
Long actions. A tip for English for Business students by Andrew D. Miles.  

 

Why not learn 

verbal tenses 

based on how 

we use them? 

 

Let’s see how 

to describe 

things we do 

for a long time 

in the present, 

past and 

future.   

 

Talking about Long Actions 

How can we describe things that take a long time? Very 

easily. With continuous tenses, which some people call 

progressive tenses.  

 

The continuous is fantastic because we can use it 

everywhere. “We will be travelling nonstop” happens in 

future, “Gilda is repairing the machine” in present and 

“Reeves was building a model” in past. 

 

 

 



Long actions in present 

We are typing a report. 

 

Want to talk about what’s happening at the moment? Use 

the present continuous: “I am writing on my computer now”, 

“The ship is sailing from Hamburg to Bilbao”, “We are running 

the trials today” or “Scott is still is painting his room” are all in 

present continuous. 

 

By the way, we make this tense with to be plus the –ing form 

as in “they are swimming in the pool”. 

 

Long actions in the past that finished in the past 

They were printing a large file. 

 

Want to mention extended actions in past such as “I was 

working all day yesterday”? Go for the past continuous. Other 

examples are: “The children were playing during the break”, 

“Muriel was studying for eight hours”, “The company was 

having trouble” or “Peter was drinking some whisky when his 

assistant walked in.” 

 

The past continuous is built with was or were plus the –ing form 

as in “they were drawing the plans”. 

 

Long actions in the past that continue today 

I’ve been studying English for a long time. 

 

When we need to describe something that has been 

happening without interruption for some time and still 

continues today we can use the present perfect continuous.  

 



Look at these examples: “He’s been working non stop for ten 

hours” or “The computer has been running all night.” They 

both imply that the action is long and that it continues now. 

 

You build the present perfect continuous with have plus been 

plus the –ing form, as in “The factory has been operating non-

stop since early March”. 

 

Long actions in future 

I will be running the marathon for at least eight hours. 

 

We can use the future continuous for long activities, as in “We 

will be flying for the whole day in our trip to Melbourne”, “You 

will be living in retirement for many years” or “I will be enjoying 

the beach at this time tomorrow.” 

 

The future continuous is made with will plus be plus the –ing 

form: “Roberta will be analysing this project for at least a 

week”. 
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