The present perfect — chimera or pussy cat?

Abstract

This is an attempt to re-work the Present Perfect so that its intrinsic simplicity comes out and so that it
can be more easily learnt. It has been tried and found, on the whole, to work quite well. A number of
suggested materials using the new approach are included at the end. I welcome all feedback from your
own experiments with the approach.

Introduction

So, a teaching sequence might go something like this. The teacher (Eddie) is focusing on the meaning
of the Present Perfect, and isolates some examples:

Eddie: So ‘They’ve been building the bridge since 1999°. Why is this present perfect
continuous? Kaz?
Kazimierz:  Because it is not finished.

Eddie: Yes, that’s right, because they’re still building the bridge. And here: ‘I haven’t had
anything to eat today’ Why is this present perfect? Juan?

Juan: Because you are still hungry after not eating.

Eddie: Yes that’s right. And this one: ‘My goodness, you’ve had you’re hair cut’. Mariella?

Mariella: Because you can see the result of the action now.

Eddie; Exactly.

Now this is all true. The students can answer the teacher’s check questions on concept. But can they
deploy those concepts with confidence?

As we know, the Present Perfect continues to be a problem well into the ‘advanced life’ of our learners?
So I want to suggest a fundamental shift in the way we approach the present perfect in the classroom.
And I know this shift makes a fundamental difference in the classroom, because I have seen the
dramatic effects in my students after only 45 minutes of teaching, 45 minutes of undoing all the
complexity and confusion they say they still have after years of studying this awkward tense.

There are two principles behind the shift. The first is: simplify. The second is: focus on the time frame
not on the verb.

As a legacy from the structuralist (or in Saussurian terms, syntagmatic) period in language teaching, we
still tend to see the present perfect as ‘have + past participle, with already, never, just, yet, for, since,
etc’ or ‘have been + present participle, with for, since, etc’. We still tend to see the present perfect
simple as distinct from the present perfect continuous, and you will always see these two tenses
differentiated from each other in textbooks. And we still tend to divide up the conceptual meaning into
3 (or 4) parts: result in the present, indefinite time (experience), action continuing to the present, state
continuing to the present. (viz Headway New Intermediate Students Book pp150-151 and pp153-154).

The time adverb thing
My innovation is this: focus away from the verb and on to the time period.

You will see a different and simpler picture emerging. It is like this. In the context of tenses which
refer back, there are two categories of adverb phrase of time (i) phrases of time which connect the past
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to the present (ii) phrases of time which separate the past from the present. And once this distinction is

established, your students never need to make a mistake with the present perfect again.

Here are some examples:

Time which connects the past to the present:

in the last five days

over the past few months
so far

during this trip to London
this week/month/year
today

always/often/never

still (+ negative verb)

just

during this meeting

since | was 19

for fifteen minutes (leading to now)

already (= so I don’t need to do it again)

yet (= so I still need to do it)

in the last week (cf ‘last week’, and NB false
friends such as German ‘in the last week’)

Time which separates the past from the present

two minutes ago

last week (NB confusions such as French
‘the last week”)

on Friday

in March

at 10.00pm (last night)

when [ was 7

for fifteen minutes (last Wednesday)
between 1970 and 1980

during the last century

before she left

earlier this week

Now you will certainly see that by focussing first on the time period (we haven’t even mentioned verbs
yet), you can show students a fundamental conceptual difference in English from, I think, every other
language! And by not yet focussing on the verb, you can really reinforce that conceptual difference, of
course, using time-lines.

Past » Present

Past —————» | | » Present

And to end this section with a fascinating language point. From my observation (never mind the native
speaker corpus), the most useful, and I think most common, time context for the present perfect is the
phrase ‘in the last X minutes, days, weeks, months, years’. Why not check this out for yourself by
listening carefully to what people say?

