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THE TOPIC “PAST SIMPLE VS PRESENT PERFECT” IN THE GESTALT’S MIRROR
(FROM THE EXPERIENCE OF TEACHING ENGLISH TENSE FORMS)

The article deals with the problem of inconsistency between the traditional explanations of the choice of tense form
in the pair “Past Simple vs Present Perfect” prevailing in Anglistics and the real functioning of this tense pair in live
speech. Thus, the traditional justification for the choice of tense in this pair is based on the use of time markers. For the
Past Simple: yesterday, last week, the last time, when, in the morning, at night, at 5 o’clock, in 1979, three days ago, on
Tuesday, in winter, today, this week/month. For the Present Perfect: already, just, always, ever, never, recently, yet, since,
as, as soon as, today, this week/month. However, many examples of real-life speech refute this traditional explanation,
which raises natural questions from advanced students. The authors provide a large number of examples from live speech
that refute the traditional explanation. Leaving such questions unanswered would mean the teacher’s linguistic and
pedagogical bankruptcy. In the authors’ opinion, the explanation of the choice of tense form by means of tense markers
is a demonstration of only the tip of the iceberg. The real reasons for the choice lie deep in the (sub)consciousness of the
speaker. As a new explanation, the authors propose a Gestalt theoretical approach, namely, the identification of a figure
in the Gestalt of the discourse content, similar to the identification of a figure in E. Rubin's classic ‘face-vase’drawing. If
the figure is time, the speaker chooses the Past Simple form;, if the figure is action, the speaker chooses the Present Perfect.
On the part of the speaker; this choice is often subjective, without regard to tense markers. According to the authors, the
pulsation of the tense pair “Past Simple vs Present Perfect” fits well into the paradigm of Gestalt theory. The authors’
conclusion: 1. The strategy of tense markers to explain the nature of “Past Simple vs Present Perfect” is appropriate only
at the beginning of learning English grammar to give only a general idea of these tense forms. 2. Later on, students with a
high level of proficiency should be offered a figure-background Gestalt interpretation of this tense opposition. The authors
suggest that there may be other explanations.
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TEMA «PAST SIMPLE VS PRESENT PERFECT» Y I3EPKAJII T'EHITAJIBTY
(3 IOCBIAY BUKJIAJJAHHA YACOBUX ®OPM AHIJIIMCHKOI MOBH)

Y emammi posensioaemvca npobnema HegionogiOHOCMI NAHYIOUUX 8 AH2ITYUCIUYT MPAOUYIIHUX NOACHEHb 8UOOPY YACO-
6oi’ ¢hopmu 6 napi “Past Simple vs Present Perfect” peanvHomy (yHKyioHy8aHHIO yiei uaco8oi napu 6 Hcusomy MOGIeHHI.
Tax, mpaduyitine oOIPyHMYSaHHs UOOPY UACOB80T hopmu 6 yitl napi TPYHMYEMbCA HA 8HCUBAHHT Yacosux mapkepis. [
Past Simple: yesterday, last week, the last time, when, in the morning, at night, at 5 o’clock, in 1979, three days ago, on
Tuesday, in winter, today, this week/month. /[na Present Perfect: already, just, always, ever, never, recently, yet, since, as, as
soon as, today, this week/month. Oonak 6e3niu npuKIAdié peanbHO2O HCUBO2O MOBIIEHHS CNPOCMOBYIOMb maKe mpaouyitine
NOACHEHHSA, WO BUKIUKAE 3AKOHOMIPHI NUMAHHS 3 OOKY cnmyOeHmie pigHa advanced. Aémopu Ha8oosms GeAuKy KilbKicmb
NPUKIAOIB 3 HCUBO20 MOBIIEHHS, AKi CHPOCMOBYIOMb MaKe Mpaouyitine NOACHEeHHA. 3anuuumuy maxi numanus 6e3 6ionosioi
o3Hayano 6 ainegicmuune i nedacoziune 6anKkpymemeo suxiadava. Ha oymky aemopis, noscnenns eubopy uacosoi ghopmu
3a OONOMO2010 HACOBUX MAPKeEPI8 € deMoHcmpayicio tuute eepxieku aticoepea. CnpagicHi npuduny su6Opy excamy enubo-
Ko y (nid)ceioomocmi Mosys. Y AKocmi H08020 NOACHEHHS a8MOPU NPONOHYIONb CeUmanbm-meopemudHull nioxio, a came
BUOLIeHHs hicypu y eeuumansmi sMicnty OUCKYpCy Ha Kulmanm euoiienHs izypu y kracuunomy manouky E. Py6ina «iuye-
sazay. Axwo onsa mosys ieyporo € uac, mo 6in ooupae gopmy Past Simple, sixwgo hizyporo € dis, mo moseys odupae Present
Perfect. 3 6oky mosya maxuu 6ubip uacmo € cyd 'ekmusHuM, 6e3 021A0KU Ha Yacosi mapkemu. Ha oymxy asmopis, nyivcayis
uacoeoi napu “Past Simple vs Present Perfect” dobpe éxnadaemuvcsi 8 napaouemy ceutmanbm-meopii. Bucrnosox asmopis:
1. Cmpameeis uacosux mapkepie ons nosicients npupoou ““‘Past Simple vs Present Perfect” oopeuna nuwe na nouamxy
BUBUEHHSL 2PAMAMUKYU AH2NIUCLKOT MOBU, Wob Oamu uuie 3a2anvHe YAeleHHs npo yi uacosi gpopmu. 2. Y nodanvuiomy cmy-
OeHmam 3 UCOKUM PIBHEM NIO20MOBKU OOYLTbHO NPOROHYEAMU (icypHO-(OHO8Y ceuumanbm-inmepnpemayiio yiei uacosoi
onouyii. Aemopu npunyckaromy, wo MoxCyms Oymu il iHui NOSCHEHHSL.

