
Past simple vs past continuous 
Past Simple 
 
I went to school yesterday. 
John played the guitar. 
 
Did you go to school yesterday? Yes, I did 
Did John play the guitar? No, he didn’t. 
 
I didn’t go to school yesterday. 
John didn’t play  the guitar. 
 
 
We use the PAST SIMPLE  to talk about actions that started 
and finished in the past, in a specific moment. 
 
We use it with these time expressions: yesterday; last 
night/ week / summer/ year;  three years/ ten minutes 
ago; in 1994; in the 19th century… 
 
 past  future 
  
 
 
 
 

Past continuous 
 
I was watching TV at 8 pm last night. 
 
Were you watching TV at 2 pm? No, I wasn’t. 
 
I wasn’t watching TV at 2 pm yesterday afternoon. 
 
 
 
We use the PAST CONTINUOUS to talk about: 
•  an action in progress at a specific time in the past. 
• to introduce a story  (ex: the sun was shining…) 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
       8 pm 
 



We use the past simple and the past continuous together when a short action interrupts a longer action. 

Example:  while I was having a shower the telephone rang . 
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The action in the past continuous is usually introduced by while or as  (= mentre). 

The action in the past simple is often introduced by when. 

(Ex: I was having a shower when the phone rang). 

 

Be careful:   

•  for a series of actions that happened one after the other, we use the past simple  

 (Ex: I left the house, I locked the door, and  I took the bus). 

• For two continuous actions that happened at the same time we use the past continuous. 

 (Ex: I was watching TV while my brother was cooking.) 