The absolutely key basic realisation here is that whichever time phrase you choose determines which
tense you use! A phrasal difference between ‘two minutes ago’ and ‘just’ determines which tense we
use, past simple and present perfect respectively, while in their communicative meaning [ would argue
there is no difference. Compare these two answers to: ‘Have you seen Peter?” ‘Yes, I saw him two
minutes ago’, and ‘Yes, I’ve just seen him’

It is worth noting that there are two arguments against this approach, with claims that the ‘adverb
solution’ confuses rather than clarifies.

(1) Take the ‘European’ present simple tense for period connecting past to present, as in ‘I work
for Adidas since 1999°, where students find it very hard to eradicate their ingrained present
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tenses. However, these students’ make this mistake, not because of the time adverb, but
because of the L1-L2 transfer of the verb! It is therefore not an argument against my system
— the actual concept is the same! The solution is to have the student, using the same time
adverb, transfer their European simple present for a very English Present Perfect

(i1) Could there be a confusion with the present continuous if we start from the concept of
connecting past to present? No, I don’t think there can be a confusion. If we adopt the
‘adverb first’ approach, this issue does not arise. Almost always, an adverb ‘leads’ to the
present continuous, just as for the present perfect. Hence, for the present continuous, we get
‘nowadays’, ‘these days’, ‘now’, ‘at the moment’, etc. And as long as the verb denotes a
process not a state, the verb will be in the continuous form. For example: ‘We’re
completely redecorating the house at the moment’. The adverb phrase ‘since last Sunday’
could not go with the present continuous tense except in certain marked native speaker
contexts, such as for example, ‘Since last Sunday I am feeling very excited’.

So, to conclude my argument against these arguments, I think the ‘adverb first” principle stands up well.
The verb thing

Once the underlying conceptual distinction in our past-time system (i.e. connected to present vs
separated from present) is made real and ‘gettable’ for our students, we can set to work on the verbs.
First, I want to suggest that (i) there is no intrinsic difference between the present perfect simple and the
present perfect continuous, in that they both always fit into a time context connecting the past to the
present (ii) the key determinants of whether a verb is simple or continuous is whether it is an event, a
process, or a state.

‘Event’ verbs are short duration verbs which are completed: arrive, choose, borrow,
swallow, break, join, etc
‘Process’ verbs are long duration verbs which are not completed: cook, write, play, develop,
build, grow, etc
‘State’ verbs do not tend to have continuous form, because they suggest a factual state:
know, believe, love, like, prefer, want, be, etc
The only area of ambiguity here is when the ‘longer’ verbs are completed — then they
become ‘event’ verbs (e.g. compare: ‘I have been writing all day and I need a rest’
vs ‘I have written three letters today’).

Putting the verbs in context now, let’s see what happens. Adverb phrases are underlined.

1. Events happening in a period connecting past to present — present perfect simple:
In the last ten days, we have completed the first stage and started the second stage.
He has sent off five applications this week.
I haven’t eaten anything all day.
Hey John. Good to see you. I haven’t seen you for ages.

2a. Processes happening in a period connecting past to present — present perfect continuous:
I have been getting increasingly worried about you over the past few days
You have been writing that book for three years?!
Ever since I met John, he has been acting strangely.
They haven’t been waiting for a long time, have they?

2b. ‘Long duration’ verbs which are completed (the tricky group) — present perfect simple
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Over the past six years, this city has become very polluted.

New York has built a strong reputation for cutting crime in the last decade.
She has only read one book during the course.

I have got to know my colleagues very well since I first started in this job.

3. States happening in a period connecting past to present — present perfect simple:
We have known the Clinton family for many years.
I have always believed that everyone gets what they deserve.
Have you loved Maria since you were at school together?
Over the last six vears, the cabinet has consisted of 39 members.
The Mafia has existed for three centuries.
All my life I have wanted to go to South America, and now here’s my chance.

4. The case for ‘result in the present’?
This concept is a throw-back to the traditional conceptual framework of the Present Perfect. It
actually fits the new framework quite handily, by being clearly in the ‘event’ category.
However, there is rarely a time phrase used (as in ‘Oh no, I’ve left my tickets at home’ and
‘Hey, you’ve dyed your hair’), so there is no leader to guide the speaker on which tense to
choose. I think it actually makes sense to teach it by itself, as ‘result in the present’, because it
is so tactile and user-friendly like that. So that’s what I do, even if it doesn’t quite fit my
framework.

