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Past Simple – Past Continuous 

 

Past Simple Past Continuous 

The action is completed in the past The action takes place at the precise moment in 

the past 

FORM 

V+ed (II form of the verb) 

I       

He   wrote 

We 

Adverbs of frequency: yesterday, last 

week/month/year/time/Monday, two days/ 

months/years/centuries ago, then, in 1998, 

on Tuesday, in May; When…? How long 

ago…? 

was, were+Ving 

I       was 

He    was       writing 

We   were 

Adverbs of frequency: when (you came), while, 

as, all day/morning/night long, yesterday/on 

Monday at this time/ from 3 till 6/ at 6 o’clock 

USE 

1) For an action which happened at a 

definite time in the past. The time is 

stated, already known or implied: They 

spent their holidays in Switzerland last 

winter. (When did they go to 

Switzerland? – Last winter. The time is 

stated.) They had a great time. (The 

time is already known). 

1) For an action which was in progress 

around a particular past time. We do 

not mention when the action started or 

finished.  I was living abroad in 1987. 

At three o’clock afternoon, they were 

sitting at an outdoor café. (We don’t 

know when they got to or when they 

left the café.) 

2) For actions which happened 

immediately one after the other in the 

past:First, he read the message. Then, 

he began doing the task. She paid the 

driver and went out of the taxi.  

2) For temporary actions and situations. 

(When we talk about longer, more 

permanent situations, we use the 

simple past. Compare: It happened 

while I was living in Southampton last 

year. I lived in Southampton for ten 

years when I was a child.  

3) For past habits or states which 

happened in the past  and are now 

finished. In such cases we can also use 

the expression used to: People used to 

travel by carriage in those days.  

3) For an action which was in progress 

when another action interrupted it. We 

use the past continuous for the action 

in progress (longer ‘background’ 

action) and the past simple for the 

action which happened in the middle 

of the longer action or interrupted it 

(shorter action).He was walking when 

he slipped on the banana skin. As he 

was walking down the street, he ran 

into an old friend 

4) To talk about the lives of people who 

are no longer alive, about historic 

events: Columbus discovered America 

4) To emphasize the continuity, for an 

action which the speaker thinks was 

too long: We often use ‘all’ with this 
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though he didn’t know about it. meaning: It was raining all night. 

5) In the following constructions: 

It is … years since I (last) did something. 

It is three years (two years, five months...)  

since I (last) saw Bill. 

It’s ages since I last saw Joe.  

How long is it since you last saw him? 

Did you know that he was going to be 

married? (Have you known would not be 

possible)  

Hello! I didn't know you were in London. 

How long have you been here?  

6) For two or more simultaneous past 

actions: She was steering the boat 

while he was playing the guitar. 

7) Repeated actions with e. g. ‘always’: 

When I worked there, I was always 

making mistakes.  

8) To describe the atmosphere, the 

settling, etc. in the introduction to a 

story before we describe the main 

events: Todd and Emily were riding 

through the forest. The sun was 

shining and the birds were singing.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NOTE 1: The past continuous tense is NOT used for talking about repeated or 

habitual past actions. The simple past is usually used with this meaning:  

I rang the bell six times. (NOT: I was ringing the bell…) When I was a child, we used 

to play/played with toy dinosaurs. (NOT: … we were playing with toy dinousaurs…) 

 

However, the past continuous is possible if the repeated actions form a ‘background’ 

for the main action:  

At the time when it happened, I was travelling to London a lot. 
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1. Study the past and past participle forms of these irregular verbs until you remember 

the meaning as well as the past simple and the past participle forms of them. In pairs, make 

stories as in the model using the verbs in the past simple tense.  

 

Model:  

Student A: I went out for a walk in the morning.  

Student B: Unfortunately, it began to rain.  

Student A: Fortunately, I had an umbrella.  

Student B: Unfortunately, it was broken.  

Student A: Fortunately, I met a friend in his car. 

Student B: Unfortunately, his car ran out of petrol. 

Student A: Fortunately,... 

 

2. Give the past forms of these regular verbs. Show if you would pronounce these past 

forms as [d], [t] or [ed].   

wait, clean, play, post, smile, stop, dream, burn, cry7, watch, laugh, obey, hurry, lie, finish, 

lock, travel. 

 

3. A. Look at the notes below and write what Rick did yesterday, using the linking words 

from the list.  

Linking words: First, then, next, after that, finally 

 
 

B. Now write questions about what Rick was doing at the times in the list below. 

7:30 am 11:30 am 4:30 pm 

8:45 am 1:45 pm 6 pm 

 

C. In pairs, work out a short story about Nick’s day. Add some sentences in the past 

continuous to describe background events. (e. g.  When Nick  got up, the birds were singing. 

