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Verb systems in different languages 

All languages have ways of indicating tense (present, past, future, etc.), aspect (simple, progressive, 

perfect, etc.) and modality (indicative, conditional, hypothetical, imperative, etc.), but they have some 

different ways of doing it. Even among European languages – not to mention Arabic, Turkish, Thai, 

Japanese, etc. – there are some marked differences, as well as many similarities, of course. For example, 

French and German have no equivalents of the English present progressive patterns (am/is/are + 

present participle), but Portuguese and Spanish do. French relies on adverbials or context – “(En ce 

moment,) je fais…” / “(At the moment) I do…” (= I’m doing) – or uses the phrase être en train de (be in 

the process of) – “Je suis en train de faire…”. 

Also, some similar verb patterns are used for different functions in different languages. For example 

French is peculiar in using the present perfect patterns for the simple past function in speech (but not 

in formal writing) – “Hier j’ai fait…” / “Yesterday I have done…” (= I did) – and English is peculiar in using 

the present progressive form for a future function – “Tomorrow I’m doing…”. Different languages also 

have different ways of indicating interrogatives and negatives. 

A question, then: Is it the same to teach or learn English verbs (their forms, patterns and functions) in 

France, Germany, Egypt, Turkey, Thailand, Japan, and any other country or linguistic region? 

 

L1-insensitive and L1-sensitive ELT 

Most globalized ELT methodology and international textbooks (precisely because they’re international 

and can’t be L1-sensitive) seem to assume it is the same, but teachers with experience or knowledge of 

teaching in different countries know it isn’t. Getting French or German speaking students to grasp the 

English present progressive patterns and become proficient in using them means getting them to see 

and handle completely new patterns for a function not formally marked in the grammar of their native 

language. That’s not the case with Portuguese and Spanish speaking students; the words and suffixes 

are different, of course, but the basic structure is essentially the same in Portuguese, Spanish and 

English – estar/be + present participle (“Estou fazendo” / “Estoy hacienda” / “I’m doing”). The 

difference between French or German and English, and the similarity between Portuguese or Spanish 

and English, suggest different teaching treatment of the present progressive. 

The similarities and differences between English and other languages are not just in verb systems, of 

course, but throughout the grammar and vocabulary (and pronunciation, discourse, etc.). Teacher 

awareness and knowledge of the similarities and differences between English and the students’ native 

language can produce “L1-sensitive ELT”. This is an area where English teachers who speak their 

students’ language well, as native speakers or very good foreign speakers, have a significant advantage, 

to the benefit of their students, over native speaking English teachers who don’t. 

L1-sensitive ELT is one aspect of learner-centred teaching – not teaching as if your students could be 

German, Turkish, Japanese or any nationality (and university students, working people, high school 



students or any type of people), but as the Latin Americans they are (and as primary or secondary or 

university students). If you know it, you should use their native language in your teaching, not as the 

classroom language, which should normally be English, but in your planning and handling of lessons. 

Knowing L1-English cognates, L1-English pronunciation similarities and differences, L1-English grammar 

similarities and differences, and using that knowledge in your planning and teaching, can make you a 

better teacher for your specific students than a teacher who doesn’t have that knowledge. 

 

Verb patterns that are very different in English and Portuguese and Spanish 

In form and structure, the English simple tenses (present and past) are the verb patterns most notably 

different from their Portuguese and Spanish equivalents. Of course, apart from formal differences and 

similarities, there are some in usage that also have to be learnt. 

The simple present and past are called ‘simple’ because they don’t have progressive or perfect aspect, 

simply present or past time reference. However, they aren’t simple for any foreign learners because 

the do/does/did auxiliary system (and the single inflection, -s in the affirmative for the third person 

singular) is unique to English. In fact, it wasn’t fully established until after Shakespeare’s time; he used 

both this ‘new’ system and the old English simple present and past with inversion for interrogative and 

not after the verb for negative. The following examples are all from Hamlet: “Goes it to the main of 

Poland?”, “What think you on’t?” and “I heard it not” (the old English forms, meaning “Does it go to 

Poland itself?”, “What do you think of it?” and “I did not hear it.”), and “Do you consent?”, “What does 

this mean?” and “You did not love your father.” (the new English forms). If the shift to do/does/did 

hadn’t happened, today we’d be teaching “Live you in this city?” “No, I live not here.” Pity, isn’t it? 

Since the simple tenses in English are different from all other languages, it’s appropriate to teach them 

in Latin America more or less like anywhere else in the world. That often means some kind of 

presentation, focus on form, practice, and incorporation into the students’ repertoire of English. A 

consciousness-raising approach can also work in favourable conditions, especially with older teenage 

and adult false beginners. This early work will take some time, a number of lessons, going through the 

different patterns, affirmative, negative, interrogative and answers. The focus on form should normally 

be light or game-like with children, involving a lot of recurrent routine language, but teenagers and 

adults can be explicitly directed towards the key features (and ‘rules’) of the patterns. The practice in 

both cases could include traditional ‘meaningful drills’, e.g.: 

A. Teacher: Tell us something you don’t do. I’ll start: I don’t smoke. Rosario? 

Rosario: I don’t study much! 

B. Teacher: Tell us something your father, mother, brother or sister doesn’t do and something he or 

she does do. For example: My mother doesn’t play an instrument, but she sings well. Hugo? 

C. Teacher: Ask me questions about what I did last weekend. Did you…? Yes – Patricia. 

Patricia: Did you eat in a restaurant last weekend? 

Teacher: Yes, I did. I went to the Maestro Asador with my family. Another question… 

The next stage of ‘work’ on the simple tenses should include regular use in classroom communication 

and in genuinely communicative activities – contrived practice should always give way to real use. 