The next thing to do is to reinforce these examples with the time-lines. For events, the events happen at
points along the line. For processes, they take place all along the line from their start-point to the
present. And for states, ditto.

Event: past X X X »  present
Process: past TUUUUUUUUUUUUIUUTUUTU G UG UI U I IO GIuuuuuua®® — present
State: past WWWWWW W W W W W W W W W VWV present

The issue often arises, when I tell colleagues about all this, as to what should be done about ‘already,
yet, ever, never, etc’. The fact is, these are rarer adverbs than many of the other ones listed. Indeed, the
ubiquitously taught ‘already/yet’ is actually quite a difficult concept, and I tend to leave it out of the
first stages of teaching the present perfect. It isn’t very common or useful compared to ‘in the last ten
days/etc’, and we only see it everywhere in the lower intermediate textbooks because it is there!!, and
always has been. Unquestioningly included, unheedingly taught.

As for the ‘life experience’ concept — how commonly-used is this? Yes it is useful, almost as a fixed
expression, to be able to say: ‘Have you ever been/done/tasted/seen/tried/etc’ with the appropriate
answer ‘Yes I have. It was excellent/delicious/wonderful/awful/rubbish/etc’. But for other verbs, the
‘event verb’ scenario I outlined above, with a suitable ‘past-present connection’ adverb, seems more
useful. I do teach the fixed expression with ‘ever’, almost in passing, at pre-intermediate level (I never
make a big deal of it but it does have communicative value).

Teaching it

Setting out this conceptual framework should put paid, once and for all, to students telling you that ‘the
verb is present perfect because it isn’t finished’. For ‘event’ verbs happening in a period connecting

4 © Charles Lowe 2003



past to present, the event clearly is finished! As for the rest of the concepts, they all speak for
themselves. I find that, once addressed in this way, always focusing on the time not the verb, the
present perfect becomes very easy for my students.

For instance, early in a course, I normally do a quick 45 minute outline of the ins-and-outs of
‘connected’ vs ‘separated’ past-time, with some examples of the event, process, and state verbs. This
then makes future feedback sessions after a communicative task really easy, because if there are any
present perfect slips it is effortless to refer them back to the exposition, and they correct themselves.
The exposition has become a reference point for reminders, with a simple nudge like “’Since our last
meeting . . .” Is “since our last meeting” a period connecting past to present? Does it go from then till
now? Yes? So the verb mustbe....?’

Similarly, “‘China has joined the WTO in 2002’ —is 2002’ a period joining past to present, or a point
separating past from present? Yes, that’s right it separates. So is ‘has joined’ correct? No it isn’t.
Well-done. It should be . . ..” “What about ‘China has been in the WTO since 2002°?” “Yes, ‘since
2002’ is a period starting in the past and coming up to now. So is ‘has been’ correct? Yes it is. Well-
done. These two sentences mean the same thing but the time phrase makes you use a different verb and
a different tense”.

So, as you can see, there is only one concept question: Does the period of time connect the past to the
present or does it separate the past from the present?

For exercises to enable your students to practise these new concepts — you will have to make your own
material, as none yet exist except my own sample drafts (see below).

Some teaching materials

1) Here are three simple formats for getting the students to discriminate. I use the first exercise from
Pre-Intermediate up, and the second two from Early Intermediate up.

(a) In the box, there are some expressions of time. For each one, decide if it is a period which
(1) connects the past to the present (ii) separates the past from the present.

in the last five days when I was 6 years old today

during this holiday for the last six months since my last appointment
twelve months ago all my life since the accident

at 3.30 yesterday afternoon | between 1992 and 2000 for ages (finishing now)
last Saturday in the 18" century

(b) Make sentences with the time expressions on the left, using one of the verbs on the right in
the correct tense. There are several correct answers.

in the last two days over the last week be very cold

since the start of this course for several hours (to now) | read three books

visit a lot of museums
get a new job

in February last week learn a lot of things
for several years (to 2003) the day before yesterday rain
John study in the USA

my brother get married
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(c) Read an article from an English newspaper. Find examples of the present perfect and the past
simple. Explain why the tense is used in each case.

