
Use with simple: always, every 
year/day/week, usually, normally 

Use with progressive: this week/year, 
today, at the moment, for now 

THE EXPRESSION OF PRESENT  TIME 

TASK 1: Label the functions exemplified by each sentence, to make a list of basic uses of each verb form.  
SIMPLE PRESENT  
Eternal / general truth about the world Four times four equals sixteen. 
Permanent state Is Ms Johnson American? 
Regular/ habitual action Mr Kahn doesn’t work on Saturdays. 
Instructions/directions How do I get to the train station from here? 
PRESENT PROGRESSIVE  
Action in progress  I’m making tea at the moment, would you like one? 
Repeated action Miss Zhang is renovating her house.  
Temporary situation Mr Banks isn’t teaching grammar this term. 
Gradual changes My to-do list is getting longer every day.  

 

TASK 2: Explain the difference in meaning between each pair of example sentences. 
a. He lives in Paris.  /  He is living in Paris.  General truth ( permanent state) vs temporary situation 
b. She is working in London.  /  She’s working on her thesis, don’t disturb her! Temporary/repeated action 

vs action in progress 
c. Does it work?  /  Is it working? 
d. They speak French fluently.  /  What language are they speaking? I don’t understand! General truth vs 

action in progress 
e. Cell biology is a branch of biology that studies cells.  / I am studying Biology. General truth  temporary vs 

situation 
f. I think she’s being very rude!  / I think she’s very rude.  Action in progress vs permanent state/general 

truth 

TASK 3: Add a time reference to each sentence to specify when the ‘verb’ happens. (Note that you should 
make sure the sentence still refers to present time! More than one answer is possible.) 

a. The temperature of the water in the lake increases.  
b. The phone rings while I’m having a shower.  
c. She goes to work by bus. 
d. Which films are showing at the cinema? 
e. He does the shopping. 
f. She reads a book when he is watching television. 
g. He is living in London. 
h. She doesn’t use Facebook.  

TASK 4: Put the verb in brackets into the simple present or present progressive to complete this blurb for 
the novel “Be Careful What You Wish For” by Jeffrey Archer. (Adapted from Amazon.co.uk) 

Be Careful What You Wish For opens (open) with Harry Clifton and his wife Emma, who are rushing (rush) to hospital to learn the 
fate of their son Sebastian, who has been involved in a serious car accident. But who is dying (die), Sebastian or his best friend, 
Bruno? 
Ross Buchanan is forced (be forced) to resign as chairman of the Barrington Shipping Company, and Emma Clifton hopes/is hoping 
(hope) to replace him. But Don Pedro Martinez intends (intend) to install his puppet, the egregious Major Alex Fisher, in order to 
destroy the Barrington family firm just as the company is planning (plan) to build its new luxury liner, the MV Buckingham. 
Back in London, Harry and Emma’s adopted daughter is (being) awarded (be awarded) a scholarship to the Slade Academy of Art 
where she falls (fall) in love with a fellow student, Clive Bingham, who asks (ask) her to marry him. Both families are delighted 
until Priscilla Bingham, Jessica’s future mother-in-law, receives (receive) a visit from an old friend, Lady Virginia Fenwick, who 
drops (drop) her particular brand of poison into the wedding chalice. 
Then, without warning, Cedric Hardcastle, a bluff Yorkshireman who no one has come across before, takes (take) his place on the 
board of Barringtons. While this is causing (cause) an upheaval that none of them could have anticipated and which will change the 
lives of every member of the Clifton and Barrington families, Hardcastle’s first decision is (be) who to support to become the next 



chairman of the board: Emma Clifton or Major Alex Fisher? And with that decision, the story takes (take) yet another twist that will 
keep you on the edge of your seat. 

TASK 5: Draw a time-line to illustrate when each of these sentences happens. 
a. She is reading “Pride and Prejudice”. 
b. He is playing the piano. 
c. She works for the British Council. 

d. They are eating dinner. 
e. I am from London. 

 

TASK 6: Find and correct the mistakes in the following dialogue. Then explain your corrections. (Mistakes: 
incorrect usage of simple present / present progressive) 

Jane: Do you do Are you doing you your homework? That worksheet looks familiar! Do you study Are you 
studying English this term, too? 

