
Learn tenses upside down. A tip for English for Business  students by Andrew D. Miles. 

 

Why not 

learn verb 

tenses 

based on 

how we 

use them? 

Here we 

will see 

typical 

uses in 

past. 

 

Learn Verbs Upside Down: Past  

When we study verbs teachers generally introduce a tense and say, for 

example “The present simple is used for repetitive actions, such as I get 

up at eight every morning.” 

 

Why not look at verbs based on what we really want to say? It’s easier 

and makes more sense. Here are some common ways to describe 

things in past. 

 

Start & finish in past 

I visited Las Vegas once. 

 

If you want to talk about what has already finished use the simple past. 

In effect, things that happened in the past and stayed in the past are 

expressed with the... simple past. “She worked at Jones & Co until it 

closed down”, “Steven played rugby for twenty-two years” or “The 

Beatles were the best group of the sixties”.  

 

 

 



 

Past projects onto present 

I’ve worked hard all my life so I deserve a good pension. 

 

Have you done anything in your past that affects your present? If this is 

the case, you can use the present perfect. “I have studied hard and as 

a consequence I expect to pass today’s exam”, “I have worked as an 

engineer for twenty years so I’m qualified for this job” or “I have dated 

Jane for a long time and we’re getting married soon”. 

 

In fact much of what we have done in the past affects us today so this is 

one of the most common uses of the present perfect.  

 

By the way, you make the present perfect with have plus a past 

participle, as in “They have run out of ink” or “You have missed a golden 

opportunity”. 

 

Now, what to do with actions that we think don’t have much influence 

in our present? They stay in simple past, as in the examples we saw 

before: “I visited Las Vegas”, “She worked at Jones & Co” or “The 

Beatles were the best group.” These sentences don’t have any effect on 

us today. 

 

Recent 

I’ve just finished. 

 

Do you want to mention something that has happened recently? Again, 

use the present perfect. “I have just seen Mary” or “I’m sorry but he has 

left” tell us that the actions took place a short time ago. 

 

Different times in past 

He had already baked the cake when she arrived. 

 

Sometimes we have to talk about things that happened at different 

times in the past. For instance, a new manager could have arrived in 

February and sales start increasing three months later: “The new 

manager had been with us for three months when sales started to 

increase.”  



 

Which tense did we use? The past perfect, which we construct with had 

plus a past participle, as in “Napoleon had already invaded Spain when 

he attacked Russia” or “Maria had already gone away when the fire 

started”.  

 

Long actions in past  

We were having coffee when the phone rang 

 

What to do when something happens in the middle of something else, 

as in “Percy walked in while Dudley was having lunch”? The answer is 

simple: we use the past continuous for the longer action. “They were 

studying when their mother interrupted them” or “She was speaking to 

Talbot when her boss called her”.   

 

Of course, we also apply the past continuous for things that took a long 

time, as in “We were trying to fix the problem for ages” or “The band 

was playing all the time so we couldn’t speak to each other.” 

 

We make the past continuous with was or were plus the –ing form. “I 

was downloading the programme when the tablet crashed” or “Alfred 

and Josephine were dancing all night.” 

 

Want to learn more about tenses? Click here for ways to say things in 

future: https://www.englishforbusiness.biz/andrew/talk-about-the-future/ 

and here to talk about the present 

https://www.englishforbusiness.biz/andrew/learn-verbs-the-other-way-

round/ 
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