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Grammar Made Simple 
Introduction 
 

Perhaps the primary focus of grammar teaching is on the so-called “tense system” of English. The word 

“tense” is misleading here as in reality, English only has two tenses. This is pointed out in Michael Lewis’s 

first book, on which this workshop is based. The book is entitled The English Verb and this title suggests that 

if there is a system, it’s not one that focuses so much on tenses but on verb structures.  

 

The word “system” implies that the various verb forms that English speakers use can be understood by 

learners as part of a bigger system, a system in which particular uses of a verb can be seen as fitting into 

certain patterns which form part of a larger whole. Indeed this is the idea behind The English Verb, that there 

is a system, but it is not one that would be apparent to most teachers.  This is, of course, why Lewis wrote the 

book, and why it almost instantly became required reading on DELTA courses and other advanced teacher 

training programs. 

 

In his description of the systematic nature of the English verb, Lewis introduces four necessary concepts 

associated with verbs, that being Time, Tense, Aspect and Mood. This workshop will focus on those four 

concepts and in doing so, will illuminate the so-called “tense system” and examine the use of modal auxiliary 

verbs.  The discussion of Time and Tense begins with a comparison provided by the following examples 

which show how the verbs in italics often do not match the time suggested in their names. 

 

 
Example  (name of)” TENSE”  (actual) TIME  

1  I’m meeting John tomorrow  Present Continuous  Future  

2  School starts on September 4
th

.
 

Present Simple  Future  

3  I’d tell you if I knew.  Past Simple  Present  

4  Messi has the ball, he passes to….  Present Simple  Present  

5  The Earth goes around the sun.  Present Simple  Past, Present, Future  

6  Ken lives in Toronto  Present Simple  Past, Present, Future  

7  I’ll ask him when I see him.  Present Simple  Future  

8  I’m waiting for my friend.  Present Continuous  Past, Present, Future  

9  Would you mind if I smoked?  Past Simple  Present, Future  

10  I have eaten it all.  Present Perfect  Past  

11   I was wondering if you could help me.  Past Continuous/Past Simple Present  

12  
Jesus walks into a bar and says, 
 “I’ll just have a glass of water”  

Present Simple  Past  

13  I agree completely.  Present Simple  Present  

14  I have been living here for two years.  Present Perfect Continuous  Past, Present  

15  I wish I was rich  Past Simple  Present  

16  You are to be there at 8:00 sharp.  Present Simple  Future  

17  I went there a few days ago.  Past Simple  Past  

18  Ken drinks white wine.  Present Simple  Past, Future  
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As the above chart clearly illustrates, time and tense are not the same thing. One of the big problems with 

understanding (and teaching) English grammar is that that we tend to feel that there is or there should always 

be a direct correlation between time and tense. In actuality, as we can see in the examples above, there is 

often little or no correlation between the name of the so-called tense and the time it represents. The present 

simple, for example, rarely refers to the present as it most often refers to actions or states in the past, present 

AND future.  And, as indicated with 2, 12 and 16, it is often used to refer to future or past time. 

 

Time 
 

Michael Lewis asserts that it is easiest to think of time in terms of the exact moment of speaking (present), 

the time before it (past) and the time after it (future). Because any time before the exact moment of speaking 

is past and anytime after it is future, there can be no such thing as a “present period”. Thus, according to 

Lewis, we should regard present time as only the exact moment of speaking. The fact that a period of time 

around the present actually includes the past and the future helps explain why many uses of the present 

simple are for actions or states that are primarily in past and future time (see 18 above) rather than at the 

exact moment of speaking (number 13). 

