Español 4: una comparación del imperfecto y el pretérito

Nombre ________________

The imperfect and the preterit are two past tenses in Spanish.

*Why does Spanish have two past tenses?

*What are the differences between the two tenses?

*How do I (the student) know when to use each?

The conjugations:

The preterit has many irregulars (you need to check your books and notes).

The regular preterit verbs follow this pattern

ar







er, ir

hablé

hablamos



comí 

comimos
hablaste
hablasteis



comiste
comisteis
habló 

hablaron



comió

comieron
The imperfect only has three irregulars (ser, ir, ver). The regular imperfect verbs follow this pattern

ar







er, ir

hablaba
hablábamos



comía

comíamos
hablabas
hablabais



comías

comíais
hablaba
hablaban



comía

comían

Uses of the imperfect:

1) Any action that is customary, repeated, or does not have a definite ending in the past:

There are several common phrases that indicate repetition or habit: siempre, todo/a(s) _____ _____, nunca, muchas veces…

ej. Siempre íbamos de vacaciones a Florida./We always went to Florida on vacation.

2) Description in the past: Often the most common descriptions are age, weather, hour, season, year.

ej. Hacía mucho sol y nunca llovía en julio.

3) An emotional/ physical state of being in the past, or intentionality in the past; these ideas do not have a definite or determined ending:
ej. Creía que era muy tarde/ He thought it was late. Ella estaba muy triste…/she was very sad…

-Some verbs have different meanings in the preterit and the imperfect: compare the following






preterit


imperfect
saber


he/she, etc. found out

he/she, etc. knew

conocer

he/she, etc. met


he/she etc. knew





preterit


imperfect
no querer

he/she, etc. refused

he/she, etc. didn’t want

poder


he/she, etc. managed

he/she, etc. was able

no poder

he/she, etc. tried, (but failed)
he/she, etc. was not able

tener


he/she, etc. got/received
he/she, etc. had

ir a



he/she, etc. went to the…
he/she, etc. was going to do 

                                                                                    something

4) An action that is setting the scene and often interrupted by another action(preterit) in the past:

ej. Los chicos hablaban cuando entré en la biblioteca./The kids were talking when I entered the library.

Uses of the preterit:

1) Has a definite ending in the past: (*BOOM –it happened, it’s done)

ej. Ayer fui a al biblioteca./Yesterday I went to the library.

2) Interrupts an imperfect setting the scene: (*BOOM –it happened, it’s done –while something else was being described)

ej. Los chicos hablaban cuando entré en la biblioteca./ The kids were talking when I entered the library.

3) Moves the story forward: (*BOOM it happened, then something else happened, then another action, etc. –each one is completed before the next begins).

Ayer yo fui a la escuela, estudié español, sufrí un examen de matemáticas, y dormí una siesta./ Yesterday I went to school,  I studied Spanish, I took a Math exam, and I took a nap. 

A FEW NOTABLE thoughts:

1) The imperfect and the preterit are both used to express actions and situations in the past. HOWEVER, the imperfect is used when the focus is on the action being in progress. The preterit is used when the focus is on the completion of the action.

Ej. Ella visitaba el museo…. (The focus is on the fact that she was visiting the museum. This sentence does not tell us what happened in the story, only that she was visiting the museum at a time in the past. This sentence also leaves the reader or listener wanting more information. Without more information, this is a dull and incomplete idea.)

2) The imperfect leaves the listener/reader wanting more information.

3) The preterit will move the story forward.

