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The Past in Spanish

Preterite vs. Imperfect

A2 Level - Pretérito Simple vs. Pretérito Imperfecto -

1. What is the Imperfect Tense? (¢ Qué es el pretérito imperfecto?)

In Spanish, we use two main past tenses: the Preterite (pasado simple) and the Imperfect (pretérito
imperfecto).

Think of the Preterite as a snapshot. It tells you exactly when something happened and
focuses on completed actions with a clear beginning and end.

Think of the Imperfect as a video or background music. |t describes ongoing situations,
habitual actions (“used to”), or how things were in the past, with no definite ending.

2. Conjugations (Conjugaciones)

Regular Verbs: Drop the infinitive ending and add the correct ending. No stem-changes!

hablaba comia vivia
ta hablabas comias vivias
él/ ella hablaba comia vivia
nosotros hablabamos comiamos viviamos
ellos / ellas hablaban comian vivian

Irregular Verbs: Only 3! Memorize them.

All forms (yo - tu - él/ella - nosotros - vosotros - ellos)

ser (to be) era - eras - era - éramos - erais - eran

ir (togo) iba - ibas - iba - ibamos - ibais - iban
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ver (to see) veia - veias - veia - veiamos - veiais - veian

3. When and Why to Use the Imperfect?

€ Habitual or repeated actions (“used to”) — Actions you did regularly in the past.

Cuando era nifio, jugaba con mis amigos todos los dias. — When | was a kid, | used to play
with my friends every day.

€4 Ongoing actions (“was/were -ing”) — Actions in progress without a defined end.

Ella leia un libro. — She was reading a book.

€ Background descriptions — Weather, feelings, or physical characteristics.

La noche estaba oscura y hacia frio. — The night was dark and it was cold.

¢ Age and Time — Telling someone’s age or the time in the past.

Tenia 5 afios en 2005. — | was 5 years old in 2005.
Eran las seis de la tarde. — |t was 6 PM.

4. Why Use the Preterite and Imperfect Together?

These two tenses often work together in the same sentence to talk about interrupting
actions.

Imperfect — the ongoing background action (the one being interrupted)
Preterite — the sudden event that interrupts it

Examples:

Yo leia un libro (imperfect) cuando sono el teléfono (preterite). — | was reading a book
when the phone rang.

Caminaba a la biblioteca cuando me encontré con el amor de mivida. — | was walking
to the library when | met the love of my life.

4, 5. Ejercicios (Exercises)
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A. Completa las frases con el verbo en Imperfecto
Fill in the blanks with the correct Imperfect form of the verb in parentheses.

1. Cuando yo (ser) nifio, me gustaba mucho jugar.

2. En aquella época, la gente (ser) mas feliz que ahora.
3. Todos los sabados, nosotros (ir) a la biblioteca.

4. Mi profesor frecuentemente me (hablar) en espaniol.
5. Ellos siempre (comer) en ese restaurante.

B. Elige el tiempo correcto: ;Pretérito o Imperfecto?

Clue: Is it a specific completed action? — Preterite. Is it a habit or background
description? — Imperfect. Circle or underline your answer.

La semana pasada, nosotros (fuimos / ibamos) al cine dos veces.
De pequefio, no me (gusté / gustaba) comer lentejas.

Ayer, yo (comi /| comia) pizza con mi familia.

Siempre (hizo / hacia) sol en Nuevo México.

Juan (nacié / nacia) en 1990.

o OON-=

C. Acciones Interrumpidas (Interrupted Actions)

Conjugate the verbs. Use Imperfect for the ongoing action and Preterite for the interrupting
action.

¢ Hint for #3: When two actions happen simultaneously in the past, both go in the Imperfect.

1. Yo (estudiar) en mi cuarto cuando mi hermano (entrar).
2. El otro dia, cuando yo (caminar) a la parada del autobus, me

(pasar) algo muy gracioso.
3. Mientras yo (cocinar), mi hermano (hacer) la tarea.

¥ Bonus: Common Errors to Avoid
[ wos | Woome | wmr

Cuando era nifio, jugué Cuando era nifio, jugaba "Todos los dias" = repeated habit
futbol todos los dias. futbol todos los dias. — Imperfect, not Preterite.

Leia un libro ayer por tres Lei un libro ayer por tres "Ayer" + defined duration =
horas. horas. completed action — Preterite.
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El afio pasado era muy El afio pasado fue muy "El afio pasado" = specific
dificil. dificil. completed period — Preterite.
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