 

Having separated time into past, now (moment of speaking) and future, Lewis points out that there are 

further ways of perceiving time. For example, in the classic past continuous sentence, “I was watching 

television when the phone rang”, the time in which the phone was ringing is seen as a point in time while the 

time in which the television watching occurred was seen as lasting for a significant period. In reality, it’s 

possible that the ringing phone actually lasted longer than the television watching. For example, suppose the 

speaker had just turned the television on when the phone rang. The speaker might have then turned it off and 

then walked to the other side of the room to pick up the phone. In reality, the phone ringing might have 

lasted two or three times longer than the television watching. But, reality is not the thing that determines the 

choice of verb structures; rather it is the speaker’s perception of reality. Thus it is the speaker’s perception of 

time - what Lewis calls psychological time - that has a direct bearing on the choice of language to describe 

the event. And with verb structures, speakers tend to perceive time in terms of points, periods and variations 

of the two, e.g., a period between two points or repeated points. 

 

Tense 
 

Technically speaking, verb tenses are created by a morphological change in the form of the verb. For 

example, in French the verb habiter (to live) has the form habite in the present (first person), habitais in the 

past and habiterai for the future.  In all three cases the form of the verb changes to indicate the tense. By this 

definition, English only has two tenses, that which we call the present simple and that which we call the past 

simple. So, with the verb to live in English, the present is live and the past is lived. There is no way that the 

form is changed for the future and that is indicative of the fact that English has no future tense. It is for this 

reason that other forms are used to indicate future time including going to + infinitive, present simple, 

present continuous and the modal auxiliary will, just to name a few. 

 

Just as adding the modal will to a verb is not considered a future tense, adding other auxiliaries to verbs does 

not technically produce verb tenses. So, for example, auxiliary structures with have and be, like “I have 

lived” and “I am living”, are not considered verb tenses but verb aspects. More explanation of this is in the 

Aspects section below. 

 

As pointed out earlier, there is often no correlation between tense and time. Present simple is used for future 

time, past simple is used for present time, and so on. This is a source of confusion for students and teachers 

as well. For this reason, linguists such as Lewis prefer to refer to the present simple as The First Form and 

the past simple as The Second Form. These designations may reduce the natural tendency that teachers and 

learners will have to associate tense directly with time but it also throws out the whole idea of tense 

altogether. 
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Aspect 
 

Unlike tense, aspect has a direct relation to time.  As the name suggests, it is used to suggest an aspect of 

time. For example, by using auxiliary constructions to form continuous structures, a speaker may emphasize 

a continuity of time. While “I looked at my watch” indicates an action in past time, “I was looking at my 

watch” indicates an aspect of that past time, one for which the duration is significant. The time is past in both 

examples but the latter sentence presents a different sort of past time. 

 

There are two aspects in English, the aforementioned continuous aspect and the perfect aspect. The former is 

created with the present participle and the auxiliary verb be, while the latter is formed with what we call the 

past participle and the auxiliary verb have.  And, as we know, the two aspects may be combined to form 

structures that we call perfect continuous, as in the present perfect continuous. What is interesting about 

English is that there is no future tense but there are future aspects. 

 

Mood 
 

In addition to auxiliaries which interpret the temporal aspects of an action or event, there are other auxiliaries 

that speakers use to indicate their assessment of the action or event itself. These are the modal auxiliaries and 

they alter the meaning of the main verb based on the speaker’s perception of it. For example, “I might go” 

indicates that speaker feels that there is a possibility of the action happening while “I will go” suggests the 

probability is much higher.  

 

But it is not only just with the modals that the speaker gives his or her perception of an event or action. 

Lewis stresses in The English Verb that verb grammar is not so much generated by rules as it is by the 

speaker choosing certain forms to convey a certain perception.  For example, it is not a rule that leads a 

speaker to say “I am working as a teacher” rather than “I work as a teacher” but the speaker’s wish to convey 

the idea that he/she feels the event is temporary. 

