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INTRODUCTION

Tensed verb forms express both the time of an action/state and the temporal character of an action, for example, completed, habitual, or repeated.  The time of the action/state is expressed in the tense and the other information is expressed in the aspect.  The combination of tense and aspect explains a lot about the nature of the action:

He has written a novel.

He has been writing a novel.

However, there are further issues involved.  For example, the following two sentences have the same tense and aspect (simple present perfect), but we do interpret the acts differently.

She has directed only one movie since 2001.

She has owned only one house since 2001.

To understand the difference between these two acts requires looking at the lexical aspects of the verbs ‘direct’ and ‘own’.  ‘Direct’ in this sentence is an accomplishment verb, and shows an action that is completed.  “Own’ on the other hand is a stative/non-action verb, which has an indefinite duration.  In other words, the directing of the movie is completed while the owning of the house is an on-going state.

Practice

Compare the sentences in each set, and discuss the meaning of the verb tenses.  Are all the sentences grammatical?

1. He is sleeping.

2. He sleeps.

3. He sleeps a lot.

4. He has slept for 10 hours.

5. He has been sleeping for 10 hours.

6. He recites a poem.

7. He recites poetry.

8. He is reciting a poem.

9. He jumped off the streetcar when he saw the policeman.

10. He was jumping off the streetcar when the police arrested him

11. When I saw him, he was jumping up and down with excitement.

12. He has studied in Toronto since last year.

13. He has been studying in Toronto since last year.

14. I have studied this report carefully.

15. I have been studying this report carefully.

16. I have studied English for two years.

17. I have been studying English for two years.

18. She seems nice.

19. She is seeming nice.

20. You look tired.

21. You are looking tired.

22. I grow old.

23. I am growing old.

24. I have been growing old.

25. I have grown old.

LEXICAL ASPECTS/FEATURES OF VERBS

Traditionally verbs have been categorized according to their syntactic functions:  transitive, intransitive, and linking verbs.  There has been no or little in-depth analysis of which aspects were allowed with each category.  In other words, this categorization could not explain why some of the following sentences sound either clumsy or incorrect while others are fine:


He has drunk.  (intransitive)


He drinks. (intransitive)


He has been drinking. (intransitive)


He has drunk a cup of coffee. (transitive)


He has  been drinking three cups of coffee.  (transitive)

Looking at verbs in context of the whole sentence, including different time markers, and even the singular/plural or definite/indefinite features of the object nouns seems to yield a more satisfactory analysis  for the acceptability of different tense+aspect combinations.  In other words, we can explain why some of the following five sentences are ungrammatical.


He has built a house.


He has been building a house.


He builds houses.


He builds houses in three months.


He has built the house for three months.
The new classification of verbs is based on the answers to the following questions. 
· Does the action/state have duration?

· Does the action/state have an end point?

· Does the action/state involve a change?

As a result, what seems to be the same verb, for example ‘wash’, falls into different categories depending on the context provided by the lexical features:


He is washing dishes.  (activity verb)


He has washed the dishes.  (accomplishment verb)

The two main categories of English verbs are STATIVE verbs and DYNAMIC  verbs.

STATIVE VERBS (cognitive, emotional, physical states)

ATELIC

know, understand, believe, think, love, admire, own, suit, weigh, see

· Ongoing  and unchanging states – long or indefinite time span

· No end point  (atelic)

· No continuous aspect

She loves grammar.

I understand what you mean.

She resembled her mother.

I have known him for a long time.

N.B.  Many verbs can be both stative and dynamic:  

He weighs 80 kilos. 


 He is weighing the parcel.
I have always admired your honesty. 
 I have been admiring your view all evening.

DYNAMIC VERBS can be further classified on the bases of their lexical aspect features into three categories:

1. ACTIVITY VERBS

ATELIC

walk, work, sleep, sit, develop, grow, sing, dance
· Actions continue for indefinite periods, and they are either continuous (observe, push, walk)

or changing (develop, grow)

· Can be used in countinuous forms

She is working on her Master’s thesis.
She lives  in France.
He has been sleeping for two hours.