Knrouoei cnosa: xamezopis uacy, Past Simple, Present Perfect, ncuxoninegicmuxa, eewimanvm-meopis, (ou-gizypa.

Research analysis. The grammatical topic of
“Past Simple vs Present Perfect” is a common one
in all English textbooks and manuals. This topic can
even be called trivial. The traditional justification for
choosing the tense in this pair is based on the follow-
ing traditional explanations: The Past Simple is used
when: 1) a question with the word “when” asks about
the time of a certain action, 2) the sentence refers to an
action that took place at a time known to the speaker,
3) actions and states that began in the Past and continue
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in the Present, 4) the sentence uses the time markers
yesterday, last week, the last time, when, in the morn-
ing, at night, at 5 o’clock, in 1979, three days ago, on
Tuesday, in winter, today, this week/month. The Pres-
ent Perfect is used when: 1) the action took place at
an indefinite time, 2) the action took place during a
period that has not ended, 3) actions and states that
began in the Past and continue in the Present, 4) when
the time of past actions is not stated, 5) indefinite
time is expressed by the time markers already, just,
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always, ever, never, recently, yet, since, as, as soon
as, today, this week/month. (Kherr, Jones, Straightfor-
ward. Intermediate, 2016: 17, 20, 24; Kherr, Jones,
Straightforward Upper-Intermediate, 2016: 39, 44).
In addition, these explanations are accompanied by
statements such as “exact past tense” (Past Simple),
“imprecise present tense” (Present Perfect), which
are questionable because they belong to fuzzy logic.
In addition, the explanations of points 3) and 4) for
the Present Perfect are completely ambiguous, and
the markers today, this week/month refer to both
tenses. But if we summarize all these explanations,
it becomes clear that they boil down to the use of the
appropriate tense markers.

Problem statement. The traditional explanation
of the principles of tense choice often does not corre-
spond to examples of live speech, which raises natu-
ral questions from advanced students. The strategy of
linking the topic “Past Simple vs Present Perfect” to
tense markers resembles the authors of such explana-
tions playing a game of giveaways with themselves.
The very name of the pair of tense forms suggests to
the students that they have to make a choice between
two options, what significantly narrows the num-
ber of possible choices. And when the authors also
offer exercises with the wording “Choose the correct
tense” and provide time markers, everything is easy,
transparent, and clear. This traditional approach cre-
ates the necessary apperception, artificially constructs
a desirable situation that directly pushes a student to
choose the right option without realizing its underly-
ing cause.

