
    

 Preterit/Imperfect Usage 

 

Preterit – Simple, direct, completed events. 

 

A completed action (where the entire action is 

over at the point of reference mentioned.)  

An action specifically referring to the beginning 

or the ending (It began to rain. / The parade 

ended at 4:00.) 

An action specifically placed in time (Suddenly, 

at 1:00, on Monday, etc.) 

One or more specific occurrences of an action, 

rather than a recurring action (They went 

skiing six times). 

A sudden change in the story (all of a sudden, I 

felt sad), even if it deals with emotion. 

 

 Imperfect – The “background” or descriptive 

past.  Past without focusing on completion. 

 

Any action where the point of reference occurs 

during the action (after the beginning or 

before the end) rather than at the beginning 

or at the end. 

Descriptions in general: 

 Appearance, age, physical condition, 

emotional state, attitudes, desires, location, 

date, time, weather 

An action told in the narrative: I was walking, it 

was raining, etc. 

Something that used to happen.  “I used to 

walk to school every morning.” 

A continuous, habitual or repeated action where 

the moment of beginning or ending is not 

important.  (happened multiple times, but 

we don’t know or care how many times) 

Mental processes (thought, feeling, desire) 

 creer, desear, querer, tener ganas de, 

pensar, preferir, poder, saber, etc. 

 

   

 


