Feeling Comfortabie
with Verb Tenses

No S the Writing Center Handout Sertes

The wx of a setence is the adtien it destribes, indiazad by a vab. V ab tense annads the kind of adion (eg tona) a
exigene (eg 10 sam) 1o its rdationsap with time (ny, rey, will run, or seanad, sams, will saem, ac). Using proper aod
ansiomy tetses strangthens a paper and makee its idets more wheive. Refer to bath sides of this handau for tips en dhoosing and
wsing verb lenses.

Choosing a tense

Although na overarching rule dictates which tense to usc in a particular piece of writing, some general guidelines
help determine when to use which tenscs.

Use present tense when the world is contained between the front and back covers of a book. Any time you open
anovel, what's on the page is happening. Because the plot of a novel or the argument of an article never changes,
the author always urites, the characters always db, and the text always mars something,

Exampte: Magge qppeaws 1o play the axpuette o fimes: she manpui@e the anctions of the man in har lif, seaningly in rgation of

the qpressive, patriarchal life they auch represer.
Even though Maggie manipulates these men at different times, we read the novel as she manipulates cach character.
Because we see the process of these events, present tense is appropriate,

Example: Awhar Salman Ruvhdie explares idess of partition and identity through Saleem's narration in Midnight’s Children.
It’s tempting to think that Rushdie explorad these ideas, since he finished writing the book and the essay writer fimishad
reading it. But each time someone opens Midnight's Children, Rushdic cxplores these themes vet again.

Use past temse when historical realilyis esscntial to the paper. History happened. When writing about historical
events, past tense is often the most appropriate.
Exampie: Befure this federal propesal, twenaytwn sates had enacted lows raquiring a minor seek ing an abortion 10 dither notify a
parent o her intent, ar to gain the ansere of a pavant or judge prier to having an abortion.
The historical facts surroun ding the federal proposal have ali already happened; the tense shoukt indicate that they
are now in the past.
Past tense may also he appropriate if the assignment requires you to reflect on your own experience in relation Lo
the book.
Example: Resaudhing my grudogy was mare diffiad? than A mo's guide lad me to bdiove,
The writer is not simply reviewing the guide. Instead, she is reflecting on her experience with the bouk, which
happened in the pasi.
Also use past tense when discussing events that happened before the beginning of a work.
Example: Whan Fiere imrarity diad, he lefi Ocdipa in dewge o his estate for vndear reasons.
When The Crying of Lar 49 apens, Pierce has already died. Because we never read ahout his death as it happens, it
remains in the past tense,

Use frture tense when you must make predictions, as is often necessary in a lab report, a study, or a paper
pondering the events afier the last page of a story.

Example: Future experinans will ik for metor adivity in hanologuus musides o the pregatial abdominal segrenes of beth seves.
These experiments have not yet taken place, so the author makes it clear that when they accur, they will have
cerlain goals. )

When daamining which terse to use, keamp in mind that the goverming prindple for verb tense is ansistaxy. The ravrse side of
this handout indudes pointers far using verb tenses ansistaly and fix chadking the use of verb tense in the redsion SO,

{continued on reverse)

i itin h :
The 5t. Martin's Handbook (5th ed), 625-33. The Writine Center
http:/ / www.uottawa.ca/ academic/ arts/ writcent/ hypergrammar/ nsetense. html
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Hav are same of the *how-id's” of using verh tenses,

Being consistenpt More important than remembering the “correct” tense for a particular kind of paper is

remembering to use the chosen tense consistently. The logic of an argument depends on the logic of syntax, so

even if you're uncertain of the appropriateness of a particuiar tense, if you'rc consistent, readers will be abic to
follow your train of thought,

With one tense In litcrature, even if one scene happens long after anather, discuss both in present tense.
Example (inconsistent): The aha men thought ¥ assarian s onxy bause he no longer warsad 10 weer his wdfam,
Yusorian, howee, is perbaps the sanest member of the group.

Was Yossarian sane when the other men thought he was crazy? The differcnce in tenses separates these two ideas,

keaving a gap in time and therefore in information.

Example (consistent); The aha men think Y asxariar is uuzy beaise he no longer wandts to wear his uniform. | Y ovsariare,
however, is periepy the sanest member of the grag.

Present tense in both sentences indicates that Yossarian is sane while the other men think he is Crazy.

With multiple tenses Sometimes a puper requires refererice to past or futurc cvents while discussing a subject in

the present. The key 1o maintaining consistency in these cases is to return to one tense as the point of reference.
Example: Written and spok en evidnee spportat the idea that A meriam alaniss and the dtizens of Grent Britgin hdd smilar
vieus an the importance of liberty and gvaraneual rresanation.

1f the writer means that evidence in Colonial times supporicd those views, this consistenl past tense is fine. If,

however, evidenve #ill supports, those ideas, the verb tense should indicate that.

Example: Wrine: and ok en evidence supports the idea ther A meviam adenists and the drizens of Graat Britain held simzlar
views on the impartarve of Bberty and gverrmental represaruation.

In this version, the colonists and citizens are still part of history {past tensg, but the evidence discussed s relevant

today (present tense).

Checking for consistency Awkward syntax may tempt you to furcgo consistency in verb tense. The following

clements of a paper are good places to spot check for tense confusion:

*  Passive voice. Inverting subject and verb can be confusing. When you notice passive voice in your own
work, double check that the helping verb is in the tense you intend to use. (SeeThe St. Martin s Handbook pp.
63233 for infarmation on passive wiar)

Example: He qpiication is/ was being processed.

The meaning of the sentence depends on the tense of “to be.”

= Quoting the text. The quote you want to use may not be in the same tense as your paper, but make sure to
introduce the quote in the tcnse in which o are writing, '

Example: These matericd earnings are net what she geruiinely desires. The rarrater uitimatdy daims, “H e suceess exdited, dated,
and then barud her....the poor vaman hesdf was yewning in spirit™ (503).

Even though the yuotc is in the past tense, the phrasc leading into it is consistent in tensc (present} with previous

sentences. This logic helps for the same reason that present tense is always used to discuss literary works; the

narror daims, just as this character dewres.

* Discussing the world outside the text Reflecting on the text or discussing events that happened before the
opening or will happen after the end require mixed tenses, which can be confusing. Doubie check that yon
discuss events in these catcgories m their appropriate {imc frame.

Example: I wender how many of these saaces Smiley used in ada to gve har Sary more auatheriity.

We are with thc essay-writers, wondering in the present not about Smiley’s text but the process Smiley used to write

it. In other words, we are in the present wonderin £ about something that already happened,

1f yad're il uncomfortable with verb tenses, you may wort fo revew definitiens of each tense (see ather side for srarces). Then yur'll
have an ausier time sdating the forms of vers that allow ya 10 be ansistent and therefire der in your writing
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