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Describe What Was Happening in The 

Past  
 

Talking about the past is a common part of daily communication. Whether you’re narrating 

a childhood story, recounting a trip, or explaining something that happened yesterday, being 

able to express events from the past clearly is essential. In English grammar, the concept of 

the past is primarily conveyed through various verb tenses. These tenses help us specify 

when an action occurred, how long it lasted, and whether it has any ongoing relevance. In 

this lesson, we will explore the past tenses in detail, their types, and how to use them 

effectively. 

 

What Is Past Tense and Its Types? 

The past tense is a grammatical tense used to describe actions that have already happened 

at a specific point in time. English has several different types of past tenses, each serving 

its own purpose. Understanding how to use each type is crucial for effective communication. 

 

Types of Past Tenses: 

1. Simple Past Tense 

The simple past tense is used to describe actions that happened and were 

completed in the past. It is one of the most commonly used past tenses. 

o Example: I visited the museum yesterday. 

 

2. Past Continuous Tense 

The past continuous tense describes actions that were ongoing at a particular 

moment in the past. It often emphasizes the duration or continuity of the action. 

o Example: I was reading a book when the phone rang. 
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3. Past Perfect Tense 

The past perfect tense is used to describe actions that were completed before 

another action in the past. It helps establish a clear sequence of events. 

o Example: I had finished my homework before I went to the cinema. 

 

4. Past Perfect Continuous Tense 

The past perfect continuous tense describes actions that were ongoing up until a 

certain point in the past, often with a focus on the duration of the action. 

o Example: She had been studying for two hours before the exam started. 

 

Each of these tenses provides a different nuance, helping to clarify the timing and nature of 

past events. 

 

Differences Between Past Simple and Past Continuous 

While both the past simple and past continuous tenses deal with actions in the past, they 

are used in different contexts. Let’s explore the key differences: 

 

Aspect Past Simple Past Continuous 

When used 

For actions that are 

completed in the 

past. 

For actions that were in 

progress at a specific time 

in the past. 

Example I went to the store. 
I was going to the store 

when I met John. 

Action type 
A single, finished 

action. 

An ongoing or interrupted 

action. 

Key signal 

words 

Yesterday, last 

week, in 2010, once 

While, when, at that 

moment 
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Aspect Past Simple Past Continuous 

Structure 
Subject + verb (in 

past form) 

Subject + was/were + verb 

(in -ing form) 

 

Example Sentences: 

• Past Simple: She walked to school yesterday. 

• Past Continuous: She was walking to school when it started raining. 

 

The past simple is used when the action is seen as a completed event, whereas the past 

continuous highlights actions that were happening or in progress at a particular time in the 

past. 

 

Differences Between Past Perfect and Past Perfect Continuous 

The past perfect and past perfect continuous tenses are often confused because they both 

describe actions that took place before another action in the past. However, the way they 

express the timing and focus of the action differs. Let’s examine these two tenses in detail. 

 

Aspect Past Perfect Past Perfect Continuous 

When 

used 

For actions that were 

completed before 

another action in the 

past. 

For actions that were 

ongoing or happening for a 

period of time before 

another action in the past. 

Example 

I had finished my 

work before she 

called. 

I had been working for an 

hour when she called. 
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Aspect Past Perfect Past Perfect Continuous 

Action 

type 

A completed action 

that happened before 

another past action. 

An ongoing action that was 

happening before another 

past action. 

Key signal 

words 

Already, just, yet, 

before, by the time 

For, since, all day, all 

morning 

Structure 
Subject + had + past 

participle 

Subject + had been + verb 

(in -ing form) 

 

 

Example Sentences: 

• Past Perfect: He had left the office by the time I arrived. 

• Past Perfect Continuous: He had been working at the office for three hours when I 

arrived. 

 

The past perfect is used when the action is seen as complete before another past event, 

while the past perfect continuous emphasizes the ongoing nature of an action that was 

happening up until a specific point in the past. 

 

80 Examples of Talking About the Past: 

1. I visited my grandmother last weekend. 

2. She had already eaten when I called her. 

3. They were playing football when it started to rain. 

4. By the time I got to the station, the train had left. 

5. I was watching TV when she arrived. 

6. He had been studying for hours before the test began. 

7. We went to the park yesterday. 

8. He was working late last night. 
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9. She had just finished her dinner when the doorbell rang. 

