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Preview: The concept of “progressive” tenses in English grammar is unnecessary to explain 
the structure of those verbs. All that is needed is the simpler concept of a static verb (e.g. “to 
be”) with a predicate adjective. This is a simpler verbal construction already identified and 
needed for other situations, e.g. in which the predicate adjective is not a participle. All 
“progressive” tense verbs can be analyzed and explained in these terms. The separate concept 
of “progressive” verbs is not necessary and often complicates things unnecessarily for 
students. 

The so-called progressive (continuous) tenses: The “progressive” tenses, as they are 
commonly defined and described in grammar texts, are formed by an appropriately 
conjugated form of the verb “to be” followed by a present participle. 

The participle should be in the active or passive voice, depending upon the intended voice 
of the entire verbal construct. This gives rise to a problem in the case of transitive verbs: the 
present participle of a verb in English is always in the active voice, as is the case with many 
contemporary Western European languages. A substitute for the missing present passive 
participle in English is formed by the word “being” (a present participle) followed by the past 
participle, which is in the passive voice for transitive verbs. 

In the case of intransitive verbs, no passive voice sentence can be formed because there is 
no object to become the subject of the passive voice sentence. In turn, there can be no passive 
participle for an intransitive verb. Therefore, the participle of an intransitive verb has an 
active voice meaning (e.g. “gone”, “come”, “fallen”). 

These relationships between the voice and tense of participles in English are summarized 
in the following table: 

Participles active voice passive voice 

present all verbs Do not exist in English 
Substituted by “being” followed by past participle

past intransitive verbs only transitive verbs only 

Progressive perfect tenses: The progressive perfect tenses are formed in the same way as the 
other progressive tenses. The appropriately conjugated perfect tense form of “to be” is 
followed by a present participle to form the progressive perfect. 

Examples: In the case of the verb “to clean”, a transitive verb, an example of a progressive 
present tense sentence in the active voice is 

George is cleaning the garage. 

The corresponding passive voice sentence is 

The garage is being cleaned (by George). 

Progressive perfect versions of the above sentences are 

George has been cleaning the garage. (active voice) 

The garage has been being cleaned (by George). (passive voice) 
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In the examples above and below, the verb (the conjugated form of “to be”) is underlined with 
a dotted line. Active voice participles are underlined once. Passive voice participles are 
underlined with a dashed line. 

A complete table of progressive verbs for sentences of the above type is: 

Progressive tense active voice passive voice 

past was cleaning was being cleaned 

past perfect had been cleaning had been being cleaned * 

present is cleaning is being cleaned 

present perfect has been cleaning has been being cleaned * 

future will be cleaning will be being cleaned * 

future perfect will have been cleaning will have been being cleaned * 

* The examples marked * above illustrate progressive perfect passive verbs and a progressive 
future passive verb formed by the basic construction pattern defined above. These 
constructions are rarely if ever seen in English texts. The sequences “been being” and “be 
being” are perceived as clumsy, confusing and unclear. Whether this perception is the reason 
for the rare usage or vice versa, i.e. the rare usage is the reason for the perception of 
clumsiness, is an open – and mute – question. In either case, a stable equilibrium seems to 
have been reached and these forms are rarely if ever used. Some grammaticians state simply 
that the progressive perfect passive tenses do not exist in English. This view (which does not 
address the future passive tense with its comparable problem) is untenable from the standpoint 
of the logic of the grammatical constructions involved, but the absence of these forms in 
common usage can be easily justified. The additional possibility of confusion they bring is not 
justified by the rather slight, usually unimportant and intricate additional semantic meaning 
gained. 

Conclusions: Progressive tenses in English are not really separate tenses, but can be 
considered to be particular examples of the 

is … predicate adjective 

grammatical structure already introduced to satisfy other and more general needs. There is no 
need to introduce the concept of “progressive” tenses, as they are already covered by the 
grammatical structure outlined above. 

The complications arising in connection with the progressive tenses, in particular with the 
progressive perfect tenses, derive from the fact that English has an incomplete set of 
participles, in particular, the present passive participles are missing. Some other languages 
share this limitation, but others do include this and other participle forms also. 

Additional observations: The language Esperanto has all six forms of participles, for the 
past, present and future tenses and active and passive voices for each tense. Each participle 
consists of only one word, in effect combining “being cleaned” above into one word, 
simplifying the construction somewhat. 

In English the perfect tenses are formed by a conjugated form of “to have” followed by a 
past participle. In some languages, e.g. German, Italian and French, the perfect tenses of some 
verbs are formed by a conjugated form of “to be” (instead of “to have”) followed by a past 
participle. 

In Esperanto, the perfect tenses of all verbs are formed with “to be”, not “to have”, 
followed by a past participle. Thereby, Esperanto covers both the perfect tenses and the 
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“progressive” tenses with the more general and simpler “is … participle” construction. In 
each case, the participle functions as a predicate adjective in the sentence. With a progressive 
or perfect verbal construct consisting of two words, only the second word can be a participle, 
so it is not possible to express a progressive perfect tense in two words. While such verb 
forms can be constructed with three words, their interpretation becomes as difficult as that of 
the English forms above. If one really wants to convey such nuances, the temporal 
relationships involved can usually be expressed better by sentences consisting of two or more 
clauses. 

 
 
 
 