 

The First Form 
 

 
Example  (name of)” TENSE”  (actual) TIME  

2  School starts on September 4
th

.  Present Simple  Future  

4  Messi has the ball, he passes to…  Present Simple  Present  

5  The Earth goes around the sun.  Present Simple  Past, Present, Future  

6  Ken lives in Toronto.  Present Simple  Past, Present, Future  

7  I’ll ask him when I see him.  Present Simple  Future  

12  
Jesus walks into a bar and says, 
 “I’ll just have a glass of water.”  

Present Simple  Past  

13  I agree completely.  Present Simple  Present  

16  You are to be there at 8:00 sharp.  Present Simple  Future  

18  Ken drinks white wine.  Present Simple  Past, Future  
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Lewis points out in the chapter on The First Form that the third person “s” is a “historical anomaly”. If we 

take that for granted then we can see that the first form of the verb is used for the infinitive, the imperative 

and the so-called present simple. According to Lewis, the reason that the first form is used for those three 

functions is that the speaker does not wish to attach any “additional meanings”.  So it is used for the 

imperative because the speaker does not need to attach any meaning in terms of who is to do the action or the 

time of the action. With the imperative, those two things are inherent and obvious. If we accept that the first 

form is used when no additional temporal meanings are needed, then it makes sense that the present simple is 

used for facts like “the Earth goes around the sun”. Any additional information about time would restrict the 

action to a specific time when that is clearly not what the intention is. However, other uses of the present 

simple are much more difficult to explain and to see as having any common characteristics. Lewis includes 

the following list in his book: 

 

1) I pronounce you man and wife. 

2) I take three eggs... I break them into a bowl... 

3) Wood floats on water. 

4) I play tennis regularly. 

5) I’ll ask him when I see him. 

6) We leave from Paddington tomorrow at 7:30. 

1. The first sentence uses what Lewis refers to as “declarative verbs”, which are specific verbs that a speaker 

uses when “the saying of the sentence is the action described by the sentence” (e.g., number 13, “I agree 

completely.”). The reason that the speaker uses the present simple is that he/she perceives the action 

happening at the exact moment of speaking. Obviously, if the saying of the sentence is the action then this 

must be true. This, as Lewis suggests, is the actual present time use of the so-called present simple. 

 

2. The so-called “commentary” use of the present simple is another, perhaps less common example of the 

form used for actions happening exactly at the moment of speaking and is usually used for sports 

commentaries (number 4). 

 

3. The use for facts or “eternal truths”, as has been pointed out already, comes from the lack of temporal 

restriction.  

 

4. This is the use of the present simple that is presented most to students as it is useful for describing habits 

or other repeated actions. Like the use for facts, the first form is used because the speaker does not want to 

tie the action down to any particular time.  

 

5. Although the explanation for use of the first form in time clauses is often a structural one, Lewis points out 

that in examples such as the one given, the use is because the speaker does not want the action or event to be 

restricted in time. Thus, “when I see him” leaves it completely open, as the speaker intends it. 

 

6. It seems as if Lewis purposely chose this particular example because it seems so confusing. The action 

obviously will take place in the future, so why has the first form been used? Clearly a time has been 

indicated and it is not the moment of speaking.  The reason is that the speaker views this event as fact and 

thus chooses the verb form that is used for facts. As mentioned, it seems that Lewis chose a particularly 

difficult example and if one were to look at examples more closely resembling the coursebook explanation of 

the present simple being used for schedules and timetables, the use of the first form for this future use is 

somewhat clearer. If uses like “The flight leaves at 11:00” and “The film starts at 7:00” are seen as 

timetabled then one could associate them with those facts and so-called “eternal truths” such as “The sun 

rises in the east”. In both cases, the speaker sees the event as happening reliably at the same time and that 

time is not restricted as it was true in the past, it is true in the present and it will be true in the future. 
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Present Simple for Students 
 

Lewis feels that learners should not be given grammatical explanations which are simplified by omitting 

what could be seen as non-standard uses. This is the reason that most student texts introduce the present 

simple without indicating that it can also be used for future time. But the above explanation s of the so-called 

present simple indicates how all uses of the form are all pieces of the same puzzle. However, Lewis seems to 

be against giving grammar explanations altogether as he prefers that students develop a complete 

understanding of the grammar by comparing different structures and reaching an understanding of what 

makes some different from others. That said, it still would be useful to have a reasonably simple and concise 

definition to at least confirm that students understand the essence of the particular verb structure. This is 

particularly desirable considering that many classroom materials provide exceptionally lengthy definitions of 

those specific verb structures commonly referred to as “tenses”.  The following is a suggested example but 

workshop participants are invited to come up with their own, if they’d like. 