He went to the kitchen and ... While he was ..., he ...). Share your story with the class. 

 

4.  Do the following speaking and writing activities. 
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5. A. Write short answers to these points in the circles below (some answers have been 

written as an example). Write the answers in a different order to the questions. Ask your 

partner questions using the past simple tense. Work in pairs. Try to work out why your 
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partner has written the answers. Start all your questions with ‘Did …’ as in the model. Your 

partner should say if you are right or wrong.  

 

B. Report back to the class on the most interesting things you found out about your partner. 

 

� a place you went to last year. 

� a person you met last week 

� the year you started school 

� the name of a film or a TV programme you watched last month 

� a person you know who got married last year 

� the town or city you lived in when you were a child 

� a person you wrote an e-mail to or chatted with on the Internet last month 

� the year you met your best friend 

� a person you know who went to university 

� a restaurant, café or shop you went to last week 

 

Model: Student A: Did you meet Kate last week? 

Student B: No, I didn’t. (No, that’s wrong.) 

Student A: Did you e-mail Kate last month? 

Student B: No, I didn’t. 

Student A: Did Kate get married last year? 

Student B: Yes, she did! (Yes, that’s right.) 

 

Example: 

 
 

C. Write in seven circles (see the example above) what you were doing a) at 4 pm on 

Monday; b) at 7 pm on Tuesday; c) at 7 am on Thursday; d) at 10 am on Friday; e) at 1 pm 

on Saturday; f) at 3 pm on Sunday. Let other students guess what time you were doing these 

things. Ask only general questions and tag questions. 

 

Model Student A: Were you sleeping at 10 am on Friday? 

Student B: No, that’s wrong. (No, I wasn’t.) 

Student A: Were you working out in the gym at that time? 

Student B: Yes, I was. (Yes, that’s right.) 

 

6. Compete the sentences using the past continuous or the past simple. 

1. When we went out … 2. Who were you talking to … 3. It was raining … 4. When I 

got to the lesson … 5. I was ringing the doorbell when … 6. When I opened the door … 
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7. While Mary was playing the piano … 8. … his father was sleeping. 9. All day long 

yesterday … . 10. The whole month … . 

 

7. Use the verbs in the past continuous or in the past simple. 

 
 

8. Put the verbs in brackets into the past simple or the past continuous. Then, say which uses 

of these tenses are shown in each sentence. 

I (see)  Sue in town yesterday, but she
not / see

 me. She 
look

 the other way. 

 

I 
meet

 Tom and Jane at the airport a few 

weeks ago. They 
go

 to Paris and I 
go

to Rome. We 
have

 a chat while we 
w ait

for our flights 

I 
cycle

 home yesterday when a man 
step

out into the road in front of me. I 
go

 q

uitefast, but luckily I 
manage

 to stop in time and
not / hit

 him. 

Jenny  
w ait

 for me when I 
arrive

 . 

"What 
you / do

 at this time yesterday?" "I was asleep." 

" 
you / go

 out last night?" "No, I was too tired." 

How fast 
you / drive

 when the accident 
happen

 ? 

Sam 
take

 a photograph of me while I 
not / look

 . 

We were in a very difficult position. We 
not / know

 what to do. 

I haven't seen Alan for ages. When I last 
see

 him, he 
try

 to find ajob. 

I 
w alk

 along the street when suddenly I 
hear

 footsteps behind me.Somebody 
follow

 me. I was scared and I 
start

 to run. 

When I was young, I 
w ant

 to be a pilot. 

Last night I 
drop

 a plate when I 
do

 the washing up. Fortunately it
not / break

 . 

 

9. Put the verbs in brackets into the past simple or the past continuous. Then, say which uses 

of these tenses are shown in each extract. 
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A. Charlie Chaplin (become) one of the best-known personalities in America within two 

years of his first appearance in motion pictures. He (be) so famous that no studio could 

afford to pay him, so he (appear) only in films which he (produce) himself. 

B. It (happen) at ten o’clock last night. John ( sit) in his cosy living-room with his wife 

and children. They (watch) the evening news on TV when suddenly, the lights (go out) and 

everything in the house (become) quiet. 

C. The boys (play) football on the river bank while the girls (talk). Everyone (enjoy) the 

picnic when suddenly they (hear) a loud cry from further up the river. They all (rush) to see 

what was wrong. 

D. In prehistoric times, people (live) in caves. They (hunt) animals which they then (use) 

for food and clothing. They (make) everything by themselves and they (have) very simple 

lives. 