Ben: Yes, I study English and French. But my English is being is less good than my French at the moment! 
Jane: Maybe you need to practise more English in your free time.  
Ben: Yes, I am regularly watching regularly watch films in English, and when I’m watching a film I listen out 

for new words. 
Jane: But mastering English is not only being about learning vocabulary. You need to do something more 

active, I think am thinking.  
Ben: I know, but I’m finding I find it hard to know exactly what would be good practice. Would it be helpful if 

I am reading  read English books, as well? 
Jane: Yes, probably, although it is not really active, is it? When you’re reading a book or watching television, 

you are not talking don’t talk to it, are do you? 
Ben: No! Have you got any other ideas? 
Jane: Well, I am going go to the English pub evening every Thursday, I find it really helpful. And the teachers 

say are saying that students should find a tandem partner, then you can be learning/ learn English while 
you are making new friends. I’m looking look for a tandem partner this term. 

Ben: That sounds good! But how am I finding a tandem partner? 
Jane: Maybe you can meet someone at the pub evening. Let’s be going go together next week! 
 
 
TASK 7: Which other uses of the simple present are exemplified in these example sentences? 

SIMPLE PRESENT  
Immediate reaction – feeling/perception Where does it hurt? 
Speech act verb / perfomative I disagree with your last point  
Verbs of mental state/senses - no progressive! I really love this song! 
Series of actions (e.g. sports commentaries) Beckham shoots, and scores! 
Newspaper headlines Prince William cheats on Kate 
Formal tone I look forward to a swift reply. 
Academic/scientific report (=still true in that 
book7paper) 

Leech (2004) states that English has no future 
tense. 

Subordinate clause, close future.  I’ll pay you back when I receive my wages. 
 

TASK 8: Write a new sentence using each of the main verbs from the examples in TASK 6 in the present 
progressive, adding any context needed to make the sentence grammatically correct and natural. Are 
there any verbs which cannot be used in the progressive? 
 
My back is hurting again, it must be my slipped disk. 
I’m not disagreeing with your whole idea.  
She’s receiving unemployment benefits.  
Love X 
He is shooting at the wrong target.  
I think my boyfriend is cheating on me.  
He is just stating his opinion! 
I am receiving lots of spam emails at the moment.  
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The Expression of Present Time: HOMEWORK TASKS 

 

TASK 1: Write 10 sentences expressing basic facts about yourself (or your family/friends), as if you were 
introducing yourself to someone for the first time. 

e.g. My name is Miss Fielder.  

 

TASK 2: Sit for a few minutes in a busy place (e.g. the cafeteria, the bus-stop); then write 10 sentences 
about what the people you see are doing. 

e.g. Two female students are eating lunch.  

 

TASK 3: Find a description of a film’s or novel’s plot (the ‘blurb’). Print it out and highlight all of the present 
simple and present progressive verb forms in the text. Explain why they are used in this context. 

(Tip: You can find descriptions on websites like Amazon.com) 
 

TASK 4: Listen to the 3-minute podcast from BBC Radio 4: Thought for the day on the Horse meat scandal 
(from 6th Sept 2014). Note three example sentences you hear in the simple present and three in the 
present progressive, and explain why they are used in this context. (Try to find examples using 
different main verbs if possible). 

 

TASK 5: VOLUNTARY ADVANCED WORK: These sentences all refer to present time. Re-write them to make 
their meaning clear in other words. Use your grammar reference book to help you, and make notes on the 
forms’ functions. 
a. It’s time I went to bed.  
b. It’s time to say goodbye.  
c. If I’m in Paris I usually stay with my mum.  
d. I ‘m wondering if you can help me. 
e. Suppose we wrote a letter to the newspaper about this problem.  
f. Our advice is that the students be asked for their opinion.  
 

 

Further information & practice activities can be found in…  

Hall, D. & M. Foley, MyGrammarLab Advanced (Pearson, 2012) – Unit 20, pp. 94-97. 

Swan, M. & C. Walter, Oxford English Grammar Course: Advanced (OUP, 2012) – Section 3, pp. 22-29. 

Hewings, M., Advanced Grammar in Use (CUP, 2005) – Units 1 & 2, pp. 2-5. 

Oxford University Press – ELT – Oxford English Grammar Course: 
https://elt.oup.com/student/oxfordenglishgrammar/intermediate/oegc_intermediate_section02/?cc=de
&selLanguage=de (Unit 2: Present Tenses) 
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