
The Ultimate Guide to the 12 English Verb Tenses

Description

Mastering English verb tenses doesn’t have to mean memorizing endless tables. Think of tenses as
formulas: once you know which pieces to connect (like helping verbs and core action words), you can
build any sentence perfectly.

This comprehensive guide breaks down all 12 tenses featured in the Perfect English Grammar
framework. For every single tense, you will find the exact math-like structural formula, an explanation of
why we use it, and practical examples for Positive (+), Negative (-), and Question (?) formats.

Part 1: The Present Tenses

1. Present Simple

We use the Present Simple for things that are generally true, habits, or daily routines.

Positive Form: Subject + Verb (+ s/es for third-person singular)
Negative Form: Subject + Do / Does + Not + Base Verb
Question Form: (Question Word) + Do / Does + Subject + Base Verb?

Formulating the Present Simple:

Positive (+):
I eat. (First-person)
She eats toast. (Third-person singular adds the -s)
Deep Dive Example: We walk to work every morning.

Negative (-):
I don’t eat toast.
She doesn’t eat fish. (Notice that “does” takes the -s, so “eat” returns to its base form)
Deep Dive Example: They do not work on weekends.

Question (?):
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Do you eat breakfast every day?
When does she eat lunch?
Deep Dive Example: Where do your parents live?

2. Present Simple with ‘Be’

The verb “to be” is unique and doesn’t use auxiliary verbs like do or does to form negatives or
questions.

Positive Form: Subject + am / is / are
Negative Form: Subject + am / is / are + not
Question Form: (Question Word) + am / is / are + Subject?

Formulating Present Simple with ‘Be’:

Positive (+): I am hungry. / She is in a cafe. / We are ready.
Negative (-): I’m not hungry. / She isn’t happy. / They are not late.
Question (?): Is he at home? / Why are you hungry? / Are they open?

3. Present Continuous

Use this tense for actions happening right now, at this exact moment, or for temporary situations.

Positive Form: Subject + am / is / are + Verb-ing
Negative Form: Subject + am / is / are + not + Verb-ing
Question Form: (Question Word) + am / is / are + Subject + Verb-ing?

Formulating the Present Continuous:

Positive (+):
She’s eating toast. / They are eating lunch now.
Deep Dive Example: John is studying for his exams upstairs.

Negative (-):
He isn’t eating. / We are not eating at home.
Deep Dive Example: I am not watching the game right now.

Question (?):
When are they eating? / Is he eating now?
Deep Dive Example: What are you listening to?

4. Present Perfect

This tense connects the past to the present. We use it for life experiences, actions that happened at an
unspecified time in the past, or things that started in the past but matter right now.

Positive Form: Subject + have / has + Past Participle
Negative Form: Subject + have / has + not + Past Participle
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Question Form: (Question Word) + have / has + Subject + Past Participle?

Formulating the Present Perfect:

Positive (+):
I’ve eaten breakfast. / He has eaten lunch.
Deep Dive Example: We have lived in this city for five years.

Negative (-):
We haven’t eaten yet. / She hasn’t eaten the chocolate.
Deep Dive Example: The team has not finished the project.

Question (?):
What have you eaten today? / Has she eaten lunch?
Deep Dive Example: Have you ever visited France?

5. Present Perfect Continuous

We use this to show an action that started in the past and has been continuing directly up until right
now, usually emphasizing the duration or ongoing effort.

Positive Form: Subject + have / has + been + Verb-ing
Negative Form: Subject + have / has + not + been + Verb-ing
Question Form: (Question Word) + have / has + Subject + been + Verb-ing?

Formulating the Present Perfect Continuous:

Positive (+):
I’ve been eating. / She’s been eating biscuits all day.
Deep Dive Example: It has been raining since this morning.

Negative (-):
They haven’t been eating. / He has not been eating toast.
Deep Dive Example: I have not been sleeping well lately.

Question (?):
What has she been eating? / Have they been eating breakfast?
Deep Dive Example: How long have you been waiting here?

Part 2: The Past Tenses

6. Past Simple

Use this for actions that started and finished completely at a specific point in the past.

Positive Form: Subject + Past Simple Verb (-ed for regular verbs)
Negative Form: Subject + did + not + Base Verb
Question Form: (Question Word) + did + Subject + Base Verb?
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Formulating the Past Simple:

Positive (+):
I ate an apple. / She ate some rice. (Note: ate is the irregular past form of eat)
Deep Dive Example:* They watched a movie last night. (Regular verb)

Negative (-):
She didn’t eat anything. / They did not eat breakfast. (The helping verb “did” shows the past
tense, so the main verb stays in its base form)
Deep Dive Example: We did not catch the early train.

Question (?):
Did you eat the chocolate? / What did they eat for lunch?
Deep Dive Example: Where did you buy that shirt?

7. Past Simple with ‘Be’

Just like the present tense, “to be” handles its own negative and question formations in the past.

Positive Form: Subject + was / were
Negative Form: Subject + was / were + not
Question Form: (Question Word) + was / were + Subject?

Formulating Past Simple with ‘Be’:

Positive (+): I was hungry. / They were in a restaurant.
Negative (-): We weren’t hungry. / She wasn’t at home.
Question (?): Why was she hungry? / Were you hungry?