However, that will probably not be enough. We know from experience that students at the 



intermediate stage make mistakes in tricky grammar and vocabulary that was focused on at beginner 

and elementary levels. The simple tenses are no exception. Some remedial work, for the whole group 

or individualized, may be needed long after the first focus on the simple tenses, and more than once. 

The good news is that, though very different in forms and patterns, the simple present tenses in English 

and in Portuguese and Spanish have the same basic uses, i.e. the general present and the fixed future: 

“The train leaves at 12 (every day / tomorrow).” / “O trem sai às 12 horas (todos os dias / amanhã).” / 

“El tren sale a las 12 (todos los días / mañana)”. 

 

Verb patterns that are similar in English and Portuguese and Spanish 

In form, though not usage, English simple present and simple past are a whole new ball game for Latin 

American learners, then. In contrast, almost all other affirmative verb patterns – progressive, perfect 

and with modals – are similar to Portuguese and Spanish, though some of the uses are different. 

Most globalized methodology and international textbooks let it be assumed that every verb pattern is 

as strange and difficult as all the rest and should be handled in exactly the same way. Every new pattern 

is indeed as strange as the English simple tenses for some learners somewhere in the world, but not in 

Latin America. This has important implication for teaching – if teachers are fully aware of it. 

When teachers in Latin America first focus on the simple present, they can elicit third person -s and 

then negative and interrogative sentences only from students who already know them, or after 

carefully designed tasks that get students to notice -s and do/does + the simple form in the different 

patterns. In contrast, the present progressive uses am/is/are, which students know already in all the 

basic patterns (e.g. It is… / It is not… / Is it…? / What is it? / etc.), and if the teacher asks students if 

there’s a similar verb structure in Portuguese/Spanish, most students should immediately recognize 

that there is and feel reassured by that. That recognition and the knowledge of am/is/are patterns can 

enable many students to produce original present progressive interrogative and negative sentences 

almost immediately. For example, if the teacher says “I’m reading an interesting book. OK? Ask me 

about it: What book…”. with a bit of luck, a bright student will ask “What book are you reading?” – 

perhaps the first present progressive question asked by a student in that class. And if the teacher says 

to a bright student “You’re thinking about lunch!”, with a bit of luck, the student will respond “No, I’m 

not thinking about lunch. I’m thinking about my boyfriend!” – perhaps the first present progressive 

negative produced by a student in that class. 

Those examples may seem a bit fantastical, and they may be for your particular teaching context, but 

a good teacher in a good context in Latin America (less likely in France or Germany, and very unlikely in 

Thailand or Japan) can make them happen. Teaching things that are similar in L1 and English can be like 

teaching someone to ride a bicycle, needing just an occasional hand on the bike, an occasional push. In 

Latin America, the basics of the present progressive (but not the present simple) can be well established 

in a single lesson, though much more practice and use is needed for fluency, of course. 

 

Teaching a sense of how English works 

The present progressive, like other verb patterns, exemplifies the basic elements of almost all verb 

patterns in English. Learners who grasp those elements early on, and develop a sense of how English 



verbs work, can learn additional tenses and patterns more easily than those who don’t. It’s the teacher’s 

job to help students develop that sense. Look at these tables (which in some mental way are probably 

in the brains of good users and learners of English) and complete them: 

NEGATIVE Subject Auxiliary verb not Main verb 

Present progressive 1st sing / 3rd sing / other am / is / are not verb-ing 

Past progressive     

Present simple 3rd sing / other does / do not verb 

Past simple     

Present perfect 3rd sing / other   verb+ed 

Past perfect  had   

Ability with can All   verb 

Obligation with must  must   

Etc.     
 

INTERROGATIVE Auxiliary verb Subject Main verb 

Present progressive Am / Is / Are 1st sing / 3rd sing / other verb-ing? 

Past progressive    

Present simple Does / Do 3rd sing / other verb? 

Past simple    

Present perfect Has / Have  verb+ed? 

Past perfect  All  

Ability with can Can   

Obligation with must  All  

Etc.    
 

When learners have grasped these basic elements and structures, they can easily produce negatives 

and interrogatives of verb patterns that are supposedly new for them. For example, the passive: 

A. Teacher: I’m going to say some sentences. Correct them if necessary, OK? Volkswagens are made in 

Mexico. Right or wrong? Yes, right. Coffee is grown in Alaska. Right or wrong? 

Student: Wrong. Coffee isn’t grown in Alaska. It’s grown in Colombia, Brazil, and… and… 

Teacher: …here in our country. Right! Japanese is taught in this high school. Right or wrong? 

B. Teacher: Ask me questions with the things I mention, OK?  Portuguese, Brazil. A question, OK? 

Student: Is Portuguese spoken in Brazil? 

Teacher: It sure is! Kimonos, China. 

The principle of helping students develop a sense of how English works and how specific areas of English 

work applies not only to verb patterns, of course, but to other phrase and sentence patterns, and even 

to words. It’s extremely important in foreign language teaching because it can help make students more 

able independent learners, which they need to be. We should recognize that what we teach in our 

courses is just a part of the English that students who really need or want English will eventually learn, 

much of it outside the classroom. What’s more, they’ll learn much of the specific English they really 

need outside the classroom, one person learning what’s needed in the automotive industry, another 

what’s needed in the tourist industry, another what’s needed in international trade, and another what’s 

needed for everyday communication with a foreign colleague, friend or spouse. 

 



Further reading (for those prepared for something a bit tough but very interesting)  

Lourdes Ortega. 2013. Understanding Language Second Language Acquisition (especially Chapter 3: 

Crosslinguistic influences). Routledge. Available at 

https://mohammedaljohani.files.wordpress.com/2014/10/understanding-second-language-

acquisition.pdf 


