
Hablaba español
Talking more about the past
Programme Notes

Coffee Break Spanish notes guide you through the content of  each lesson. In this lesson we 
introduce the concept of  the imperfect tense and look at the conjugation of  regular -ar verbs in the 
imperfect.  

Introducing the imperfect
In the past few lessons we’ve looked at the formation and use of  the preterite tense. This tense is 
used for single, completed actions in the past, and we’ve seen it used very much as a narrative 
tense. Consider the following paragraph: 

“That morning, Jack woke up confused. Then he suddenly 
realised what he had to do. He left the house. He drove to Jill’s 
house. He explained his plan to her. They set off up the hill to 
fetch some water. Little did he know what lay ahead...” 

In our story above, all the verbs which would normally be translated in the preterite tense are in 
bold. The preterite tense tells a story. However, there are other situations where we need to talk 
about things in the past, and for these we require other tenses.

The imperfect tense is used in four main ways. We’ll consider each of  these now. 

Was / were doing something
The first situation, and perhaps the most clearly identifiable one, is where the keywords in English 
are “was doing...” or “were doing”. Look at the examples below.

was/were doing something

I was playing the piano

He was doing his homework

They were watching television

In each example above, the English uses “was / were” + “doing something”. In Spanish this can 
be translated with the imperfect tense.

Used to do something
The second situation is very similar to the first. In English we can say “I used to do something 
(when I was young)...”. Again, consider the examples below.
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used to do something

(when I was young) I used to play badminton on Mondays

(when he was at school) he used to study Spanish

(in the 80s...) we used to have bad haircuts

In most cases here we are talking about things that used to be the case. These situations may no 
longer be true now, but that doesn’t really matter. When you have a “used to do something...” 
situation then the imperfect is used in Spanish. Note, however, that if  you need to translate “I am 
used to doing that”, this is a different situation: the key word in that sentence is “am” - “to be used 
to something” could be translated by estar acostumbrado/a a algo.

Would do something (referring to the past)
This third situation can be a little confusing. Consider the examples carefully.

would do something (referring to the past)

(when I was young) I would tease my brother

(when we lived in Spain) we would eat churros all the time

(when we first met) we would spend hours just talking

You will see from these examples that in each case there is almost a feeling of  “in the good old 
days”. In English the word “would” can be used in this way, but consider the following example: 
“If  I were rich I would travel the world”. Can you tell the difference? In this example, the “would” 
is referring back to the condition of  being rich. If  you were not rich then there’s no chance of  your 
travelling the world. Being rich is the condition. This “would” is called a “conditional” would, and 
it’s translated by the conditional tense in Spanish. We’ll cover this in future lessons. For now, 
concentrate on the “would” of  the “good old days”!

Describing things in the past
The previous three situations are clear-cut: it is easy to identify them by looking out for key words 
to help the translation: “was/were doing”, “used to do”, “would do”, etc. It could be said that in 
each of  these situations we don’t really need to know when the action started or when it finished. 
Equally, the situations sometimes refer to actions which were repeated in the past: “I would tease 
my brother” -  this did not just happen on one occasion. This idea of  “indeterminate duration” 
and “ongoing action” helps us to understand the fourth situation. Look at the English examples 
below.

describing something in the past

It was a cold day

His t-shirt was blue and white

She had blonde hair and blue eyes

In the first of  these examples, we don’t need to know when the cold day started. The cold 
continued throughout the day. The description of  the blue and white t-shirt was ongoing. The t-
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shirt did not change colour half-way through the day. The blonde-haired, blue-eyed girl is likely to 
have been born with blonde hair and blue eyes, and even if  this was not the case, we don’t need to 
know when she started having blonde hair and blue eyes: that’s not the issue here! Each of  these 
descriptions fits the bill of  being of  indeterminate duration and/or are ongoing actions. In fact, 
most of  the time, descriptions in the past use the imperfect.  

“Thtooms” and “dum-de-dums”
In lesson 58 we introduced the idea of  “thtooms” and “dum-de-dums” to convey the situation 
where a preterite tense interrupts an imperfect. This idea may help you to understand the sequence 
of  tenses better. Consider the following example:

I was watching television

Imagine yourself  sitting watching television and humming “dum de dum”. Then, something 
happens: the telephone rings. Notice how the telephone ringing interrupts the watching television 
in the diagram below:

I was watching televisionI was watching television

The telephone rang

You would have continued watching television, but the telephone rang (“thtoom!”) and interrupted 
you.

Following our explanations above, “I was watching television” would be translated by the imperfect 
tense. “The telephone rang” is the narrative event which interrupts your television-watching. The 
preterite would be used for “the telephone rang”.

The formation of the imperfect
The imperfect tense of  -ar verbs is formed by adding the following endings to the stem of  the verb:

-ar verbs: imperfect endings

-aba -ábamos

-abas -abais

-aba -aban
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Let’s now look at some examples of  regular -ar verbs in the imperfect:

 

hablar (to speak) - IMPERFECT

hablaba hablábamos

hablabas hablabais

hablaba hablaban

practicar (to practise) - IMPERFECT

practicaba practicábamos

practicabas practicabais

practicaba practicaban

tocar (to touch / play an instrument) - IMPERFECT

tocaba tocábamos

tocabas tocabais

tocaba tocaban

jugar (to play) - IMPERFECT

jugaba jugábamos

jugabas jugabais

jugaba jugaban

Note that three of  the above verbs have spelling changes in other tenses - practicar and tocar change 
the -c- of  the infinitive to -qu- in the first person of  the preterite tense (practiqué, toqué); and jugar 
becomes jugué in the preterite first person. However, there is no need for such spelling changes in 
the imperfect because the stem (pratic-, toc-, jug-) is never followed by an “e” or “i”, both of  which 
would initiate spelling changes.
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