2) Here is some draft textbook material. Notice that it is in guided discovery format, with the
‘invitation to notice’ preceding the giving of the rules.

LI the present perfect tense 1
he has finished /| have seen / you have been working

A Examples — What do you notice about these groups of examples?

1 Look at the expressions in bold. Can you see what is similar to all of them?
1. In the last three weeks | have written* seven letters to the President.
2. They have travelled* to Thailand, Brazil and Ireland since 1996.
. Have you seen* Jennifer recently? ‘No. I'm sorry | haven't.” (seen her recently)
. During today | have had* two bananas and a cup of tea!
. I have bought* a new car! (since | saw you last month) (understood)
. Thank you for your hospitality. We have had* a wonderful time with you in the last few days.]
Here, the action or event is finished.

TMsOr
[o) ]S, I ~NN ¢V}

*

NSy

Look at the expressions in bold. Can you see what is similar to all of them?
1. Over the last few years my town has been changing a lot.
2. I've been reading ‘War and Peace’ for several months.
3. Recently our family has been planning next year’s holiday.
4. A: How long have you been waiting?
B: | have been waiting for twenty minutes.
5. We have been learning to play golf for two years now.

N

Look at the expressions in bold. Can you see what is similar to all of them?
We have lived in my town since | was six. (and we still live there)

My father has worked as a journalist for thirty years. (and he still does)
Ever since | went to India | have believed in Buddhism. (and | still do)
Have you had flu for a long time? (and do you still have it?)

| have known Tony Blair all my life. (and | still do)

4
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B Exercises: Part 1
Fill the gap with the correct form of the verb in brackets. There are sometimes two answers.

Examples:
(Event) A: Where are my glasses?
B: I'm not sure, but | __have seen _ (see) them in the last few minutes.
(Process) A: How long__have you__been learning (learn) English?
B: Oh, |_have been learning _ English since | was eleven.
(State) A: How long _have _you__lived (live) in London?
B: We___have lived _ (live) in London for twenty years.
1. ‘Is Mary there?’ ‘I'm sorry, she (go) to central London (in the last 30 minutes)’
2. ‘What you (eat) today?’  ‘Oh, lots. Two bananas and a natural yoghurt.’
3. What__ you (do) during your trip to London so far?’
‘Well. So far, we (see) the Crown Jewels, we (have)dinner at
Quaglino’s Restaurant, and we (dance)salsa at The Little Havana’
4. 1 (not see) Paul for a long time’ ‘Oh really. Why is that?’
5 1 (not understand) anything during this lesson?’ ‘Oh dear. Is
there anything | can help with?’
6. ‘Sorry | am late. you (wait) for a long time?’
‘No. Only ten minutes. Never mind.’
7. ‘This year, inflation (go up) a lot in some countries of Southeast Asia.’
8 you (have) a haircut since | saw you on Thursday?’ ‘Yes. Do you like it?’
9. ‘How long you (be) a vegetarian?  ‘Well, my mother was one, so always | suppose.’
10. ‘My customers expect me to wear a tie’ ‘Really. | (not wear) one for years, or a suit!’
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the present perfect tense 1
he has finished /| have seen / you have been working