You have grown a lot.
2. ACHIEVEMENT VERBS
TELIC

solve, turn on, turn around, arrive, fall down, pass, win, lose, happen, find

A. Punctual

faint, kick, hit, drop, recognize, arrive
· instantaneous, end as soon as they begin

· continuous form shows repeated rather than continuous action

· have an end point (telic)

He dropped the ball.

He has been dropping hints about his birthday.

The children were kicking the ball.

He kicked me.
I have passed the test
B. Change of state

find (a solution), cross (the finish line) 

· activity that culminates in the action that is shown by the verb

· have an end point (telic)

He has crossed the finish line.
3. ACCOMPLISHMENT VERBS
TELIC

build, write, read, make, create, cook, eat, tell, destroy +NP

 walk to, fly to, travel to

· end at a logical point  (She wrote a new grammar book.  Action ends when the grammar book is complete)

· have an end point (telic)

She walked to the park.

They built a new house.

She created that beautiful garden in two years.

He drove to Huntsville in two hours.

Practice

Identify the following sentences as expressing a state, activity, achievement, or accomplishment.

1. He observed the students in the yard.

2. She hated grammar with a passion.

3. He eventually recovered from the accident.

4. We clearly noticed the marks on the surface.

5. She painted the kitchen in a few hours.

6. He threw the ball through the window.

7. At the concert he sang folk music.

8. At the concert he sang a folk song.

THE MEANINGS OF THE CONTINUOUS ASPECT
· Actions are temporary

· Only dynamic (action) verbs can be used in continuous forms
1. Action in progress at a particular moment
· The verbs are transitive or intransitive activity verbs
· We do not know the beginning point or the end point of the action
· Present 

She is smiling.  (activity/intransitive verb)


I am studying English right now.  (activity/transitive verb)


This year he is preparing for the GMAT. (activity/intransitive verb)


He is writing a grammar book. (activity/transitive)


She is looking more and more like her older sister. (activity/instransitive – 


change in progress)

· Past 


At 8 o’clock this morning, I was walking to work.


I was taking a bath when the lights went out.


I was running when I fell.  (interrupted action)


I was working on my report while he was watching TV.

· Future


In 2012, she will be living in France.


When you come home, I will be sleeping.


Tomorrow afternoon, I will be playing tennis.

  Practice

 Compare the following sets of sentences and discuss the difference in meaning.

I teach at the University of Toronto. 

I am teaching at the University of Toronto.

She read the paper while he cooked supper

She was reading the paper while he was cooking supper.

At 3 o’clock, I will study.

At 3 o’clock I will be studying.

2. Action continues from one point to another

· Actions can be transitive or intransitive activity verbs 

· Actions can take time markers with ‘since’ and  ‘for’

· From past to present (and possibly beyond that) – Present perfect continuous

· Often used with time markers beginning with ‘for’ or ‘since’


I have been working here since 2001. (activity/intransitive verb)


I have been reading this book for two weeks. (activity/ transitive verb)


He has been travelling around the world.  (activity/ intransitive verb)


She has been writing poems. (activity/transitive)

For the last three weeks  he has been raising funds for the new hospital. (activity/transitive verb)
· From past to past – Past perfect continuous

· Often used with subordinate clauses of time or with a time marker beginning with ‘by’

       He had been sleeping for two hours when the storm started.


By 12 o’clock, he had been working on the presentation for four hours.


At that point he had been living there for years.

By the time he came here, he had been teaching math for several years.

· From past/present/future to future – Future perfect continuous

· Often used with a subordinate clause of time or with a time marker beginning with ‘by’ (the time)


By 2012, he will have been living here for 30 years.


By 2012, he will have been living here for 3 years.


By 2012, he will have been living here for one year.


By the time you come back, I will have been sleeping for hours.

When she finally hands in that report, she will have been writing it for several months.
Practice

Compare the following sets of sentences and discuss the meaning of the verb tense in each.

