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Grammar Help 

---------------------------- 
Preterite vs Imperfect: 
 
The preterite is used: 

To tell of something that happened once — Fui ayer a la tienda. (I went to the store yesterday.) Escribí la 
carta. (I wrote the letter.) 

To tell of something that happened more than once but with a specific end — Fui ayer a la tienda seis 
veces. (I went to the store six times yesterday.) Leyó el libro cinco veces. (He read the book five times.) 

To indicate the beginning or end of a process — Tuvo frío. (He got cold.) El huracán se terminó a las ocho. 
(The hurricane was over at 8.) 



The imperfect indicative is used: 

To tell of past habitual or repeated actions — Iba a la tienda. (I used to go to the store.) Leíamos los 
libros. (We would read the books.) Lavaban las manos. (They would wash their hands.) Escribía muchas cartas. 
(I wrote many letters.) 

To describe a condition, mental state or state of being from the past — Había una casa aquí. (There 
used to be a house here.) Era estúpido. (He was stupid.) No te conocía. (I didn't know you.) Quería estar 
feliz. (He wanted to be happy.) Tenía frío. (He was cold.) 

To describe an action that occurred over an unspecified time — Lavaban los manos. (They were washing 
their hands.) Cuando José tocaba el piano, María comía. (While José was playing the piano, María was eating.) 

To indicate time or age in the past — Era la una de la tarde. (It was 1 p.m.) Tenía 43 años. (She was 43 
years old.) 

Background — The imperfect indicative is frequently used to provide the background for an event that is 
described using the preterite. Era [imperfect] la una de la tarde cuando comió [preterite]. (It was 1 p.m. 
when she ate.) Yo escribía [imperfect] cuando llegaste [preterite]. (I was writing when you arrived.) 

--------------------------------------------------- 
Present Indicative vs. Present Subjunctive: 
 
The indicative is used to express certainty, knowledge and understanding. 

The subjunctive is used to express uncertainty and subjectivity. 

Many of the verbs and phrases that require the subjunctive fit into the acronym WEIRDO:  

 Related Verbs & Phrases 
Wishes desear, esperar, insistir, preferir, querer, pedir, necesitar, etc. 
Emotions alegrarse, enojar, sentir, encantar, temer, sorprender, etc. 
Impersonal 
expressions 

es extraño que, es importante que, es fantástico que, etc. 

Recommendations recomendar, sugerir, aconsejar, etc. 
Doubt and Denial dudar, no creer, no estar seguro, no pensar, no es cierto que, etc. 
Ojalá  

 

There are three main parts to a subjunctive sentence: 

1. Two Different Subjects  
There will be one subject in the main/independent clause, and one in the noun/dependent clause. 

2. Separated by ‘que’ 
 

3. Two Verbs: One WEIRDO and One Subjunctive  

 
* Subjunctive is also used with unknown antecedent.  –Busco un novio que sea confiable.  