 

Presenter’s Definition for Students 
 

The present simple is used to give information about things that are usually or always true and sometimes 

for short actions exactly at the moment of speaking. 

  

The Second Form 
 

 Example (name of)” TENSE” (actual) TIME 

3 I’d tell you if I knew. Past Simple Present 

9 Would you mind if I smoked? Past Simple Present, Future 

10 I have eaten it all. Present Perfect Past 

11 I was wondering if you could help me. Past Continuous/Past Simple Present 

15 I wish I was rich. Past Simple Present 

17 I went there a few days ago. Past Simple Past 

 

We have seen how the second form (past simple) often does not refer to past time (3, 9, 11, 15) and also that 

other verb forms such as the present perfect (10) do refer to past time.  The reason that the so-called past 

simple refers to time other than past time is that the form does not only express distance in time but also 

distance in reality and social relationships. Lewis uses the word “remoteness” to describe what the second 

form shows and uses the following sentences to show the same past event explained in two different ways. In 

the first sentence the speaker wants to indicate that the event is more remote. The other way (present perfect), 

indicates a connection to now and this form is used to show what we could call a lack of remoteness. 

 

Did you see Jack this morning? 

Have you seen Jack this morning? 

 

In the first sentence above, the use of the second form indicates that the event is remote and thus leads the 

listener to believe that it was said in the afternoon or evening of that day. The use of the present perfect in the 

other example suggests that the speaker asked the question in the same morning and thus the past action is 

not remote at all because the speaker and listener are still in the morning.  
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The use of the second form for remoteness in reality can be seen in sentences 3, 9 and 15 above, where the 

speaker is imagining events. The sentence “I wish I was rich” provides the clearest example as the speaker is 

imagining that he or she is rich and has used the second form to indicate to the listener that being rich is 

remote from the reality. 

 

Sentences 9 and 11 above are examples of the second form being used to show social distance. In “Would 

you mind if I smoked?” the past of will (would) is used to maintain social distance between the speaker and 

listener. We could also say that the past of smoke is used to maintain that social distance but one could argue 

that here the second form is used because it is after if and thus the speaker is imagining him or herself 

smoking. Nevertheless, it is clear that the question is more distant than the version without the second forms, 

which would be “Will you mind if I smoke?” In sentence 11, an action which is clearly in the present 

(“wondering”) has been moved to the past to indicate that the speaker and listener are not closely connected. 

This type of language is considered to be more polite but this concept comes from the idea that showing a 

“lack of remoteness” with a stranger would be considered presumptuous. 

 

Presenter’s Definition for Students 
 

The past simple is used to show distance in time, reality and social relationships. 

 

Perfect Aspects 
 

Present  Perfect 
 

Lewis points out that the perfect aspects are created with the past participle but he says that referring to it as 

such is confusing for students since it is commonly used for the so-called PRESENT perfect as well as 

appearing in passive constructions. He suggests that because students learn irregular verbs in tables of three 

columns (fly, flew, flown), that it might make more sense to refer to it as The Third Form. This would make 

sense as the other two columns consist of the first form and the second form. 

 

Whatever it is that it’s called, the form is used with the auxiliary have to form the perfect aspect.  The present 

perfect, as we have seen, is used to talk about past events. However, Lewis maintains that, in spite of that, it 

is a present form. The reason for this is that it is used to look back at the past from the moment of speaking.  