But in reality, in live speech outside of artificially
constructed contexts, everything is much more com-
plicated. Pupils and students often do not understand
the essence of the opposition “Past Simple vs Pres-
ent Perfect” when these time markers are not used in
sentences at all, and sometimes in the same contexts
they use both the Present Perfect and the Past Simple
forms. There are many examples of this. For exam-
ple, we come across “I bought a car” and “I have
bought a car” without the markers. Or even with the
same time marker “I bought a car last month” and
“I have bought a car last month”. Observation of
live speech shows that the strategy of the traditional
marker approach to explain the difference between
the Past Simple and the Present Perfect does not
work. When reading the original texts, this massively
raises questions from advanced learners: “Why is
this? Why doesn t the system of time markers work?”
Of course, a teacher can get away with a general com-
ment, saying that this is the author’s vision, or that
it has historically happened. But such an explanation
cannot be considered scientific. It is a matter of hon-
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our for a teacher to provide a scientific explanation of
the nature of the opposition “Past Simple vs Present
Perfect”. And vice versa, avoiding a scientific expla-
nation is a manifestation of a teacher’s linguistic and
pedagogical bankruptcy.

Here are examples from written texts of various
genres, oral podcasts from YouTube video hosting,
and the “Reverso Context” dictionary, which captures
live multi-genre written speech.

I. From the story of Mark Twain. «<How I Edited
an Agricultural Paper»:

1) As I left the office, toward sundown, a group of
men and boys at the foot of the stairs dispersed with
one impulse.

2) I said to myself, I never, never believed it before,
notwithstanding my friends kept me under watch so
strict...

3) There, you wrote that. Read it to me — quick!
Relieve me. I suffer.

4) I did not take temporary editorship of an agri-
cultural paper without misgivings.

5) The regular editor of the paper was going off
for a holiday, and I accepted the terms_he offered, and
took his place.

6) Then this old person got up and tore his paper
all into small shred etc. (Twain). (According to the tra-
ditional recommendations for the examples 3, 4, 5, 6
it would be more appropriate to use the Present Per-
fect form).

II. From Biographer Podcast. The YouTube movie
“Audrey Hepburn: Beyond the Silver Screen | Full
Biography (Roman Holiday, Breakfast at Tiffany’s”:

7) Joseph...became more involved in fascist activi-
ties and never visited his daughter abroad. (2.38 min)

8) Since that time Audrey was afiraid to blame her
mother for anything. (2.43 min).

9) The childhood of Audrey suddenly ended under
the roar of tanks in the quiet streets of Arnhem.
(4.14 min)

10) ...once risking her own life (she) even
searched for a downed English pilot in the forest.
(5.14-5.24 min)

11) ...a wonderful ballerina and dance teacher
never promised that she would become a great bal-
lerina. (7.34 min)

12)... she never become a professional ballerina.
(8.11 min)

13) James was already in his thirties when he met
Audrey. (10.52 min)

14) In general, I sailed to America with two offers
already — from the Fulton Theatre on Broadway and
from Hollywood! (14.45 min)

15) Katharine Hepburn was already famous in
Hollywood. (18.14 min)
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16) The star already had a clearly visible belly ...
(48.02 min)

17) The couple never got married, but lived
together. (1.10.09 min)

18) The mother greeted her daughter coolly,
but she never knew how to express her feelings.
(48.24 min) etc. (Biographer Podcast).

I11. From “ Reverso Context”:

19) Brian already did this hard work for you.

20) Our real enemy already did what they came to do.

21) Actually, we already did that for you.

22) It comes very soon and some people already
started preparing Christmas gifts.

23) We seek information which justifies decisions
you already made.

24) However, she never made it official.

25) Their support for the charity was just lip ser-
vice, they never made any donations.

26). This value acts as a key, since they made a
hash acts as the lock on the safe.

27) That contradicts something you just said etc.
(Reverso Context).

If logic is the science of thought’s forms, then
grammar is a set of the most abstract models of these
thought’s forms. That is why grammatical analysis is
about penetrating the mind of a pupil (student) and
making the appropriate neural-and-synaptic connec-
tions in the hemispheres of his or her brain. At first
glance, the topic seems trivial, but if you look into
the depths of our minds, you will see that the choice
of the tense form is not based on any time markers,
but on deep subconscious reflexes that have their own
specificity. And bringing these reflexes to the level of
consciousness is precisely the purpose of this article.

