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Tense can be a very challenging issue for all speakers of English, native or non-native.  Sometimes, tense usage follows a rule that seems unintuitive.  For example, when citing the words of another source, it is a rule to use present tense.  When our source was written many years ago or the author has passed away, our first instinct may be to use past tense, but in keeping with the expectations of the genre of academic discourse, we should use present tense.  At least with academic discourse we have a rule to follow; when there is no rule, knowing which tense to use in what situation depends entirely on one’s ability to understand cultural and grammatical meaning.


Learning differences in tense is essential for writers to convey the exact meaning they want.  One genre which exemplifies this problem is the narrative.  In a narrative, there are no rules for which tense to use and tense generally switches fluidly from one to another—which is not common to other genres.  It can be confusing for especially non-native speakers to interpret why the author switched from simple past to present to progressive and back to past again, but it is important to realize that there is a reason.  Narrative writers use tense in a certain ways to communicate a particular message.  In this essay, I will analyze a narrative text and interpret the meaning of the tenses used.  Because this skill is important for reading in English, I will discuss the pedagogical implications in ESL classes and include some practical activities that can be adapted into ESL writing courses.  
Method of Analysis


I analyzed a text called “Pakistan to China by Bike” (see Appendix A) which is a narrative that seems to have been written for the purpose of learning tenses in narratives.  I chose this story because several different tenses are used and because it was written by a non-native speaker of English.  I feel that using the work of a non-native speaker can benefit students by building solidarity.  I chose this piece because it has potential to be used in a classroom.  I chose to focus on written narratives rather than spoken narratives because I wanted to focus on ESL writing classes; this is simply a personal interest most likely influenced by having just taken APLNG 412: Teaching ESL Writing.  
I analyzed the different kinds of tenses being used and for what purpose.  My method of analysis was to first underline all verbs in the piece and determine the tense used for each one.  I used color-coding to identify the different tenses because I am a very visual thinker (see the key in Appendix A).  After identifying the different tenses used, I looked for commonalities and differences.  I will use my knowledge of American culture and English grammar to interpret the meaning behind the tense usage.  I will also explore some reasons why one tense was used instead of another and take into consideration prescriptive rules and descriptive rules.
Analysis and Interpretation

Expectedly, most the text is written in simple past tense.  Simple past tense, however, proved to be inadequate for expressing meaning throughout the entire piece.  It is interesting to note that the author uses past tense (simple, perfect, progressive, or otherwise) for the majority of the piece, but in one sentence in particular, simple present tense is used: “Why not ride the Karakoram Highway, the famous mountain road that runs from Islamabad in Pakistan to Kashgar in China?” (see Appendix A, Lines 3-4). In addition to present tense, this is the only place that a question is used.  If we keep this sentence as a question and replace “ride” with “rode” and “runs” with “ran,” it becomes ungrammatical.  Using present tense allows the question to be grammatical, but also adds a stylistic function.  This question is different than the other sentences because it is a question and it is in present tense; because of these differences, the voice of the narrator changes from telling the audience a story, to showing the audience a question he asked himself during the time of the event.  The sentence previous to the question sets up the audience, “At that moment I had a brainwave” (Lines 2-3).  Past tense is used in this sentence to show that the “brainwave” already happened; it is a completed event in the past.  By changing the tense, he is able to show us the question that ran through his mind at that point in time rather than just tell us about it or explain it.

Keeping this in mind, we can explore the other sentences where present tense is used.  These two sentences are very similar because they both begin in past tense, but switch to present tense at the end of the sentence (Lines 4-5 and Lines 13-14).  In one sentence, the author is first telling about an event which happened in the past and, halfway through, after placing the audience into the time period, he changes the perspective of his writing to that period of time.  While in the perspective of the past time period, the past becomes the present.  This undoubtedly makes the story more interesting by making the writing more interesting and different, but present tense can also add a sense of urgency, especially when most of the piece is in past tense.  

