Top 11 most confusing tenses - 11 thi gdy nham lan nhat

Some English tenses are much more difficult than others because many languages (including Viethnamese) do not
express time in the same way.

ESL students often understand when an action happens (past, present, future), but struggle with how the speaker
views the action (completed, ongoing, repeated, connected to another event, etc.).

The following slides will highlight the tenses and tense pairs that cause the most confusion.

M6t sO thi trong ti€éng Anh kho hon nhiéu so v&i nhirng thi khac, bdi vi nhiéu ngdén nglt (bao gom ca ti€ng Viét) khong
dién dat yéu t6 thoi gian theo cing mot cach.

Ngudi hoc tiéng Anh thudng ndm dugc thdi diém xay ra hanh déng (qué kh, hién tai, tuong lai) nhung lai gép khé
kh&n trong viéc hiéu cach ngudi néi nhin nhan hanh dong dé (da hoan tat, dang dién ra, l&p lai, cé lién quan dén

mot sy kién khac, v.v.).

Céc slide sau day sé lam rd nhirng thi va cac cap thi thudng gady nhiéu nham lan nhat.




Present Simple vs. Present Continuous

Many students often think “present = happening now”, so they are often
confused and mixed up between Present Simple and Present Continuous.
Both describe the present, but they have different meanings.

The real difference is:
Present Simple - habit, routine, fact
Present Continuous > happening now

Present Simple - habit, routine, fact, or general truth.
* |work every day.

* She plays tennis on weekends.

* He drinks coffee every morning.

Present Continuous - happening now or around now.
* | am working now.

* She is playing tennis right now.

* He is drinking coffee now.

Easy Rule - Ask the question: “Is it happening now?”
No > Present Simple
Yes > Present Continuous

Nhiu hoc sinh thudng nghi "hién tai = dang dién ra ngay lic nay", nén thudng bi nham lan
gi(ra thi Hién tai don va Hién tai ti€p dién. C4 hai thi nay déu dién ta thoi diém hién tai nhung
lai mang y nghia khac nhau.

Su khac biét thy'c sy la:

Hién tai don > thdéi quen, nép sinh hoat, sy that
Hién tai ti€p dién > hanh déng dang dién ra ngay luc nay

Hién tai don - thoi quen, nép sinh hoat, su that hodc chan ly hién nhién.
 Téi lam viéc mbi ngay.

» Co6 ay chaoi quan vgt vao cac ngay cudi tuan.

« Anh 8y uéng ca phé mbi sang.

Hién tai ti€p dién - hanh déng dang dién ra ngay luc nay hodc trong khoang thdi gian gan day.
* Toi dang lam viéc.

» CO0 4y dang choi quan vgt ngay lac nay.

* Anh 4y dang udng ca phé.

Quy tac don gian - Hay tu hoi: "Viéc nay c6 dang dién ra ngay lic nay khéng?“
Khéng -> Hién tai don
Cé > Hién tai ti€p dién




Past Simple vs. Present Perfect

Many students don't understand the idea of a connection to the present. Nhiéu hoc sinh chua hiéu rd khai niém vé maéi lién hé vdi hién tai.

Past Simple - A finished action at a specific time. Thi Qua khir don — Mét hanh dong da két thuc tai mot thdi diém cu thé.

* |visited Japanin 2022. » T6i da dén tham Nhéat Ban vao nam 2022.

Present Perfect - A past action connected to the present (experience or result). Thi Hién tai hoan thanh - M6t hanh dong trong qua khi cé lién hé véi hién tai
* | have visited Japan. (note: no specific time is mentioned.)  T6i da tirng dén tham Nhat Ban. (luuy: khdong dé cap thdi diém cu thé.)
Compare: So sanh:

V' | visited Japan last year. v T6i da dén tham Nhat Ban nam ngoai.

v | have visited Japan. v T6i da tirng dén tham Nhat Ban.

X | have visited Japan last year. > Toi da ting dén thdm Nhat BAn nam ngoai.

Why? Tai sao?

"Last year" is a finished time, so use Past Simple. “Nam ngoai” la mot méc thdi gian da két thuc, vi vay ta dung thi Qua khr don.
Easy Rule — Ask the question: “Specific past time?” Quy tac don gian — Hay ty hoi: "M6t thdi diém cu thé trong qua khir?”

Yes > Past Simple Co > Qua khu& don

No > Present Perfect Khéng - Hién tai hoan thanh




Present Perfect vs. Present Perfect Continuous

Both started in the past. But students don't know what the speaker wants
to emphasize.

Present Perfect - Focuses on completion or result.
* | have read the book.
(note: result of reading the book is finished.)

Present Perfect Continuous - Focuses on the activity and its duration.
* | have been reading the book for two hours.
(note: the activity is ongoing or has recently stopped.)

Compare:
* | have painted the house.

* | have been painting the house all day.
* | have written 3 pages.
* | have been writing for 3 hours.

