
Grammatica

Past Simple and Present Perfect

Trascrizione

Hello, my name is Catherine. Today we are going to talk about the Past Simple 

and the Present Perfect. Students often find this grammar point particularly 

difficult, so I will try to make it as easy as possible.

The best way to talk about the Past Simple and Present Perfect is to compare 

them. So let’s take the following two sentences: “I cut my finger” and “I have 

cut my finger”.

The first sentence uses the Past Simple. The Past Simple is used to indicate 

finished actions in the past that do not have an effect on the present. In other 

words now in the present my finger is ok.

Instead, the second sentence uses the Present Perfect. The Present Perfect 

connects actions started in the past with the present. In other words, now in 

the present my finger is not ok, it is bleeding! Ah!



Another reason why it’s very important to be careful when you’re using the 

Past Simple or Present Perfect is that often an incorrect usage can completely 

change the meaning. For example:

“Peter and Mary were married for three years”.

“Peter and Mary have been married for three years”.

So, let’s look at the first sentence. The first sentence uses the Past Simple; are 

Peter and Mary still married? No, they are not. They’re not married anymore. 

The action is finished. Instead the second sentence uses the Present Perfect. 

In this case Peter and Mary are still married.

The Present Perfect functions as a bridge, it connects the past with the 

present.

We can use both tenses to talk about past events, but if you want to give 

specific information you need to use the Past Simple. 

Let’s take for example a conversation between two friends, John and Mary.

John asks Mary “Have you ever been to Paris?”



Mary says “Yes! I went to Paris last year”.

John says “Where did you stay?”, and Mary replies “I stayed near the Eiffel 

Tower”.

John asks “Did you have fun?”, and Mary replies “Yes, it was great!”.

Let’s compare the following two sentences:

“I have been to Paris”.

“I went to Paris last year”.

In the first sentence, we do not know when the action happened, but in the 

second sentence we clearly note that the speaker went to Paris last year. 

Expressions such as: yesterday, last week, in 1990, on Monday, ago, in short 

any expression which indicates a specific time in the past is always used with 

the Past simple. Whilst more vague expressions such as: since I was a child, 

over the years, recently, those are often used with the Present Perfect. We 

know that the action has happened sometime in your lifetime, but we don’t 

know exactly when.



We also use the Present Perfect to talk about unfinished actions. Let’s imagine 

for example that today is Wednesday; I could say the following: “I have been to 

the cinema once this week”. We use the Present Perfect because the week is 

not finished yet, today it is only Wednesday, I may go to the cinema again this 

week.

The expressions just, yet, and already are often used with the Present Perfect. 

Let’s take the following example. A teacher gives a test to her students; the 

students have 90 minutes to complete the test. After 70 minutes the teacher 

asks: “Has anybody finished?”

Student A says “I have already finished”.

Student B: “Phew! I have just finished the test”.

Instead student C: hasn’t finished the test yet.

Lastly let’s look at the difference between for and since. Now, it seems easy 

but students actually can find it difficult, especially when they translate from 

their native languages. For is used with periods of time: for weeks, months, 

years, etc. Since is used with a point in time: since Monday, since January, since 

1991. 



Let’s take the following examples:

“I have lived in London for 20 years”.

“I have lived in London since 1996”. or

“I have studied English for 15 years” or

“I have been studying English since I was a child”.

That’s all for now, bye bye!
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