10. I was cooking dinner when the phone rang. 

11. By the time I woke up, he had already left. 

12. They had been waiting for the bus for 30 minutes before it arrived. 

13. I saw that movie last week. 

14. She was talking to her friend when I walked into the room. 

15. They had finished the project before the deadline. 

16. I was reading a book when the lights went out. 

17. We had been driving for hours before we stopped for a break. 

18. He arrived after I had already left. 

19. I had lived in Paris for two years before moving to London. 

20. She was wearing a beautiful dress at the party last night. 

21. He had been painting the house all day. 

22. I called her as soon as I had arrived. 

23. He was studying when I called him. 

24. We had never seen a movie like that before. 

25. I was walking to the store when I met Jane. 

26. By the time we reached the airport, the flight had already taken off. 

27. She had been practicing for weeks before the competition. 

28. I was enjoying my vacation when the weather turned bad. 

29. We had been waiting for hours when the concert finally started. 

30. They went to the beach last summer. 

31. He had worked in the company for five years before he left. 

32. I was talking to him when he suddenly stopped responding. 

33. She had been planning the event for months before it took place. 

34. They had finished their dinner by the time I arrived. 

35. I had been looking for my keys for an hour before I found them. 

36. She was running late when she realized she forgot her wallet. 

37. I had visited that museum when I was in New York. 

38. They had been traveling for weeks when they finally reached their destination. 

39. I was hoping to see you yesterday. 
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40. He had been waiting for me when I arrived at the party. 

41. I called her after I had finished my meeting. 

42. She was making coffee when I entered the kitchen. 

43. I had read the book before I watched the movie. 

44. They had been discussing the issue for hours when the solution was found. 

45. We were having dinner when the fire alarm went off. 

46. I had been working on that project all day. 

47. He was trying to solve the puzzle when I arrived. 

48. She had been crying before I found her. 

49. We had just finished cleaning when the guests arrived. 

50. I was having trouble sleeping last night. 

51. By the time they finished, we had already left. 

52. He had been practicing for months when the concert came. 

53. She was telling me about her trip when I interrupted her. 

54. We had been hiking for hours when we reached the summit. 

55. I was studying at 8 p.m. last night. 

56. They had been waiting for over an hour before they were let in. 

57. I had already seen that movie when you recommended it. 

58. He was reading the newspaper when I walked into the room. 

59. She had already completed the assignment when the deadline was extended. 

60. I had been feeling sick all day before I went to the doctor. 

61. They were discussing their plans when I overheard them. 

62. I had been planning this event for months before it finally happened. 

63. He was walking through the park when he found a wallet. 

64. By the time we arrived, the party had ended. 

65. I was working late last night to finish the report. 

66. She had been working on the project all afternoon. 

67. I had just completed my workout when it started raining. 

68. He had been waiting for a bus when it finally came. 

69. I was cleaning the house when I realized I had lost my phone. 

70. They had been looking for a new house for months before they found the perfect one. 
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71. I had been waiting for over an hour before the event started. 

72. He had been feeling tired all day but still went for a run. 

73. She was taking notes during the meeting when her pen ran out of ink. 

74. I had been watching the game when the power went out. 

75. He had been living in that city for years before he moved away. 

76. I was wondering if you’d finished your homework yet. 

77. They had been arguing for hours when they finally reached an agreement. 

78. I had been hoping to go on vacation for months before I booked my trip. 

79. She was playing the piano when I entered the room. 

80. I had been planning to call you, but I got busy. 

 

 

Conclusion On Talking About the Past 

Talking about the past in English is essential for conveying stories, experiences, and events 

that have already happened. By understanding and mastering the different types of past 

tenses—simple past, past continuous, past perfect, and past perfect continuous—you can 

express past actions with clarity and precision. Each tense has its own role, whether it’s 

highlighting a finished action, an ongoing process, or a sequence of events. 

The key is to practice using these tenses in different contexts to improve fluency. With the 

examples provided, you’ll be well on your way to speaking and writing about the past with 

confidence. 
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