
8 ● THE PERFECT ACT TUTORIAL 

1. VERB TENSE
The tense of a verb describes when a verb “happens.” If events occur at the same time, the 

verb tenses must be the same. If events occur at different times, the verb tenses should reflect 

the order of these events. 

VERB-TENSE TERMINOLOGY 
Verb – The part of speech that expresses existence, action, or occurrence in a sentence. 

TENSE 
While there are many different tenses, it is helpful to be familiar with the five most important 

verb tenses found on the ACT. Since you will not be tested on their official names (such as past 

perfect), we will refer to them by the times that they occur, as shown on the time-line below:  

First, let’s look at the easy ones. You are probably comfortable with these already. 

Present: Today, I study with my tutor for the ACT. 

Past: Yesterday, I studied for several hours for the ACT. 

Future: Tomorrow, I will study several more hours for the ACT. 

Now, for the harder ones—from now on, we’ll call these the “other” verb tenses: 

Past of the past: This tense always uses the word had. For example:  

Before Aimee took the ACT last year, she had studied for several months. (The studying 
took place before Aimee took the ACT; hence, the past of the past). 

Past 
of the past 

Past 

Recently to 
present 

Present Future 
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GRAMMAR ● 9 

Recently to present: This tense uses the word has for he, she, it, or any singular thing 

performing the action and have for I, we, they, you, or any plural thing performing the action. 

 

I have studied for the ACT for what seems like an eternity. (This has been going on for a 
while, and it sounds like it still is.) 

 

TO SUMMARIZE 

Past-of-the-past tense  à  use the word had 

Recently-to-present tense  à  use the word has or have 

 

TO BE 
The verb to be is an irregular verb. Most of its forms don’t even resemble the word itself. 

Luckily, your ear will probably pick up on correct and incorrect uses. You are probably already 

comfortable with the following: 

 

Yesterday, I was sick. 
Today, I am feeling great. 

They were the best in the class last year, but now they are struggling. 

She has been here for hours. 

 

-ING WORDS 
Words in the -ing form can be used to express continuous action. However, a word in the -ing 
form—on its own—does not function as a verb. For example: 

 

Incorrect: John running to the store. 
 

Doesn’t sound good, right? To correctly use an -ing word as part of a verb phrase, you must 

use a to be verb. The following are some examples: 

 

Past: Yesterday, we were emptying out the cupboard. 

Present: Today, John is running to the store while we finish the work. 

Recently-to-present: John has been working as a handyman this summer. 

Past-of-the-past: John had been working two jobs before he had enough money to buy the 
bike. 

! 
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10 ● THE PERFECT ACT TUTORIAL 

IRREGULAR VERBS 
Irregular verbs may behave in unpredictable ways. For example: 

present: Today, I lie on my bed. 

past: Last night, I lay on my bed. 

past of the past: Before I woke up this morning, I had lain on my bed. 

recently to present: I have lain on my bed all morning. 
 
As you can see, things can get a little tricky. The good news, however, is that the ACT does not 

put too much emphasis on these irregular verbs. But they do occasionally show up, so if your 

ear tells you that the form of a verb sounds “funny,” you may have found one of these irregular 

verb errors. 

 

VERB TENSE ON THE ACT 
Verb tense questions on the ACT almost always ask you to recognize the tense set somewhere 

else in the passage—usually in the previous sentence or earlier in the sentence in question—
and match the underlined verb to the previous verb. In the following problems, make sure you 

focus on the verbs that are not underlined (and are thus correct). 

 

 

VERB TENSE LESSON PROBLEMS 
Built at the turn of the century, the mansion 
 

displaying some of the oldest styles of  
           1 

architecture seen in the region today. 
 

1. A. NO CHANGE 
  B. will have displayed 
  C. displayed 
  D. displays 

 
The scientists were sure they had uncovered  
 

an ancient human skeleton, but they had not 
          2 

been sure of its origin. 
 2 

2. F. NO CHANGE 
  G. are not sure 
  H. will not have been sure 
  J. were not sure 

 
Continued à 
  

To identify verb tense questions, look for questions with answer choices that contain 
the same verbs in different tenses—for example look, looked, has looked, will look, etc. 
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GRAMMAR ● 11 

Since last night, Paul worked on his history  
       3 

paper, and he will probably still be working on 
 

it until tonight. 
 

3. A. NO CHANGE 
  B. works 
  C. will work 
  D. has been working 

 
Patrick learned to swim before he could walk, 
 

competed in his first swimming contest before 
 

he started kindergarten, and winning his first 
        4 

race when he was five years old. 
 

4. F. NO CHANGE 
  G. won 
  H. wins 
  J. will win 

     
Taking the time up front to properly plan the  
 

project will ensure success. Jumping right in  
 

with no planning, however, leads to failure. 
           5 

5. A. NO CHANGE 
  B. will have lead 
  C. lead 
  D. will lead 

     
 

 

 

Early in the morning, the majestic sun peeks 
 

over the distant hillside. Long shadows  
 

stretched out over the yellow fields.  
 1 

1. A. NO CHANGE 
  B. stretch 
  C. will stretch 
  D. stretching 

     
Before I finish my research paper, I have read  
          2 

three books on the subject. 
 

2. F. NO CHANGE 
  G. will have read 
  H. read 
  J. had read 

     
The teacher looked back fondly on the days  
 

when students come to class free of cell phone  
       3 

distractions. 
 

3. A. NO CHANGE 
  B. came 
  C. will have come 
  D. could have come 

     
Continued à 
  

HW 
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12 ● THE PERFECT ACT TUTORIAL 

Before the rocket was launched, Ken written 
          4 

dozens of articles about its expected path. 
 

4. F. NO CHANGE 
  G. had written 
  H. had wrote 
  J. will write 

     
Cobwebs fell from the ceiling of the haunted  
 

mansion as Jason carefully crept inside. 
            5 

5. A. NO CHANGE 
  B. will creep 
  C. creeps 
  D. has crept 
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