
The Past Perfect Tense

The past perfect verb tense is used to describe an event, happening, action, etc. 
that occurred before another portion of time, an event, happening, action, etc.  
The past perfect tense describes two events and/or time-periods in the past that 
took place at different times. 

The first action that occurred is expressed in the past perfect tense, while the 
following action is expressed in the simple past tense.  

The tense is formed by placing:

had   +   the past participle of the verb. 

For example:

I had done... We had always eaten... It had not stopped...

She had been... Had you ever tried...? Had they lived...?

He hadn't finished... They had studied... It had been...

In a sentence, the first action that occurred is expressed in the past perfect 
tense, while the following action or time-period is expressed in the simple 
past tense. 

For example,

We had finished cleaning up the room before they arrived. 

I did not have any money to pay the bill because I had lost my wallet.

Had Susan ever studied Thai before she moved to Thailand?

She only understood the movie because she had read the book.

We were not able to get a hotel room because we had not booked in advance.

A: Had you ever visited the U.S. before your trip in 2006?
B: Yes, I had been to the U.S. once before.



The Past Perfect Tense

Sometimes the actual events are only implied and not stated explicitly:

Tony knew Istanbul so well because he had visited the city several times.
(This sentence describes Tony's most recent visit to Istanbul)

In the previous examples, which is Event #1? Which is Event #2? 

Task
Talk about events in your life that occurred before other events. Ask your partner about events in 
their life. 

The past perfect is also used to describe a period of time in the past that 
lapsed before a following event in the past. This usually used for Non-
Continuous verbs.

We had had that car for ten years before it broke down.

By the time Alex finished his studies, he had been in Halifax for over eight years.

They felt bad about selling the house because they had owned it for more than forty 
years.

I had never seen such a beautiful beach before I went to Kauai.

We had always eaten this brand until we tried this one.

Kristine had never been to an opera before (she went) last night.

Task
Talk about events in your life that occurred after certain time periods. Ask your partner about 
events in their life. 



The Past Perfect Tense

If a specific date is reported, and if 'before' or 'after' are used in the 
sentence, the past perfect can be replaced with the simple past. 

For example, 

She visited Asia after she had been to Europe in 2001. 
She visited Asia after she visited Europe in 2001.

They had studied hard on Monday before they wrote their test on Tuesday. 
They studied hard on Monday before they wrote their test on Tuesday. 

Task
Replace the past perfect with the simple past as you indicate specific dates to describe events in 
your past life.  

Adverb Usage
Time-adverbs, such as 'always', 'only', 'never', 'ever', 'still', 'just', etc, are very 
often used with the past perfect tense. The adverb is placed after the “had” and 
before the past participle. 

For example:

The children had previously studied English in school before they moved to Canada.

Had Mary always worked at that salon before she got married?

I had never been to Guam before our holiday there this past winter. 

Task
Using adverbs, use the past perfect tense to describe events or time-periods in your past. Ask 
about your partner's past using adverbs with the past perfect tense.