 

10. Complete the sentences using any appropriate past forms. 

 

1. While Joanne …………………… her hair, Carl was cleaning the house. 2. I have no 

idea where I …………. my wallet. 3. He …………….his leg when he fell off the 

skateboard. 4. We …………in  the  classroom  for ten  minutes.  Then the teacher came.  

5.  She ………….to   the theatre   last   night.   6.   She   cried   when   she   

……………….her   driving   test.   7.   What ………………when the alarm went off? 8. 

They got into the car and away. 9. We ……………..along  the  beach  when  we  heard  

a  cry  for  help.  10. One fine morning, a man …………in the river. 

 

11.  Make sentences with “when” for these situations. 

1. Mr. Robinson turned on the radio and listened to the first part of the concert. Then the 

telephone rang. 2. We were at a dance last night. In the middle of it somebody shouted: 

“Fire!” 3. Robert drove to London yesterday. Halfway there the car broke down. 4. The TV 

programme was interesting yesterday but my friends called on me in the middle of it. 5. We 

had a dictation yesterday. The bell rang in the middle of it. 6. Robert went to the bus stop 

and waited. At that time it began to rain. 

 

12.  Join the sentences using as, when, and while. 

1. Kim was looking out of the window. She saw Mike. 

2. Cathy was washing the dishes. She dropped a glass. 

3. The children were playing. Their father came home. 

4. Robert was driving home. He got a flat tyre. 

5. Mick and Charlie were leaving the bank. The police surrounded them. 

 

13. Correct the errors, if any, and explain why you have corrected them. 

1) Breakfast was an important meal in our family. We were always eating breakfast. 

2) While I worked in my office yesterday, my son’s class teacher called me to inform 

about the teacher-parent meeting. 

3) David was playing the piano very well when he was at junior high school. 

4) He was looking like his father, but his younger brother was resembling their mother. 

5) When we were children, we were enjoying making dens out of sticks and stones.  
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6) On the next day Margaret wrote from Venice that the hotel was really well maintained 

and she had a great time there. Her intention was to spend one more week in Venice 

and then to go back to France. 

7) Yesterday I was working at my computer when Shelley was coming to the door of my 

office. I wasn’t knowing she was there. I concentrated hard on my work. When she 

suddenly was beginning to speak, I jumped. 

8) Last year, when I lived in Bristol (I did a two-month course of English there), I 

decided to invite some friends over to dinner. I bought lots of delicious food, including 

some Parma ham and at about 6.00 I cooked in the kitchen. The sun was shining and it 

was a beautiful evening, so, I opened the back door. Then the telephone rang. I was 

going to answer it, and when I was coming back, I saw no ham on the table. I looked 

out of the window. A cat sat on my garden wall, and it was eating my ham.  

 

14.  A. Put the verbs in brackets into the past Simple or the past continuous. 

She (lie) in bed when she (hear) a sudden noise. She (open) her eyes in horror. Someone 

(open) the downstairs window; they (try) to get into her house. She ( climb) slowly out of 

bed and (creep) to the door. She (stand) very still and (listen) carefully when she (see) a light 

downstairs. It (move) about as if someone (hold) a torch and (search) for something. She 

(know) that they (look) for her. 

 

B. Writing. Continue the story. 

 

15.  A. A policeman is asking Ms Brown about a car accident she happened to see 

yesterday. Put the verbs in brackets into the past simple or the past continuous.  

 

P: What _____________________(you/do) when you __________________(see) the 

accident, madam? 

H: I ________________(walk) down the street. 

P: What exactly _____________________(you/see)? 

H: Well, the driver of the car _____________________(drive) down the road when suddenly 

the old man just __________________( step) in front of him. It ________________(be) 

terrible! 

P: _________________________(the driver/ speed)? 

H: No, not really, but the old man _____________________(not/look) both ways before he 

______________(try) to cross the road.  

P: _____________________(anyone else/ see) the accident? 

H: Yes, the lady in the post office. 

P: Thank you very much. 

                  

B. Make up your own conversations on one of the following topics (ask for some evidence, 

witnesses, what exactly happened, when exactly, what followed): 

1. The burglar broke in. 

2. The storm broke. 

3. The lights went out. 

4. The boat overturned. 

5. The earthquake hit. 
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6. The building caught fire. 

 

16.  Adam is writing a letter to his friend. He is describing what happened yesterday. 

Complete the letter. 

 

 
 

 

17.  Remember what happened to you when you once were on holiday. Write a short 

essay describing it. You need to use verbs in the past simple and the past continuous/ 

Present your essay to the class and let other students ask you questions to get more 

details. Use the following videos on how to write short stories for reference: 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bwXw-9nk71E 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jUbVH20qW0A 

 

 

 

 


