Academic Writing Tip #8
Tense Consistency

     Writers can easily shift tenses improperly when creating complex sentences.  Complex sentences contain subordinators like when, where, while, as soon as, since, etc.  Here are examples that carry subjects and verbs on both sides of the subordinators. Generally speaking, the main clause dictates the tense of the dependent (also called subordinate) clause.  Some simple guidelines are as follows:

· If the main verb is present tense, the subordinating 

                                    clause is generally present tense.  




EX: The author fails to consider the cultural traditions

                                                   when he makes claims about the country.





Use of literary present when citing sources in papers 

· If the main clause is past tense, the subordinating 

     clause is simple past tense 
.
            EX: The peace talks continued as soon as the fighting

                   groups agreed to a ceasefire. (time phrase indicates

                   sequence of events).   

· If the main clause is future tense, the subordinating

     clause is simple present tense.



EX:  Peace will occur when all nations focus on the

                     people

· If the main clause is present perfect tense, the 

     subordinating clause is present perfect tense or simple past 

     tense.


EX:  Wars have occurred since men started focusing on

                    power. 

· If the main clause is past perfect tense, the subordinating clause is past tense. (establishes sequence of events)


EX:  The military had stepped in to help when the rebels

                    decided to escalate the violence.   

     Use these simple rules when editing academic papers.
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