This clearly sets it apart from the second form, which is used to talk about events that are not connected with 

now and are therefore remote. Aspects, as mentioned before, are aspects of time and in the case of the perfect 

aspect, time is seen as directional. For example, “What have you done today?” looks back from the time of 

speaking to the early morning of that day. “I haven’t been anywhere this year”, looks back from the moment 

of speaking to the beginning of the year. As we know, the present perfect is used to talk about experience and 

thus “Have you been to Spain?” looks back from the moment of speaking to the beginning of the listener’s 

life. Because the present perfect looks back from the moment of speaking, Lewis suggests that a better name 

for it would be The Present Retrospective. 

 
Presenter’s Definition for Students 
 

The present perfect is used to look back at a period of time and something that happened within that time. 

  

Past Perfect 
 

Lewis says that the past retrospective (past perfect) is similar to the present retrospective (present perfect) 

except that the event looked back upon happened before a particular point in the past  - as opposed to now.  

He uses the example “We’d met before” which would suggest that this action happened before a particular 

time in the past and the example he gives with this is “before yesterday’s meeting”.  
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Presenter’s Definition for Students 
 

The past perfect is used when we are talking about a time in the past and we look back at something that 

happened before that time. 

 
Future Perfect 
 

The perfect aspect for the future behaves quite similarly to the present and past aspect. In this case however, 

the speaker looks ahead to a particular point in the future and the retrospection takes place from that point 

back. So, with “I’ll have finished it by Friday”, the speaker is looking ahead to Friday and then looking back 

to see an event that happened before that time. What might be confusing for students is that the future perfect 

requires looking ahead first and then looking back. 

 

Presenter’s Definition for Students 
 

The future perfect is used when we are thinking about a time in the future and we look back at something 

that will happen before that time. 

 

The Continuous Aspect 
 

Present Continuous 
 

As with the perfect aspect, the continuous one is not about positioning an event in time but about the 

interpretation of time. More precisely, it is a about the speaker’s interpretation of the time around the event. 

With the perfect aspect, it was about the perception of the time seen directionally from the moment of 

speaking or other points in time, while, with the continuous it is about the duration of the event relative to the 

time in which it happens. 

 

Lewis emphasizes that the aspects are about psychological time rather than actual time. He says, for 

example, that we interpret some actions as virtually instantaneous but the very nature of actions means that 

they must have some sort of duration. With the aforementioned example, “I was watching television when 

the phone rang”, the speaker (and listener) perceive that the “watching” was an event of some duration while 

the phone ringing was a short, sharp interruption. However, it’s quite possible that the speaker had walked 

into a room, taken an interested look at what was on the television and the phone could have started ringing a 

second later. Then the speaker could have turned the television off and debated answering the call. In reality 

the watching could have been less than half the elapsed time of the ringing phone. However, because it is 

perception of time rather than the reality that the dictates the speaker’s choice, it would be very odd to say 

“The phone was ringing when I watched television.” But the continuous aspect is not just about duration as 

Lewis points out with the following two examples: 

 

 I live in Oxford.  I’m living in Oxford. 

 

Although both sentences indicate an event that continues over a period of around the moment of speaking, 

the continuous example indicates an event that is temporary. Thus we could summarize that the present 

continuous is used for events of some duration that the speaker sees as starting at some point before now and 

ending at some point after now. Some teaching materials claim that the present continuous is used for actions 

that are incomplete but, while true in some sense, it is misleading. The use of the continuous aspect for the 

sentence “It is raining” is not because the speaker feels that the rain will be “completed” but that the rain had 

started some time before the moment of speaking and it will continue for some time afterward and then it 

will stop. Note that there are certain verbs (stative verbs) which are not perceived to have the properties of 

actions that start in past, continue over some time and end in the future and thus are not used in the 

continuous aspect. 
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As Lewis points out, if we think of the present continuous as representing a time that started at a point before 

now and then will end at a point after now, then its use for future arrangements makes sense. If we say, for 

example, “I’m having dinner with a friend”, then the time of the event started before the moment of speaking 

with the making of the arrangement and the event will end after the moment of speaking, which, of course, is 

in the future. It is important to realize here that it is not the time of the action (eating) but the time of the 

arrangement.  