One of the possible approaches to achieving this
goal seems to be the use of the Gestalt psychologi-
cal method, namely, the figure-background relations
between the elements of the Gestalt. This is the nov-
elty of the article.

The play of figure-background within the Gestalt
was first adequately illustrated by Edgar Rubin
(1886—1951), a psychologist of the Copenhagen School
of Psychology, the forerunner of Gestalt’s psychology,
using the example of the “face-vase” drawing, which
has become a classic in modern psychology.

In the perception of Rubin’s gestalt, at time #* the
figure is a vase, and at time #* the figure is a face.
(Rubin, 1915: 56).
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Gestalt is a perceptual entity that is caught by
our psyche as a whole, not as the sum of its parts.
A figure is the main element of the Gestalt to which
the listener’s or speaker’s attention is directed at a
particular moment. The background is a complex of
Gestalt's elements that at time ¢’ serve as an addi-
tional environment for the figure. In perceptual terms,
the background is always secondary and distant from
the figure. It is shifted to the perceptual shadow. The
peculiarity of figure-background relations in Gestalt
is that a person can never perceive both elements of
Gestalt — figure and background — at the same time.
When perceiving a Gestalt, the figure and the back-
ground are in a relationship of substitution. The fig-
ure-background relationship in Gestalt is not frozen;
it is always dynamic, depending which element of the
Gestalt the recipient’s attention is directed to. (Bez-
palenko, 2009: 151-160).

To help the advanced students clearly understand
the nature of figure-background relations in Gestalt,
it is advisable to start with the following question:
“You enter the Red Building of the University every
day. Who among you can tell me how many steps lead
to its main door from Voloymyrska Street?”” Students
usually answer: “We don t know, because we 've never
paid attention to it!” Here you should explain to the
students that this is because the element “number of
steps” has never been a figure in the Red Building's
Gestalt for you. At the moment of entry (), “the
building door” is your figure, and everything else is
the background. And if, for example, you were given
the task of putting tiles on these steps, or restoring
them, then at the moment (#%) the element “number of
steps” would become a figure for you, and “the build-
ing door” would be the background. The figure and
the background within the Gestalt are in a relationship
of mutual substitution. It is appropriate to consider
the pair “Past Simple vs Present Perfect” as a holis-
tic psychological Gestalt, including two pulsating
components, one of which can become a figure and
the other a background. At the moment (#’) when the
speaker sees “the time” of the action as a figure, he/
she chooses the Past Simple, and when “the action”
itself is chosen as a figure, the speaker chooses the
Present Perfect. In this case, the accompanying time
markers does not play any role. They are just the tip of
the iceberg. The real reasons for the choice are hidden
in the depths of our (sub)consciousness.

Conclusions. Based on the above, it is advisable
to offer the following recommendations:

1. The strategy of tense markers to explain the nature
of the “Past Simple vs Present Perfect” is appropriate
only at the beginning of learning English grammar to
give only a general idea of these tense forms.
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2. In the future, to advanced students, we should pro-
pose a figure-background gestalt interpretation of this
tense opposition. Namely: 1) if the speaker decides that
TIME is a figure for him/her, he/she uses the Past Simple,
while the action itself is regarded by the speaker as a back-
ground; 2) if the speaker decides that ACTION is a figure
for him/her, he/she uses the Present Perfect, while time is
regarded by the speaker as a background. It is important
that during communication there should be a coincidence
of understanding of figure-background relations between
both the listener (translator) and the speaker.

In the sentence “A writer wrote a book...” (not
writes, not will write) a speaker chooses a time as

...............................................................................

a figure even if he or she doesn't use the temporal
markers (three days ago, last year, in August etc).
The time when an action is performed comes from
the context. In the sentence “A writer has written a
book” a speaker chooses an action as a figure, not
time, because the temporal markers already, just, yet,
since, as are nothing from point of the view of time
accuracy. So, the temporal predication here is as a
background like other actions: A writer hasn't com-
piled, hasn't bought, hasn't pained, hasn't presented,
hasn't borrowed a book.

We recognize that there may be another interpreta-
tion of this temporal opposition.
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