Explanation: Forms

1

LS}

past participle
llyou/welthey have ] (walked) (reg)
Positive | (lived) (reg)
[+] He/shelit ] b (visited) (reg)
John b has |
my uncle J J (said) (irreg)
(written) (irreg)
Negative llyoulwelthey have not (haven’t) past participle
[ He/John/my car has not (hasn’t)
Question Have llyou/welthey past participle
[?] Has he/John/my uncle
Regular past participles (VERB + -ed) Irregular past participles (see Page XX)
live: | + have + lived /d/ be: | + have + been
change: my town + has + changed d/ do: he + has + done
work: my mother + has + worked It make: they + have + made
finish: you + have + finished It have: my sister + has + had
end: the programme + has + ended /id/ go: the price + has + gone
visit: they + have not + visited fid/ buy: | + have + bought
Present perfect with BEEN + ING (the ‘Present Perfect Continuous’)
do: | + have + been doing make: he + has + been making
read: my sister + has + been reading grow: their reputation + has + been growing
stand: we + have + been standing learn: you + have + been learning

Explanation: Meaning

1

LS}

<

Examples of periods of time connecting past to present:

in the last ten days during this morning since last February since lunchtime up to now over
the past three hours for five minutes recently from Friday to now allmy life  for along
time so far since | was six years old.
E.g. past

<============ sjnce last Wednesday

< =========== jn the last five months

< during today =======

<= all my life >

We use the Present Perfect Tense to talk about events, processes, or states in a period of time connected to
the present. (See Unit XX: Dynamic vs state verbs)

past X X X e now
event event event event
past NNV now AW future
process
past now === future
state

Important note 1:

o With event verbs, the event is finished! It is the period of time that connects the past to the present that is
unfinished. As you can see in Section A1 and in the examples below, this connection is the most
important thing. The action or event takes place during this period.

e With process and state verbs, in most cases (see Sections A2 and A3 and Section C5 and C6 below), the
period connects the past to the present, but process or state also continues to the present time.
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[4:]

the present perfect tense 1
he has finished /| have seen / you have been working

Important note 2:

o Jast week/month/etc’ = not this week but last week (i.e. separated from the present)
Example: | had my first salsa lesson last week. It was great. (Past Simple)

¢ ‘in the last week/month/etc’ = during all the days of this week to today (i.e. connected to the present)
Example: | have booked my holiday to Peru in the last week. | am excited. (Present Perfect)

o ‘X In the last weeks X' is not good English. We have to say ‘in the last few/three/etc weeks’.

Events:
past ----- X X X X now
event event event event
DURING THE LAST TWO DAYS | have taken Here, the event is finished, but the period of time is
three exams (Event) connected to the present
Oh no! I have lost my wallet (IN THE LAST FEW Here, the event is finished, but the period of time is
MINUTES/HOURS) (Event) connected to the present.

Note: we do not always state the time period, because
it is understood.
NOT: X Do you see Jennifer since lunchtime? X

Processes:

past \NAANNNNNANNNNNANNANNNNNNNNNNNNN now AN future?

process

London has been changing radically OVER THE The period of time is connected to the present. Here,
PAST FIVE YEARS. (Process) we see the process as not finished, so we use the
...BUT... ‘continuous’ form.
London has changed radically OVER THE PAST The period of time is connected to the present. Here,
FIVE YEARS. (Event) we view the process as a finished event!
They have been waiting FOR THIRTY MINUTES. The period of time is connected to the present. Here,
(Process) the activity is not finished (OR is recently finished).

NOT: X We are learning English for two years. X

States:
past now === future?
state
We have lived in San Francisco SINCE 1972. Here, the state is not finished, so we use the ‘simple’
(State) form (c/r stative and dynamic verbs). The period of time

is connected to the present.
NOT: X We live in my town since | was six. X

D Exercises: Part 2
1

Fill the gap with the correct form of the verb in brackets. There are sometimes two answers.