 

Presenter’s Definition for Students 
 

The present continuous is used for actions happening now that started some time before now and will 

continue for some time after now and then end. 

 

Past Continuous 
 

The past continuous is quite similar in one sense to the present continuous but it is the use in conjunction 

with and in opposition to the past simple that makes it more difficult to understand. Again, Lewis emphasizes 

that the use of the continuous aspect is a choice of the speaker to interpret time rather than a picture of what 

really happened. He uses the four following examples to illustrate that all can be used to express the same 

reality. 

 

He left when I came in. 

He was leaving when I came in. 

He left when I was coming in. 

He was leaving when I was coming in. 

 

In the above examples, the second form (past simple) is used because the speaker regards an event as a 

completed action which is remote and thus there is no connection to any time afterwards. This temporal 

isolation means that the speaker feels that the event is not longer alterable and therefore it may be regarded 

as a fact. Meanwhile, the continuous aspect is used when the speaker’s perception of the action is that of one 

that existed for a period of time, albeit a limited one. Thus, in the second example above, the speaker chooses 

to interpret the leaving as an action that happened over a period of time and the coming in as a fact. Lewis 

points out that an interrupted action in the past necessitates the use of the past continuous as the fact that it 

was interrupted means that it must have existed over a period of time. So, in “I was watching television when 

the phone rang” the continuous aspect is used because the speaker felt that his/her watching of television was 

interrupted by the phone ringing. 

 

Lewis uses the contrast between expressing factuality and duration to explain something that is perplexing 

for students and some teachers when dealing with the past continuous. He uses the following examples for 

his explanation: 

 

 I lived in Grange Road.    I lived there for 30 years. 

 

The second example might cause confusion as it is definitely expressing a period of time, and, as we have 

seen, the past continuous is used to express an event that occurred over a period of time and one that had a 

limit, in other words, a beginning and an end. So, the second sentence fits all those parameters. But, as Lewis 

suggests, we need to remember that choice of grammatical structure is based on the speaker’s perception of 

time rather than the reality. So, in both of two sentences, the speaker is emphasizing that they are both facts, 

and because they seen as facts and are distant, the second form (past simple) is used. 

 

So, since the choice of the continuous aspect indicates a speaker’s desire to show the duration of the time of 

an event, it would make sense that if an action happened within the time space of another, the “containing” 

action would be expressed as a period of time and thus be in continuous form. This is the explanation for 

using the past simple in conjunction with the past continuous as in the sentence “She was leaving when I 
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arrived.” The prevailing notion that the past continuous is used for the longer of the two actions is not 

entirely accurate as it ignores the fact that the speaker sees an interrelationship between the two actions 

expressed by one action containing the other. For example, the speaker may want to make clear that her 

departure had nothing to do with his arrival as it had started before he showed up. Contrast that with “She 

left when I arrived” or even “She was leaving while I was arriving.” In the former there is the implication 

that his arrival may have caused her to leave and in the latter, there is less of an interrelationship between the 

actions because there is no indication that one action contained the other. Thus, the choice of using the 

continuous for one of two past actions shows that the speaker indicates there is some connection based on the 

longer one containing the shorter one. As Lewis explains, this use of the past continuous can be seen as 

providing a “background event” for another action. 

 

Presenter’s Definition for Students 
 

The past continuous is used for an action that began in the past and continued for some time before 

ending in the past and especially for an action in the past that contains another action. 

 

Future Continuous 
 

The continuous aspect used in the future has the same basic characteristics of the present and past versions. It 

is used for an event that the speaker sees as covering a period that starts at a point before a certain time in the 

future and ends at a certain point after it. A lot of classroom materials point out that the future continuous is 

often used to talk about trends in the future (e.g., In 20 years people will be eating less meat) and this is 

completely in keeping with the parameters of the continuous aspect as it looks at a period of time around a 

certain point in the future. It is, as Lewis suggests, also used to provide a background event as in the example 

“I’ll be seeing him tomorrow”, which implies that some other event will take place within that one, e.g., “I 

will tell him that...” 

