Notes on Preterit vs. Imperfect

In Spanish there are two ways to express the past tense, preterit and imperfect. Each of these verb tenses is used to express certain things in the past. Neither tense would be used exclusively to express the past. They are often used together in the same sentence. 

Preterit: 

This tense is used to express actions in the past that have been completed, usually within a specific time frame. 

ejemplo:
They called me last night.    Ellos me llamaron anoche. 

                      The pitcher threw the ball.   El lanzador tiró la pelota. 
The endings for regular preterit verbs are:

-AR



-ER/-IR

é



í
aste



iste

ó



ió
amos



imos
asteis



isteis
aron



ieron

****There are numerous irregular verbs in the preterit tense. 
Imperfect:
The imperfect tense is used to express several things specifically and actions that were taking place in the past, but did not “stop” or finish, and had no specific time frame. This is a list of the types of things one expresses with the imperfect:

age:  I was 10 years old in the fifth grade.
date: It was January 22. 

weather: It was a cloudy day.

time: It was 3:00.

description or physical appearance: The mountains were beautiful. She was tall.

was or were –ing: We were reading in the den.

“used to”: They used to live in Montana. 

habitual past actions: We walked to school every day. 

emotional state: He was very sad. 

physical condition: You were worried. The soup was hot. 

location: He was stationed in Korea. 

attitudes/desires: We wanted a new car. They were angry about the error. 

The endings for the imperfect tense are:

-AR




-ER/-IR

aba




ía
abas




ías
aba




ía
ábamos



íamos
abais




íais
aban




ían

There are no ítem changes in the imperfect and these are the only irregular verbs in the imperfect:

ser


ver


ir
era


veía


iba

eras


veías


ibas

era


veía


iba

éramos

veíamos

íbamos

erais


veíais


ibais

eran


veían


iban
Many times the preterit and the imperfect are used together in the same sentence. 
ejemplo:   They were sad when he died. 

                 Ellos estaban tristes cuando él se murió. 
                              Imp.                                  Pret.
This happens often when there is an action taking place and something interrupts it. The interruption would be in the preterit.


ejemplo:   I was cooking dinner when the phone rang. 


      Yo cocinaba la cena cuando sonó el teléfono. 

                          Imp.                              Pret.

