
Telling stories: Narrative tenses 
Vocabulary points to take away 
To start a story: 
What happened was … 
To end a story: 
In the end … 
Sequencing 
Firstly / To begin with / To start with 
Next / Then / After that 
In the end / Finally 
Showing interest 
Wow! 
Really? 
What happened next? 
Adverbs 
Fortunately 
Unfortunately 
All of a sudden 
Luckily 
Quickly 
Tenses 
It's all in the past 
We tell stories and anecdotes all the time. One thing is common to all these different kinds of stories. That's 
the past. They all happened in the past. Therefore, it's very important to know the past verb forms and use 
them correctly.  
Past forms, a reminder 
The past simple is used when there is a completed action in the past. 
It started to pour down. (The starting of the rain is a finished event in the past) 
I got drenched. (Getting drenched is a finished event in the past) 
The past perfect simple is used to show that one action in the past happened before another action in the past. 
I had forgotten to bring my umbrella. (Forgetting the umbrella happened before the rain started) 
The continuous verb forms are used when actions continued for a period of time and when actions in the past 
are interrupted by other actions. 
I was walking down the street to the shops. (The activity of walking continued for a period of time) 
I hadn't been walking for very long when it started to pour down. (The walk started before and was in progress 
when the rain started) 
Telling jokes 
Look at the verb forms in the joke: 
A horse walks into a bar. The barman says: "Why the long face?" 
They are present. 
In informal spoken English it's very common to use present verbs forms when we are telling jokes. This is also 
true for stories and anecdotes and also when talking about the plots of films and books. 
Present for the past 
Read this description of an unusual event. What do you notice about the verb forms? 
"So last Sunday I'm on my way to the shops when I see the strangest thing. There's a giraffe. And it's just 
walking down the street as if it's on the way to the shops too. I take a picture of it and before you know it my 
photo goes viral. It's on social media, it's on the news. It's in the papers on Monday and on Tuesday I'm on 
televsion talking about it. What a week!" 
Everything that's described here happened in the past however there are no past verb forms. Present verb 
forms are used throughout. 
Using the present for past events makes the story more engaging and more personal. It's typical in informal 
spoken English. 
Expressions of surprise and disbelief 
1. I was waiting for the bus to college - same as every morning – but when I got on and went to show the driver 
my bus pass, I noticed that it was Justin Bieber driving the bus. 
No way! 
2. I didn't have enough money for a ticket for the Eiffel Tower so I just climbed up instead – right to the top!  



 
Get out of here! 
3. Did you know I once swam across the Atlantic Ocean? 
You're kidding! 
4. I had a pizza for lunch. 
Really? 
5. I won the lottery and am going to buy an island in the Caribbean. 
Are you for real? 
6. It's my sister's birthday tomorrow. 
Oh yeah? 
7. I just ate a kilo of raw chili peppers. 
You're not serious. 
 
http://www.eltbase.com/notes.php?id=201 
 
 
 

 

http://www.eltbase.com/notes.php?id=201