 

Presenter’s Definition for Students 
 

The future continuous is used when we talk about something that will begin before a certain time in the 

future and then continue after it. 

 

Modal Auxiliaries 
 

Modality in English grammar is confusing and difficult for learners to understand. So, it follows that it would 

be difficult to teach. However, Lewis points out that some generalities do exist with modal auxiliary verbs 

and there is more of a system than might be apparent. Lewis explains that modal verbs are a closed class of 

verbs which share certain characteristics and they are “reciprocally exclusive”, meaning they cannot be used 

together in the sentence as “I must can come”. This last point is important as it explains why have to and 

need to are not modal verbs (they are often called “semi-modals”). They are commonly combined with true 

modals in sentences like “He may have to leave early”. Therefore, the complete list of modals is: 

 

can  shall  may  will  must 

could  should  might  would 

 

Semantically, modal auxiliaries express the speaker’s attitude to the “non-factual and non-temporal elements 

of an action”. What this means is that the facts and the time of an action are not open to interpretation. What 

is open to interpretation are aspects of an action such as possibility, necessity, desirability, certainty, 

morality, etc. Lewis stresses that like the so-called tenses, the use of modal verbs is not governed by rules as 

much as a choice made on the part of the speaker. In the case of modal auxiliaries, the choice is based on a 

judgement made at the moment of speaking. Because they are grounded in the moment of speaking, they are 

so-called “present” forms. This can be somewhat confusing but what is important to remember about modal 
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auxiliaries is that the judgment they express is always one at the present time. For example, “He could have 

done it differently” is indeed expressing a present judgment even though it is of a past event. This will be 

important when looking at the use of one of the most prevalent and most misunderstood modals, will. 

 

Will 
 

Although will is associated with future time, this is not the only use of this auxiliary. Consider the following 

sentences: 

 

I will see her later. 

They will be there by now. 

 

The first example is obviously about future time but the second is obviously not. Will, like the other modal 

auxiliaries, is about non-factual actions and expresses a speaker’s attitude to the action or event. That attitude 

is expressed at the moment of speaking and it can be understood as meaning the following:  

 

Given the speaker’s perception of the present situation, he/she feels that it is inevitable that ... 

 

Thus, two states are being talked about, the one at the moment of speaking, which is the speaker’s perception 

of a present situation and a non-factual one that the speaker sees as a result of his/her perception of the 

present situation. What is meant by non-factual simply is that it has not happened, or in the case of the 

second sentence above, there is no proof that it has happened. There is a difference between the two states, 

the one at the time of speaking and the non-factual one, and that difference is usually one of time but not 

always as we see in the sentence “They will be there by now”. This, as Lewis explains, is not about time but 

about “logical inevitability” and may be explained as “given the present time, the time they left, and my 

knowledge of the journey, the statement ‘They are there’ must, inevitably, be true”. But with the prevailing 

use of will to deal with two states separated by time, we can summarize by saying that will is often used for 

when a speaker judges a situation at the moment of speaking and, based on his/her perception of that 

situation, he/she makes a prediction about what will happen in the future. This is more or less the standard 

explanation of the use of will for future time. 

 

The remaining modal auxiliaries share common characteristics but have their own meaning and use. Some, 

such as should are quite complex and are not going to be dealt with here. However, because of its close 

relation to will, the use of would should be explained at this time. 

 

Would 
 

If we take the two examples that were used to introduce will and it becomes obvious that would is directly 

related to it. 
 

I would see her later (if she were to ask to meet). 

They would be there by now (if they had left earlier). 
 

Would is simply the remote form of will. As pointed out earlier, remoteness in English is applied to time, 

reality and social relationships. In the above examples, the remoteness is obviously to do with reality. The 

same parameters that were connected to will also apply here. In the two examples above, there is a present 

assessment of a situation and, based on that, the speaker sees another state that would be inevitable – if the 

first situation wasn’t hypothetical! 