Easy Rule - Ask the question: “Finished result?”
Yes > Present Perfect
No > Present Perfect Continuous

C4 hai déu bat dau trong qua khi. Nhung hoc sinh khéng biét ngudi néi mudn nhén
manh diéu gi.

Thi hién tai hoan thanh - Tap trung vao sy hoan thanh hoac két qua.
» T6i da doc xong cudn séach.
(lwu y: két qua cua viéc doc sach da hoan thanh.)

Thi hién tai hoan thanh ti€p dién - Tap trung vao hoat ddng va thdi gian dién ra.
* Toi da dang doc cubn sach dugc hai gig roi.
(lwu y: hoat déng dang dién ra hodc vira mdi két thic.)

So sanh:

* T6i da son xong ngdi nha.

» To6i da dang son xong ngdi nha ca ngay.
* To6i daviét dugc 3 trang.

» To6i da dang viét dugc 3 gio roi.

Quy tac don gian — Hay ty hoi: “Két qua da hoan thanh?”
Co = Thi hién tai hoan thanh
Khéng - Thi hién tai hoan thanh ti€p dién




Past Simple vs. Past Continuous

Many students don't know when to use “was/were +ing”.

Past Simple - Completed action (short action).
* The phone rang.

Past Continuous - Action in progress (long action).
* |was sleeping when the phone rang.

Explanation:
¢ The shorter interrupting action uses the Past Simple.

+¢ The longer action uses the Past Continuous.

Easy Rule
Interrupting action? > Past Simple

Background action? > Past Continuous

Nhiéu hoc sinh thuong khong biét khi ndo nén dung céu trdc "was/were +ing".

Thi Qua khir Pon - Hanh dong da hoan tat (hanh dong ngan).
* Chubng dién thoai reo.

Thi Qua khir Ti€p dién - Hanh déng dang di&n ra (hanh dong dai).
» To6i dang ngu thi chudng dién thoai reo.

Giai thich:
% Hanh déng ngan hon (gay gian doan) dung thi Qua kh Bon.
< Hanh déng kéo dai hon dung thi Qué khr Tiép dién.

Quy tac don gian
Hanh dong gy gian doan? > Qua khtbon
Hanh déng nén (dang dién ra)? > Quéakh Tiép dién




Past Simple vs. Past Perfect

Both describe past events. However, the earlier action uses the
Past Perfect.

Past Simple
* | atedinner.

Past Perfect
* | had eaten dinner before the movie started.

Easy Rule - Ask the question: “One action or multiple actions”
One action? - Past Simple
Multiple actions > Past Perfect

C4 hai déu dién ta cac su kién trong qua khir. Tuy nhién, hanh déng xay ra trudc sé st dung thi
Qua kh* hoan thanh.

Qua kh&* don
. Toi da an téi.

Qua kht hoan thanh
+ T6i da an t8i trudc khi bd phim bat dau.

Quy tac don gian — Hay ty hoi: “Mot hanh déng hay nhiéu hanh dong?”
Mot hanh déng > Qua khurdon
Nhiéu hanh déng - Qua khu hoan thanh




Present Perfect vs. Past Perfect

Both describe past events. Students forget the reference point.

Present Perfect - Reference point = NOW
* | have finished my homework.

Past Perfect - Reference point = another past event
* | had finished my homework before dinner.

Easy Rule
Reference point to now? -> Present Perfect

Reference point to the past? > Past Perfect

C4 hai déu dién ta cac su viéc trong qué khit. Hoc sinh thudng quén xac dinh méc th&i gian tham chiéu.

Thi Hién tai hoan thanh - M&c tham chiéu = BAY GIO
* To6i da lam xong bai tap.

Thi Qua khir hoan thanh - Moc tham chiéu = moét s viéc khac trong qua kh
» Toi da lam xong bai tap trudc bira toi.

Quy tac don gian
M6c tham chiéu la hién tai? - Hién tai hoan thanh
Méc tham chiéu la qua kha? > Qué kh hoan thanh




Future Simple vs. Future Continuous

Both tenses refer to the future.

Future Simple — Future event
| have finished my homework.

Future Continuous - Future activity in progress.
I had finished my homework before dinner.

Compare:
* Tomorrow | will drive to Nha Trang.

* At 10 AM tomorrow | will be driving to Nha Trang.

Easy Rule
Just future only? - Future Simple

Future action in progress? > Future Continuous

Ca hai thi déu néi vé tuong lai.

Thi Twong lai don - Sy kién trong tuong lai
 To6i sé lam xong bai tap vé nha.

Thi Twong lai ti€p dién — Hoat dong dang dién ra trong tuong lai.
» Toi sé dang lai xe dén Dallas vao luc 10 gig sang mai.

So sanh:
* Ngay mai toi sé lai xe dén Nha Trang.
* Luc 10 gio sang mai, t6i sé dang lai xe dén Nha Trang.

Quy tic don gian
Chi la hanh déng trong tuong lai? > Tuong lai don
Hanh déng dang dién ra trong tuong lai? > Tuong lai ti€p dién




Future Perfect vs. Future Perfect Continuous

Both tenses use "will have." C4 hai thi déu s dung "will have".

