that 

stative verbs are not used with 

“would”): 

When I was young, I used to go 

climbing once a month. (also 

“would go”) 

He used to live in Paris. (not 

“would”) 

 

would expresses past 

repeated actions and 

routines – not states: 

When I was child, I would 

go to the cinema every 

Sunday. 

be used to means “be 

accustomed to”, “be in 

the habit of”: 

Little children are used 

to going to bed early in 

the evening. 

She isn’t used to 

staying up late at night. 

was going to expresses 

actions one intended to do 

but didn’t do: 

-“Do you have a moment?” 

-“Well, I was going to 

make something to eat.” 

(= but it can wait if you 

want to tell me something 

really important/ 

interesting) 

She was going to move 

to London but then she 

decided to stay in New 

York.  

 Time expressions used with: 

 

yesterday, last week etc., (how 

long) ago, then, just now, when, in 

1923 etc.  

while, as, the moment that 

etc. 

for, since, already, after, 

just, never, yet, before, by, 

by the time etc. 

for, since 

 