 

But would is also used to express remoteness in the other two categories, social relationships and time: 

 

When I was a child, my mom would sing to me. 

Would you mind if I smoked. 
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Future with Going to 
 

Lewis points out that, along with using the retrospective present perfect to look backward, we also use a 

“prospective” form to look forward from the moment of speaking. That form is going to in conjunction with 

the so-called “base form”.  Lewis uses the following examples to illustrate the prospective nature of going to: 

 

It’s going to rain. 

I think I’m going to sneeze. 

What are you going to do about it? 

 

In all three examples, the speaker is clearly looking forward from the time of speaking to a future event. The 

speaker determines that a future event will take place based on evidence at the moment of speaking. This is 

not the same as with will where the possible occurrence of a future event is connected with the speaker’s 

perception of something at the time of speaking. With going to, there is clear evidence. Obviously, in the first 

two examples above, the evidence is black clouds and a tickle in the nose. The third one is less obvious but 

represents the most common use of going to to look forward. In the third example, the evidence is a plan or a 

decision, what Lewis calls “internal evidence”. The use of going to for plans should not be confused with the 

present continuous for arrangements. As indicated above, arrangements require an action before the moment 

of speaking, that action being the making of an arrangement. And it is because the arrangement started 

before the moment of speaking and continues through it until the action is completed in the future that the 

present continuous is used. 

 

The Conditionals 
 
 

Based on the explanations of verb structures in this handout, the conditional system can now be easily 

explained. See if you can do it before checking the answers on the next page 

 

0 If I apologize, I feel better. 

 

 

1 If I apologize, I will feel better. 

 

 

2 If I apologized, I would feel better. 

 

 

3 If I had apologized, I would have felt better. 

 

 

Mixed  If I had apologized, I would feel better. 
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Timeline Answers 
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Timelines 
 

Lewis warns that the use of timelines can bring about generalizations about verb forms that may not be 

entirely accurate, nevertheless he does suggest that they can be useful and does include some examples The 

English Verb. The following timelines and sentences have been taken from the book so, based on what has 

been discussed above, match a sentence to each timeline (answers on previous page): 

 

 

1.____                                now 

 

 

 

 

2.____ 

 

 

 

 

3.____         7.____ 

 

 

 

 

4.____         8.____ 

 

 

 

 

5.____           9.____  

 

 

 

 

6.____        10.____ 

 
 
 

Conditional Answers 
 

0 If I apologize, I feel better. 

If I apologize is in the first form because there is no temporal restriction. I feel better is because it is seen as always true, a fact. 

1 If I apologize, I will feel better. 

If I apologize is in the first form because there is no temporal restriction. The time of the action could be present and an 

undetermined time in the future. Will is used because the speaker sees it as inevitable based on a judgment of a present situation. 

2 If I apologized, I would feel better. 

If I apologized is in the second form because it is imaginary – remote in reality. Would is the past of will and is again used to show 

distance in reality. 

3 If I had apologized, I would have felt better. 
In the 2nd conditional, the verbs have moved to the past to show distance in reality. Since the third is remote in time AND reality, 

an additional shift in past forms is needed to show the double remoteness (e.g., would have is the past of would). 

Mixed  If I had apologized, I would feel better. 
The first part is from the 3rd and it is distant in time and reality (imagining how the past could have been different) and since the 

second part is imaginary in the present, the 2nd conditional form is used. Hence the designation “mixed conditional”. 

 

A. I live in Oxford. 

B. I lived in Cambridge for 4 years. 

C. It was raining. 

D. It is raining. 

E. I’ve met him before. 

F. I play tennis most weekends. 

G. I’m going to see him tomorrow. 

H. Wood floats on water. 

I.   I propose a toast. 

J.  I`ve been looking everywhere for you. 

 