As mentioned before, various forms of past tense are used in this piece.  Let us first examine past perfect tense.  Past perfect tense is used to sequence events that occurred in the past; prescriptively, the verb using past perfect tense generally indicates that this event happened before another event.  At the beginning of this sentence, “I had done this trip once before by bus but had found it disappointing as you spend most of the time sitting in the bus,” the past perfect tense does not seem to have the effect of sequencing (Lines 4-5).  However, if we think about this sentence more abstractly, and about the piece as a whole, the past perfect tense seems to be referring to the event taking place in this story, so the author is telling us that this event happened before the event in the story occurred.  The other two instances of past perfect tense, Lines 6 and 12, also frame these events before the main event in the story.

Another past tense used in the story is past progressive tense.  Past progressive tense can be used with another verb to indicate that one event was in progress while another event occurred, in the past.  The three times it is used in this text, Lines 2, 7, and 8, follow this prescriptive rule of past progressive tense.  This tense is extremely useful for being exact; rather than everything happening in the past, with perfect and progressive tense, we can see that some events occurred before others and some events occurred during others, respectively.  
Another tense which is useful for showing exactness is past perfect progressive tense.  This tense is only used once in the text: “…I was planning to take part in a charity walk in Hong Kong later in the year and had been training for three months already” (Lines 7-8).  Past perfect progressive tense is used when a continuous action occurred for a duration of time and was completed in the past, and like perfect tense, the verb using perfect progressive tense occurred before the other events.  In this example, the author had already trained for three months for an event he was planning on attending when he decided to go through with the long bike ride.  This is a complex scenario to describe without utilizing different tenses.  

Implications for Teaching

After analyzing and interpreting this text, it would be hard to imagine the same story written in one tense, past tense.  Not only would it be less interesting, but it would also be less accurate.  The author would not have been able to express the chronology of events as precisely as he did.  For all of these reasons, teaching tenses in narratives in ESL writing classes is very important.  Even if one is teaching an ESL academic writing course, it would still be practical to study the genre of narrative and learn tenses to enhance grammar and tense usage in academic discourse.  
One reason I chose this text is because it is also a Gap-fill exercise (see Appendix B).  This activity is advanced level and could not be used as an introduction to tense in narratives, but it could be a helpful learning activity for students for homework.  Although it could be printed, the benefit of using it online is a “Hint” button which gives a clue like, “This is a complete action in the past” and will even give the first letter of the correct answer.  I envision using this gap-fill exercise to explore different ways of expressing the same idea using different tenses.  I would print students a copy of the sheet first and ask them to find different answers for each verb in small groups in class.  As homework, I would ask them to try out the answers online and see which tenses the author chose, and then write a reflection paper on whether or not they agree with the author’s choices, what they would choose and why, and how different tenses can change the meaning of the text.     
The following activity can be used when introducing the narrative genre and tenses (see Appendix C).  Taken from UsingEnglish.com, I would adapt the activity for a writing class.  Rather than making this activity a game, I would make it a writing assignment.  Students could have a chance to practice writing a story before they learn about tense.  They can use ideas from the worksheet to create their story and make it more detailed.  After this assignment, teachers should have a lesson on tenses where students can use their own narrative to identify and explain different tenses.  
If this activity seems too advanced, the last activity I suggest, taken from ESLBase.com, is similar, but better for an intermediate-leveled class (see Appendix D).  Like the last activity, this would be a great exercise to do before teaching about tenses.  Students would get into groups of two or three and write a story using a beginning or ending that the teacher chooses, such as, “Once upon a time…”  Students would be given some random words (see Appendix D) from which they would create their story.  This assignment is a written activity, but requires interaction and negation between students.  With this activity, like the previous one, students could explore their own use of different tenses while they learn about tenses in narratives.

I focused on written narratives, but oral narratives have the same tense switching phenomena.  All of these activities could be modified to fit an oral ESL classroom.  Even if students are learning academic oral English, learning to tell a narrative would benefit their tense usage and thus their academic English as well.  The skill of switching tenses in speech or writing is too important to miss teaching and these activities make teaching this phenomenon possible and practical.        

