Academic Writing Tips

                      -by Ron and Beth

Tense Consistency

     International students frequently shift tenses improperly when creating complex sentences.  Complex sentences are created with subordinators like when, where, while, as soon as, since, etc.  Here are examples (notice that there are subjects and verbs on both sides of the subordinators.):

         Ron works like a horse while his wife eats chocolate.

         She found $10 when she stepped out the door.

         NATO planned to expand when the conditions were suitable.   

     Generally speaking, the main clause dictates the tense of the dependent (also called subordinate) clause.  The general rules are as follows:

· If the main verb is present tense, the subordinating 

                                    clause is generally present tense, but can be 

                                    past or future tense.

· If the main clause is past tense, the subordinating 

     clause is simple past tense or past continuous tense. 

· If the main clause is future tense, the subordinating

     clause is simple present tense.

· If the main clause is present perfect tense, the 

     subordinating clause is present perfect tense or simple past 

     tense. 

· If the main clause is past perfect tense, the 

     subordinating clause is past tense.  

     The problem of tense consistency is generally not a lack of knowing the tenses, but a lack of monitoring and editing verb usage.  Use these simple rules when editing academic papers.
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