Examples: A: How long _have _you__lived _(live) in London?
B: We___have lived _ (live) in London for twenty years.
1. She (see) him for a long time.
2. The floods in the north (get) worse over the last few days.
3. 1 (be) on holiday for three weeks.
4. 1 (live) in London for three years’ ‘Oh, that’s great. Do you like it?’
5. ‘Mr McCartney. Pleased to meet you. | (want) to meet you all my life’
6. ‘You (work) very hard over the past ten days. Do you need a break?’
7. ‘That’s a fabulous dress. | (not see) it before. Is it new?’
8. ‘Do you recognise the man in this photograph?’
‘No, | (never see) him before in my life’.
9. ‘You are looking thinner. ‘Thanks. (go) to the gym for three months now’.
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3) Here is some more draft textbook material. This time, it is purely to give examples of typical
contexts. Practice exercises have still to be devised.
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the present perfect tense 4 - common contexts of use
news/advice/meetings/interviews/etc
A Examples
1 News headlines on radio and TV
Fourteen people have been injured in a motorway accident . . .
The government has announced new funding to combat Internet crime . . .
The actress, Michelle Pfeiffer, has decided to go into politics . . .
(Note: the tense tends to change into the Past Simple after the headline. So we get: ‘The German Chancellor
has arrived in London for economic discussions with other European leaders. On his arrival, he spoke of a
positive agenda, and then went directly to a gala dinner hosted by the Goethe Institute.)
2  Advice
Have you tried talking to your boss about the problem?
Have you phoned the police?
3 Meetings
So let’s summarise. This is what we have agreed so far.
Peter. The drive mechanism. How much progress have you made on that since last time?
4 Economic updates
In the last quarter, the company has increased net profits by 1% to 7%.
In the twelve months to this month, the UK inflation rate has gone down from 2.4% to 2.1%.
5 Interviews (job, police, television)
So, Miss Wilkinson, what experience have you had with selling designer clothes?
Have you seen this man before?
6  Getting-to-know someone
Have you ever been snowboarding?
Which countries have you visited?
7  Catching up on friends’ news
| haven’t seen you for ages?
How have you been?
You have changed your hairstyle! I'm sorry, but it looks absolutely awful.
30 years! And you haven’t changed at all!
8 Reacting to a current situation
We’ve won!
What (the hell) has been going on here!?
What have you done!
My God. You have finally gone crazy . . . What is that tattoo on your arm!?
9 Ending stories
... And ever since then they have been extremely happy.
10 Talking at the end of a hard day

What kind of day have you had?
| haven’t stopped all day
| haven’t eaten since eleven o’clock

| have sent a hundred e-mails
I've given a presentation to the Board
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Conclusion

I think that, in the area of grammar expositions in language learning textbooks, we have got rather
complacent. Because of the lexical revolution, writers are focussing their attention on making
textbooks so lexically rich and useful that they are forgetting the importance of improving the clarity of
their grammar. The old grammar explanations need to be overhauled just as much as the new lexical
syllabuses need to be fleshed out.

In fact, what used to constitute grammar has got much smaller, as structures which used to be in the
grammar section have been transferred to the lexical section. The person largely responsible for this
shift of awareness is Lewis (1994). For example, look at ‘used to’ + infinitive. Not a tense, but an
idiom, so nowadays we see it as lexis rather than grammar. Similarly, look at: ‘need’ + ing, ‘stop’ +
ing, interesting vs interested, absolutely + extreme adverb, etc, etc. What is left, once all the non-
essential grammar is taken out, is rather manageable. The tenses, the modals (although some say even
these are actually lexical in nature and would be best taught as such), the article system, countables vs
uncountables, noun phrase syntax, verb phrase syntax, whole sentence syntax, pronouns, etc.

Perhaps we just need a new kind of reference book, which covers both essential grammar and key lexis.
Nowadays, this is what is happening more in practice, as with the very good Business Grammar Builder
(Emmerson 2001), in which you will find much key lexis, including possibly the best explanation of
‘get’ yet to be found in a textbook.

But to get back to the point, the Present Perfect tense is definitely ‘grammar’. And it is definitely
important in English. And its meaning and use are peculiarly English, which is why it is such a
problematic false friend. My contention in this article has been that it is much easier to teach (and
learn) using this approach, than it is using the approach traditionally taken in textbooks.

I would like to suggest a challenge. Try teaching it, and get back to the IH Journal with your
experiences. We will collate them and post the results on the IH website in due course.
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