I have lived here for 10 years.  (activity/intransitive)
I have been living here for 10 years. (activity/intransitive)
I have written my research paper.  (accomplishment/transitive)
I have been writing my research paper for weeks now. (activity/transitive)
He had been marking papers for hours when I came home.  (activity/transitive)
He had marked the papers when I came home.  (accomplishment/transitive)
By next year, he will have studied English for two years. (activity/transitive+uncompletable obj.)
By next year, he will have been studying English for two years. (same)

The leaves have turned red. (linking/achievement)

The leaves have been turning red. (linking/activity)

If using the transitive/intransitive/linking verb  distinction as the basis for deciding whether the meanings in each pair of sentences is the same or different gives us the following results for the perfect tenses:

· If the verb is intransitive (live), there is no difference in meaning between the simple and the continuous form; the continuous form simply emphasizes the continuous nature of the action

· If the verb is transitive (write, mark) and the object is completable (research paper, papers), the simple tense shows completed action while the continuous form shows incomplete action

· If the verb is transitive (study), but the object is not completable (English), there is no difference in meaning

· If the verb is a linking verb, the simple tense shows a completed action while the continuous shows incomplete action.

If using the lexical features analysis, we get the following results:

· With activity verbs, there is no difference  between simple perfect tenses and continuous perfect tenses

· Accomplishment verbs do not allow the use of the continuous form in the perfect tense

· Achievement verbs do not allow the use of the continuous form in  the perfect tense
3. Habitual or repeated action

· Used with transitive and intransitive activity verbs, accomplishment verbs and 
    achievement  verbs
· With the present, past, and future continuous we use ‘always’, 
   ‘constantly’, ‘forever’ to emphasize frequency and to add emotional  colouring.

· Present


He is always saying he is sorry.


She is constantly changing her hair colour.

· Past


He was constantly getting married until he met Eva.


He was always losing his car keys.


He was forever writing sappy love songs.
· Future


Hurricanes will forever be happening here.

With the perfect tenses, the continuous form shows frequent/habitual actions
· Present perfect


I have been going to the gym a lot recently.


For the last three months, he has been travelling to a lot of different places.
· Past perfect


He had been walking to work for months when he decided to buy a bike.

He had been eating huge suppers for years, when his doctor told him to change his eating habits.
· Future perfect


By next year, she will have been going to the Y for six years.

4. Repeated achievement/short-term action in progress in any tense


The guests are arriving one by one.


The guests were arriving one by one.


The guests have been arriving one by one.


The guests had been arriving one by one.


The guests will be arriving one by one.


He has been winning that race for years now.


The children are bouncing the ball against the wall.


The lights were going on and off  the whole evening.

Practice 

Fill in the correct perfect tense form of the verb in the following sentences, and discuss the differences in meaning .

1. I _______________ (turn around) and am facing the wall now.

2. I _______________ (turn around) for 12 seconds now.

3. I _______________ (turn around) around three times.

4. I ____________ (pace) the floor all evening and I __________ (drop) the key somewhere.

5. I _____________ (drop) tokens all over the place, and I __________ (lose) my notebook.

6. I ____________ (fill in) application forms for all kinds of jobs, but I ___________ (send in) only three of them.

Practice

Discuss the grammaticality of the verbs in the following sentences.

1. He appears confused.

2. He becomes confused.

3. He is appearing confused.

4. He is becoming confused.

5. He has been appearing confused.

6. He has been becoming confused.
IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING

The four main categories of verbs – stative, activity, achievement,and accomplishment allow the use of the different aspects in the following way:

Simple aspect

All of the categories are used to express general and specific facts, habits, states and events.  However, the simple present combines freely with states but not with actions/occurances.
He bicycles to work.
She married Bill.

(but not) She marries Bill.
Perfect aspect

· Activity verbs are not commonly used in the perfect aspect.  When they are used, they normally express a prior experience.



I have skated before.

· Achievement and accomplishment verbs are commonly used in the perfect aspect to show completed events.



The prerequisite for this course has been dropped.



 Jon Vickers has recorded many famous operas.

· With stative verbs  the perfect aspect shows a state that may not have ended yet.



I have owned a BMW since 2002.
Progressive aspect
· Activity verbs have duration; therefore, they readily use the continuous aspect

He is watching TV.

They have been playing soccer for hours.

· Continuous aspect with accomplishment verbs show progress towards completion

The company is building a new housing development.

· Achievement verbs in the progressive aspect show repeated action
He was shaking his head in disbelief.

FINAL DISCUSSION
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