Preterite versus Imperfect
The preterite indicates:

I.                  A single event 

Fui a Espa ña el año pasado.   I went to Spain last year 

        Visité Barcelona el sábado.    I visited Barcelona on 
                                                                         Saturday. 
II.             One or more events or actions that began and ended in the past (completed action) 
Fui a España.       I went to Spain 

Visité unos museos.    I visited some museums. 
III.       An even that occurred, interrupting another action (see  imperfect III below) 
…cuando me dijeron la verdad.  …when they told me the truth. 
…cuando mi hija nació.   …when my daughter was born. 
IV.           Changes in an existing physical or mental state at a precise moment or for a particular isolated cause 
Tuve miedo cuando vi el perro.     I was scared when I saw the dog. 
Key words often used with the preterite: 

una vez, muchas veces, ayer, un día, el Lunes, de repente, bruscamente, anoche, anteayer, entonces, en ese momento, la semana pasada, hace dos días, esta mañana, etc. 

Some verbs change meaning in the preterite: 
Verb


regular meaning


preterite meaning 
Conocer

to be acquainted with

to meet 

Saber

to know



to find out 
Poder

to be able to


to succeed in doing 
Querer

to want, love


to try 
No querer

to not want


to refuse 
Tener

to have



to receive 
Tener (to be)
to be




to get, become 
The Imperfect is used for: 
I.    Habitual or repeated action (used to, would) 
Iba a España cada año.    I went (used to go/would go) to 




    Spain every year. 

Visitaba mucho la Sagrada Familia.    I often visited la 






      Sagrada Familia. 
II. An ongoing action with no specified completion
Iba a España.   I was going to Spain. 
Visitaba unos museos.   I was visiting museums. 
III.   Description/background information (setting the scene) 
Estaba en mi cama cuando…       I was in bed when… 
Vivía en Costa Rica cuando…      I was living in Costa Rica 









when… 
IV. General description of physical or mental states of being
Tenía miedo de perros.   I was afraid of dogs. 

Era muy guapo.       He was very handsome. 
V.  Expression of time of day or age in the past
Eran las cinco de la mañana.     It was five a.m. 
Era su cumpleaños; tenía doce años.   It was his birthday; he 








        was twelve. 
Key words often used with the imperfect: 
A menudo, a veces, cada día, con frecuencia, normalmente, de vez en cuando, antes, todos los días, los lunes, generalmente, mucho, muchas veces, nunca, siempre, todo el tiempo
Links: 
www.studyspanish.com/tests/pretimp1.htm 
http://spanish.allinfo-about.com/tests/te-preteritovsimperfecto.html 
www.studyspanish.com/lessons/pretimp4.htm 