Appendix A
Color-coding Key:

Yellow= simple past tense; Green= past progressive tense; Pink= simple present tense; Purple= present progressive tense; Light Blue= past perfect tense; Red= past perfect progressive tense
Narrative tenses - Pakistan to China by Bike
The idea of riding a bicycle from Pakistan to China came to me one day in the early summer of 2001. I was hiking with friends when someone mentioned the subject of cycling. At that moment I had a brainwave. Why not ride the Karakoram Highway, the famous mountain road that runs from Islamabad in Pakistan to Kashgar in China? I had done this trip once before by bus but had found it disappointing as you spend most of the time sitting in the bus. 
I had never made a long bike trip before but I was reasonably fit as I went running every day. In fact I was planning to take part in a charity walk in Hong Kong later in the year and had been training for three months already. However, my annual leave was coming up and I wanted to do something energetic.
That very same evening I went onto the Internet and read everything I could about the journey and about long-distance cycle touring. Then I decided what kind of bike and equipment to buy and the route I would take. A week later I had made most of my preparations. 
I finished work in the evening on 31 August and immediately flew to London. There I bought the bike and made a three-day into the countryside to check the equipment and get the feel of riding a bike with a heavy load. A day later I was on the plane to Pakistan. 
I arrived in the capital, Islamabad, in the early morning, unpacked my bike and attached the panniers. Then under the curious eyes of other passengers, I climbed into the saddle and cycled out of the airport. What a feeling of freedom and excitement as I turned onto the open road! Over a thousand kilometers of unknown country lay before me and who knew what adventures! (Adapted from Stringer, 2006)  

Appendix B
(Stringer, 2006) 
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Appendix C

(Case, 2007)
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Narrative tenses Guess the Year Game (Past Continuous/ Past Perfect Simple/ Past
Perfect Continuous)

Think of one year in your past, e.g. 1953, Give information about your situation in the
middle of that year, using only the Past Perfoct (I had been/ done etc.) and the Past
Continuous (I was doing/ living etc.), for example by giving full sentence answers to
‘some of the questions below: Can your partmer guess which year you are describing?

Home
What kind of accommodation were you living in (a house/ a flat/ company
accommodation/ student halls etc)?

‘How long had you been living there?

‘Who were you living with?

‘Which country! area/ city were you living in? How long had you been living there?

‘Work and studies
‘Where were you working or studying?

‘What was your job (I was working as..) or what were you studying?

‘How long had you been doing that?

‘What things had you already achieved by that point?

‘Were you studying anything in your free time?

‘What level had you reached?

‘What particular projects were you working on or what particular subjects and topics
were you studying (e.g. trigonometry)?

‘What projects or topics had you already finished?

Friends and family
‘What were you friends and family doing at that time?

How many years had you been married/ engaged/ going out with your boyfriend/
girlfriend?

‘Had your children already started school started kindergarten) learnt to tall/ learnt to
walkl started studying English?





[image: image3.png]Travels
‘How many countries! which countries had you visited? Where were you thinking of
visiting next?

‘What famous sights had you already seen?

‘Possessions
‘What car were you driving? / What hicycle or motorbike were you riding? How long had
youhad it?

‘What major possessions had you recently bought? What were you planning to buy nest?

Trends
‘What things were improving in your lfe? (e.g. your physical fitness)
‘What things were deteriorating? (e.g. your knowledge of French)
What things had reached a peak? (e.g. your weight)

‘What things had bottomed out?

‘Politics and society

‘What wars were being fought?

‘Were people getting richer or poorer?

‘How had people’s attitudes and values changed, or how were they changing?
‘What things were becoming more and less popular?

Technology

‘What things had recently been introduced?

‘What things had recently disappeared?

‘What things were becoming more and less popular?

Continue the game with different years, this time asking each other questions like those
above using only the Past Continuous and Past Perfect (the answers can use other.
tenses)

Continue guessing by asking questions in the Past Continuous and Past Perfect, but
this time not looking at the questions above





Appendix D

( ESLBase.com, 2006)
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