8. Past Continuous

We use this tense to describe an action that was ongoing or in progress at a specific moment in the
past, often interrupted by another event.

Positive Form: Subject + was / were + Verb-ing
Negative Form: Subject + was / were + not + Verb-ing
Question Form: (Question Word) + was / were + Subject + Verb-ing?

Formulating the Past Continuous:

Positive (+):
I was eating. / They were eating lunch.
Deep Dive Example: Sarah was reading a book when the power went out.

Negative (-):
You weren’t eating. / She wasn’t eating a sandwich.
Deep Dive Example: We were not paying attention when he spoke.

Question (?):
Where were you eating? / Was she eating an apple?
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Deep Dive Example: What were you doing at 8 PM yesterday?

9. Past Perfect

This is the “past before the past.” It is used to show which of two past actions happened first.

Positive Form: Subject + had + Past Participle
Negative Form: Subject + had + not + Past Participle
Question Form: (Question Word) + had + Subject + Past Participle?

Formulating the Past Perfect:

Positive (+):
I had eaten. / She’d eaten lunch. (Meaning: She ate lunch before another past event
happened)
Deep Dive Example: The train had already left when I arrived at the station.

Negative (-):
We hadn’t eaten. / He had not eaten an apple.
Deep Dive Example: They had not completed the test when the timer rang.

Question (?):
Why had you eaten? / Had they eaten fish before?
Deep Dive Example: Had you seen that man before he called you?

10. Past Perfect Continuous

This tense indicates a continuous action that was going on in the past up until another definitive point or
action in the past.

Positive Form: Subject + had + been + Verb-ing
Negative Form: Subject + had + not + been + Verb-ing
Question Form: (Question Word) + had + Subject + been + Verb-ing?

Formulating the Past Perfect Continuous:

Positive (+):
I had been eating chocolate all day. / She’d been eating breakfast.
Deep Dive Example: He was exhausted because he had been working for twelve hours.

Negative (-):
I hadn’t been eating. / She hadn’t been eating an apple.
Deep Dive Example: They had not been playing well before the coach intervened.

Question (?):
Why had he been eating? / Had they been eating enough fruit?
Deep Dive Example: How long had you been driving before you realized you were lost?

Part 3: The Future Tenses
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11. Future Simple (with Will)

Use Future Simple to state facts about the future, make promises, predictions, or sudden, spontaneous
decisions.

Positive Form: Subject + will + Base Verb
Negative Form: Subject + will + not (won't) + Base Verb
Question Form: (Question Word) + will + Subject + Base Verb?

Formulating the Future Simple:

Positive (+):
I will eat later. / She will eat at home.
Deep Dive Example: The company will open a new branch next month.

Negative (-):
We won’t eat anything tonight. / He will not eat fish.
Deep Dive Example: I will not sign the contract without reading it.

Question (?):
What will you eat for lunch? / Will she eat meat?
Deep Dive Example: Will technology replace these jobs soon?

12. Future Continuous

We use this to project ourselves into the future and look back at an action that will be actively in
progress at that specific time.

Positive Form: Subject + will + be + Verb-ing
Negative Form: Subject + will + not + be + Verb-ing
Question Form: (Question Word) + will + Subject + be + Verb-ing?

Formulating the Future Continuous:

Positive (+):
I will be eating at 8pm. / She will be eating a sandwich.
Deep Dive Example: This time tomorrow, we will be flying to Tokyo.

Negative (-):
They won’t be eating. / He will not be eating anything.
Deep Dive Example: I will not be using the car this weekend if you need it.

Question (?):
What will you be eating? / Will they be eating at 6pm?
Deep Dive Example: Will you be staying at the hotel or with friends?

13. Future Perfect

This tense looks back from a target point in the future. It shows an action that will be completed before
a specific time or event down the road.
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Positive Form: Subject + will + have + Past Participle
Negative Form: Subject + will + not + have + Past Participle
Question Form: (Question Word) + will + Subject + have + Past Participle?

Formulating the Future Perfect:

Positive (+):
I will have eaten lunch by 3 o’clock. / She’ll have eaten all the chocolate.
Deep Dive Example: By next June, I will have graduated from university.

Negative (-):
He won’t have eaten lunch yet. / They will not have eaten their sandwiches.
Deep Dive Example: We will not have saved enough money by January.

Question (?):
When will you have eaten? / Will she have eaten dinner by nine?
Deep Dive Example: Will you have finished the report by tomorrow morning?

14. Future Perfect Continuous

This tense is used to show the duration of an ongoing action up to a specific point of time in the future.
It emphasizes exactly how long that continuous action has been running.

Positive Form: Subject + will + have + been + Verb-ing
Negative Form: Subject + will + not + have + been + Verb-ing
Question Form: (Question Word) + will + Subject + have + been + Verb-ing?

Formulating the Future Perfect Continuous:

Positive (+):
They will have been eating fruit. / We’ll have been eating all day.
Deep Dive Example: By 5 PM, she will have been cooking for four hours straight.

Negative (-):
I won’t have been eating fish. / They will not have been eating lunch.
Deep Dive Example: We will not have been living here long enough to get a tax break.

Question (?):
What she will have been eating? / Will you have been eating chocolate?
Deep Dive Example: How long will you have been working on this project by the deadline?
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