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Tense and aspect are fundamental components of
English grammar that help speakers express when
an action happens and how it unfolds over time.
While tense situates an event in the past, present, or

future, aspect conveys whether the action is ongoing,
completed, or habitual. Despite their importance,
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INTRODUCTION. Tense and aspect are essential for structuring meaning in
English. Tense refers to the time of an action—whether it happened in the past, is
happening in the present, or will happen in the future. Aspect, on the other hand,
describes how an action unfolds over time. For example, the difference between She
writes every day and She is writing now is a matter of aspect rather than tense
(Comrie, 1985). For English learners, distinguishing between tenses like past simple
(I walked) and present perfect (I have walked), or knowing when to use progressive
forms (She is studying) versus simple forms (She studies), can be particularly
difficult. The challenge arises from irregular verb forms, auxiliary verbs, and subtle
contextual differences that do not always have direct equivalents in other languages
(Dornyet, 2005). This paper examines how tense and aspect function in English, the
most common difficulties learners encounter, and the most effective ways to teach
these concepts in the classroom.

Functions of Tense and Aspect in English
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Tense in English

English has three main tenses:

* Present tense: Used for general truths (Water boils at 100°C), habits (He studies
every evening), and ongoing actions (She is at school).

* Past tense: Used for completed actions in the past (She visited London last year).

* Future tense: Expressed with auxiliary verbs such as will (I will call you later) or
going to (She is going to study abroad) (Krashen, 1982).

Aspect in English

Aspect refers to the nature of an action—whether it is simple, continuous,
completed, or repeated over time. English has four main aspects:

1. Simple aspect: Describes facts, habits, or completed actions (She reads every
night).

2. Progressive (Continuous) aspect: Describes actions in progress (She is reading
now).

3. Perfect aspect: Expresses completed actions connected to the present or another
past action (She has read the book).

4. Perfect Progressive aspect: Shows actions in progress over a period (She has
been reading for two hours) (Swan & Smith, 2001). Each aspect adds meaning to a
verb, helping speakers clarify whether an action is complete, ongoing, repeated, or
habitual.

Even though the rules of tense and aspect seem clear, learners still make common
mistakes due to language interference and structural complexity.

There is a Confusion Between Past Simple and Present Perfect.

Many learners struggle to distinguish between | saw him yesterday and | have seen
him before. The past simple refers to a specific past event, while the present perfect
connects past events to the present (Comrie, 1985). Languages that do not have a
present perfect equivalent often cause learners to misuse these forms. Learners
sometimes say | am liking this movie instead of | like this movie. This happens
because stative verbs (like, know, believe) are not normally used in the continuous
form in English, unlike in some other languages (Swan & Smith, 2001).

Deciding between will and going to can be tricky. For example, I will go to the
party may sound unnatural if the speaker is referring to a planned event, where | am
going to the party would be more appropriate (Krashen, 1982). Some learners make
errors like When he was arriving, we left instead of When he arrived, we left. The
past continuous is used for actions in progress, while the past simple is for completed
actions (Ddrnyei, 2005).
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There is also avoidance of the Perfect Progressive Aspect.

Because perfect progressive tenses (I have been studying for three hours) are
structurally complex, many learners avoid using them altogether, opting for simpler
forms that may not accurately express their intended meaning (Swan & Smith, 2001).

Given these challenges, teachers can adopt several strategies to make learning
tense and aspect more effective. Rather than memorizing rules, learners should
practice using tenses in real-life situations. For instance, storytelling exercises help
reinforce the differences between past simple and past continuous (I was walking
home when it started raining) (Krashen, 1982). Showing direct comparisons between
similar tenses helps learners grasp subtle differences: | have lived here for five years
(present perfect — still true now) / I lived here for five years (past simple — no longer
true) (Swan & Smith, 2001). Learners should use tenses naturally in various tasks,
such as: describing daily routines (present simple), talking about past experiences
(past simple), making future plans (going to vs. will) (Dornyei, 2005). Timelines help
learners visualize how different tenses relate to each other (Comrie, 1985). Apps like
Duolingo, BBC Learning English, and Al-powered chatbots provide learners with
interactive ways to practice tenses. Virtual reality (VR) can also simulate real-life
conversations that reinforce tense and aspect usage (Dornyei, 2005).

Tense and aspect are essential for expressing time and action in English, yet they
remain one of the most difficult areas for learners due to structural complexity and
subtle distinctions. However, by using context-based learning, contrastive teaching,
task-based activities, visual aids, and technology, teachers can help learners master
these fundamental grammar concepts. Future research could explore how artificial
intelligence (Al) and immersive language learning environments can further enhance
the acquisition of tense and aspect (Swan & Smith, 2001).
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