
Tenses in 

Academic writing 

Master 1

2020



Introduction 

According to the Writing centre, there are three 

tenses that make up 98% of the tensed verbs used 

in academic writing. The most common tense is 

present simple, followed by past simple and present 

perfect. These are the main functions that these 

three tenses have in academic writing.



Present Simple 

Present simple is the most common tense in academic writing, 

and it is usually considered as the “default” unless there is a 

certain reason to choose another tense (e.g. a sentence 

contains a past time marker). 

The present tense is used to : 

To frame a paper. It is used in introductions to state what is 

already known about the topic, and in conclusions to say what 

is now known



To point out the focus, main argument, 

or aim of the current paper



TITLE

To make general statements, conclusions, and 

interpretations about findings 

To refer to tables or figures.



The Past Simple Tense

Generally, past simple is used to refer to actions 

completed in the past. Some specific functions this tense 

has in academic writing include:

To report specific findings of a previous study (usually 

with the authors’ names in the sentence) to support a 

general statement.



 To describe the methods or data from a completed 

experiment.

 To report results of the current empirical study.



After any past time marker.



The Present Perfect

Have/has + past participle

Form: 



The Present Perfect

1) To introduce a new topic. 

Functions:
According to Writing center, this tense has four functions:

Ex: There has been a large body of research 
regarding the effect of carbon emissions on 
climate change.



The Present Perfect

2) To summarize previous research with general subjects (such as “researchers 
have found…”)

Functions:

Ex: Some studies have found that girls hav
e significantly higher fears than boys after t
rauma (Pfefferbaum et al., 1999; Pine and C
ohen, 2002; Shaw, 2003).



The Present Perfect

3) To describe previous findings without referring directly to 
the original paper.

Functions:

Ex: It has been shown that biodiversity is not 
evenly distributed throughout the world.



The Present Perfect

4) To point out a “gap” in existing research: how is the past research 
relevant to the paper’s current research.

Functions:

Ex: While these measures have proved to be
reliable and valid predictors of what they are
measuring, there is little data on how they
relate to each other.



Less Used Tenses

- ‘going to' future: going to + verb
going to research

- future simple: will + verb
will research

- future continuous: will + be + verb + ing
will be researching

- future perfect: will + verb + past participle
will have 

Generally, the content of a research would refer to something 
that has already happened, so the future tense is less likely to 
be used in dissertations: 

The future

It is more used in research proposals



Less Used Tenses

The future



Less Used Tenses

- present continuous: is/am/are + verb + ing
are researching

- present perfect continuous: Have/has + been +
verb + ing

have been researching

- past perfect continuous: had + verb +ing
had been researching 

- future perfect continuous: will + have + been +
verb + ing

will have been researching

The Continuous tenses

The continuous tense express something temporary; 
thus, they are not used often:



Less Used Tenses

- past perfect: had + past participle
had researched 

- past perfect continuous: had + been + verb + ing
had been researching

The past perfect 

The past perfect situates one activity in the past before
another activity. It is sometimes used in academic writing:



Notes/Conclusion

• Tenses must be constant
• Changes occur when necessary

• Tenses in citations: the present for
the living and the past for the dead.
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