
verbs that change meaning in the preterite
practice
Verbs that change meaning in the preterite form an intriguing aspect of Spanish grammar that
can often confuse learners. These verbs behave differently in the preterite tense than they do in the
present or imperfect tenses, which can lead to misunderstandings if not properly grasped. This
article will explore some common verbs that change meaning in the preterite, their different uses,
and examples to illustrate their proper application.

Understanding the Preterite Tense

The preterite tense is used to describe actions that are completed in the past. Unlike the imperfect
tense, which describes ongoing or habitual actions, the preterite is more definitive. Understanding
when to use the preterite tense is essential for conveying the right meaning in past contexts.

Common Verbs that Change Meaning in the Preterite

Certain verbs undergo significant changes in meaning when used in the preterite tense. Here are
some of the most notable examples:

1. Saber

In the present tense, "saber" means "to know" or "to be aware of." However, in the preterite, it
changes to mean “to find out” or “to learn.”

- Present: Yo sé la respuesta. (I know the answer.)
- Preterite: Yo supe la respuesta. (I found out the answer.)

2. Conocer

"Conocer" typically means "to know" or "to be familiar with" someone or something in the present
tense. In the preterite, it means "to meet" for the first time.

- Present: Conozco a María. (I know María.)
- Preterite: Conocí a María. (I met María.)

3. Poder



"Poder" means "to be able to" or "can." In the preterite, it conveys the meaning of "to succeed" or "to
manage to."

- Present: Puedo ir. (I can go.)
- Preterite: Pude ir. (I managed to go.)

4. Querer

In the present, "querer" means "to want" or "to love." In the preterite, however, it implies "to try" or
"to attempt." The negative form also changes meaning; "no querer" in the preterite means "to
refuse."

- Present: Quiero comer. (I want to eat.)
- Preterite: Quise comer. (I tried to eat.)

5. Tener

The verb "tener" means "to have" in both the present and the preterite. However, it also conveys the
meaning of "to receive" when used in the preterite tense.

- Present: Tengo un libro. (I have a book.)
- Preterite: Tuve un libro. (I received a book.)

6. Ir

While "ir" means "to go" in both forms, in the preterite, it can also imply a completed action of going
somewhere.

- Present: Voy al mercado. (I go to the market.)
- Preterite: Fui al mercado. (I went to the market.)

Why Do These Changes Occur?

The changes in meaning arise from the context in which the verb is used, particularly in relation to
the completed nature of actions signaled by the preterite tense. Understanding the nuances of these
verbs is crucial for effective communication in Spanish.

Practice Exercises

To solidify your understanding, here are some practice exercises involving the verbs that change
meaning in the preterite.



Exercise 1: Fill in the Blanks

Complete the sentences with the correct form of the verb in either the present or preterite tense.

1. Ayer, yo (saber) que tenía un examen.
2. La semana pasada, ellos (conocer) a su nuevo vecino.
3. El año pasado, nosotros (poder) terminar el proyecto a tiempo.
4. Ayer, ella (querer) comprar un vestido, pero no lo encontró.
5. El mes pasado, yo (tener) una sorpresa de cumpleaños.

Exercise 2: Choose the Correct Meaning

Choose the correct meaning of the verb in the preterite tense.

1. "Quise ir al cine."
- a) I want to go to the movies.
- b) I tried to go to the movies.

2. "Supe la verdad."
- a) I knew the truth.
- b) I found out the truth.

3. "Conocí a Juan en la fiesta."
- a) I know Juan from the party.
- b) I met Juan at the party.

Conclusion

Verbs that change meaning in the preterite are an essential part of mastering Spanish grammar. By
recognizing these verbs and understanding their different meanings in various tenses, learners can
communicate more effectively. Practice is key to internalizing these changes, so utilizing exercises
and real-life conversation will help solidify this knowledge.

Incorporating these verbs into your everyday Spanish practice will not only enhance your language
skills but also deepen your understanding of the intricate ways that meaning can shift in different
contexts. As you continue your journey in learning Spanish, pay close attention to these nuances,
and soon, the preterite tense will become second nature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a verb that changes meaning in the preterite and how



does it change?
The verb 'conocer' changes from 'to know' in the present to 'to meet' in the preterite.

Can you give an example of 'poder' changing meaning in the
preterite?
'Poder' means 'to be able to' in the present, but in the preterite, it means 'to succeed in' or 'to
manage to.'

How does the verb 'querer' change in meaning from present to
preterite?
In the present, 'querer' means 'to want,' but in the preterite, it means 'to try' or 'to attempt.'

What does the verb 'saber' signify in the preterite compared to
the present?
'Saber' means 'to know' in the present, but in the preterite, it means 'to find out' or 'to discover.'

Is there a difference in meaning for 'tener' in the preterite?
Yes, 'tener' means 'to have' in the present, but in the preterite, it means 'to receive' or 'to get.'
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