Future Perfect - Focus on completion. Thi Twong lai Hoan thanh - Nhan manh vao su hoan tat.

* | will have finished the report by Friday. * To6i sé hoan thanh ban bdo céo trudc thir Sau.

Future Perfect Continuous - Focus on duration. Thi Twong lai Hoan thanh Ti€p dién - Nhan manh vao khoang thoi gian dién ra.

* By Friday, | will have been working on the report for two weeks. * Tinh dén th& Sau, toi sé thuc hién ban bédo cdo nay dugc hai tuan.

Easy Rule Quy tac don gian

Action is completed? > Future Perfect Hanh déng da hoan tat? > Tuong lai Hoan thanh

Action is ongoing for period of time? > Future Perfect Continous Hanh déng dang dién ra trong mot khoang thai gian? » Tuong lai Hoan thanh Tiép dién




State Verbs and Continuous Tenses

This is probably the biggest mistake for beginners. Many verbs describe

a state, not an action.

Students often say: Correct:

>C 1am knowing him. v 1 know him.
>C 1 am understanding. v lunderstand.
>C 1am liking pizza. Vv | like pizza.

Common state verbs - These verbs are usually NOT used in
continuous tenses because they describe states rather than actions.

Knowledge:
Know Understand Remember Believe

Feelings:
Like Love Hate Prefer

Possession:
Own  Belong Have (when it means possession)

Needs:
Want Need

Easy Rule - Ask the question: “Can you DO it?”
No > Probably Present Simple

Pay ¢ & 14 sai ldm l&n nhat clia ngudi mdi bat dau. Nhidu dong tir dién tad moét trang thai
chr khéng phai mét hanh dong.

Hoc vién thudng noi: Cach dung dung:
>{ T6i dang biét anh &y. v Toi biét anh &y.
€ T6i dang biét thau hiéu. v Téi hiéu.

€ T6i dang thich an pizza. v Toi thich pizza.

Cac dong tir chi trang thai phd bién - Nhitng dong tir nay thuong KHONG dwoc dung &
céc thi tiép dién vi ching dién ta trang thai thay vi hanh dong.

Kién thirc/Nhan thic:

Biet Hiéu Ghi nho Tin twéng
Cam xduc:

Thich Yéu Ghét Thich

S& hitu:

S&hitu Thudcvé Co (khi mang nghia s& hitu)
Nhu cau:

Muén Can

Quy tic don gian - Hay tu hoi: “Ban c6 thé LAM (thuc hién) hanh dong dé khong?”
Khéng > Thudng la thi Hién tai don




Students often mix these up every day.

Since = starting point
* since Monday

* since 2020

* since breakfast

For = length of time
* fortwo hours

» forthree years

» foraweek

Examples:
v | have lived here since 2020.

v | have lived here for six years.
X1 have lived here since five years.
{1 have lived here for 2020.

Easy Rule
Starting point? - Since
Length? > For

Since vs. For

Hoc sinh thudng hay nham an gitra hai tr nay.

T = m&c thdi gian bat dau
* tuth’ Hai

* t¥ynam 2020

* trbira sang

Trong/Pwgc = khoang thdi gian
* trong/dugc hai gio

* trong/dugc ba nam

* trong/dugc mot tuan

Vidu:

v Toi da sbng ¢ day tr nam 2020.

v Toi da sdng & day dugc sau nam.

X T6i d4 séng & day tiy nAm nam roi.
X T6i da séng & day dugc tir nam 2020.

Quy tac don gian
Mé&c thdi gian bat dau? > Tw
Khoang thoi gian? > Trong/Bugc




Finished Time vs. Unfinished Time

This causes many Present Perfect mistakes.

Finished Time > Past Simple
* yesterday

* last week

* in2024

Example:
v | visited Nha Trang last year.

V' | finished my homework.

Unfinished Time > Present Perfect

* today

* this week

* this month (when the period isn't over)
* ever

* never

* already

s yet

Examples:
v | have visited Nha Trang.

v | have finished my homework today.
X | have visited Nha Trang last year.

Why?

"Last year" is a finished time, so use Past Simple.

Diéu nay gay ra nhiéu L6i sai & thi Hién tai Hoan thanh.

Théi gian da két thic > Thi Qua khiDon
* hém qua

e tuan trudc

* nam 2024

<

idu:
v To6i da dén Nha Trang nam ngoai.
v T6i da hoan thanh bai tap.

Thei gian chwa két thic - Thi Hién tai Hoan thanh
* hém nay

* tudn nay

* théang nay (khi thoi gian chua két thic)

e datung

* chuabao gio

+ daroi

* chua

Vidu:

v T6i da dén Nha Trang.

v Toi da hoan thanh bai tap hdm nay.
>{ Toi da dén Nha Trang nam ngoai.

Tai sao?
"Nam ngoai" |a thai gian da két thic, vi vay hay st dung thi Quéa khir Don.
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