Spanish Verbs with Secret Identities

When the preterite changes more than the tense

You already know that the preterite describes completed past actions. With a few Spanish verbs,
however, changing to the preterite can also change the English meaning.

Consider conocer:

* Yo conocia a Elena. — I knew Elena.
* Yo conocia Elena ayer. — I met Elena yesterday.

The second sentence does not mean that you knew Elena for one day. It describes the completed
moment when you met her.

These verbs are not completely changing their identities. The preterite focuses on a particular
moment: meeting someone, discovering information, succeeding, trying, or refusing.

The six secret identities

1. Conocer: met

In the imperfect, conocer usually means knew or was acquainted with. In the preterite, it often
means met for the first time.

* Marcos conocia a la profesora. — Marcos knew the teacher.
* Marcos conocio a la profesora ayer. — Marcos met the teacher yesterday.



2. Saber: found out
In the imperfect, saber means knew. In the preterite, it often means found out or learned a fact.

*  Ana sabia la verdad. — Ana knew the truth.
*  Ana supo la verdad anoche. — Ana found out the truth last night.

3. Poder: succeeded in

In the imperfect, poder describes a general ability: could or was able to. In the preterite, it often
indicates that someone managed or succeeded in doing something.

*  Luis podia abrir la puerta. — Luis could open the door.
*  Luis pudo abrir la puerta. — Luis managed to open the door.

4. No poder: tried but could not
The negative preterite, no pudo, often suggests that someone tried to do something but failed.

*  Marta no podia nadar. — Marta could not swim.
*  Marta no pudo cruzar el rio. — Marta tried but could not cross the river.

5. Querer: tried

In the imperfect, querer usually means wanted. In the preterite, it can mean tried or made an
attempt.

* Diego queria hablar con ella. — Diego wanted to speak with her.
* Diego quiso hablar con ella. — Diego tried to speak with her.

6. No querer: refused
The negative preterite, no quiso, frequently means refused.

* Sara no queria salir. — Sara did not want to leave.
* Sara no quiso salir. — Sara refused to leave.

Story: El secreto de la competencia

Lucia queria participar en una competencia de roboética, pero no conocia a nadie en el equipo.
Un lunes, conoci6 a Andrés, el capitan del grupo. El la invitd a una reunion después de clases.

Lucia wanted to participate in a robotics competition, but she didn t know anyone on the team.



One Monday, she met Andrés, the group’s captain. He invited her to a meeting after school.
Durante la reunidn, Lucia supo que el robot del equipo no funcionaba. Los estudiantes querian
repararlo, pero no podian encontrar el problema.

During the meeting, Lucia found out that the team s robot wasn t working. The students wanted
to repair it, but they couldn t find the problem.

Lucia quiso revisar el motor. Al principio, no pudo abrir la caja porque necesitaba una
herramienta especial. Andrés encontr6 la herramienta y Lucia finalmente pudo abrirla. Dentro de
la caja, vio un cable desconectado.

Lucia tried to inspect the motor. At first, she tried but couldn t open the case because she needed
a special tool. Andrés found the tool, and Lucia finally managed to open it. Inside the case, she
saw a disconnected wire.

Un estudiante no quiso cambiar el cable porque pensaba que era demasiado peligroso. Lucia
explico su idea y el equipo acepto su plan. Reconectaron el cable y el robot comenz6 a moverse.

One student refused to change the wire because he thought it was too dangerous. Lucia
explained her idea, and the team accepted her plan. They reconnected the wire, and the robot
began to move.

Ese dia, Lucia conoci6 a sus nuevos compafieros, supo cudl era el problema y pudo reparar el
robot. Una semana después, el equipo gand la competencia.

That day, Lucia met her new teammates, found out what the problem was, and succeeded in
repairing the robot. One week later, the team won the competition.

What really happened?

Notice how the preterite provides information about outcomes:

* Lucia conocio a Andrés: they met.

* Lucia supo about the problem: she found out.

* Lucia quiso inspect the motor: she tried.

* Atfirst, she no pudo open it: she tried but failed.
* Later, she pudo open it: she succeeded.

* Astudent no quiso help: he refused.

The tense helps us understand not only when something occurred but also whether an attempt
succeeded.

Imperfect or preterite?

Choose the form that best completes each sentence.



Yo ya (conocia / conoci) a Pablo antes de la fiesta.

Ayer (conociamos / conocimos) a la nueva entrenadora.

Elena no (sabia / supo) la respuesta.

Durante la reunion, Elena (sabia / supo) que habia ganado.

La puerta estaba atascada, pero nosotros (podiamos / pudimeos) abrirla.
Tomas (queria / quiso) ayudar, pero nadie escucho su idea.

La nifia no (queria / quiso) comer verduras cuando era pequeiia.

El acusado no (queria / quiso) responder y salio de la sala.
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Comprehension challenge

Answer in Spanish using complete sentences.

(En qué tipo de competencia queria participar Lucia?
(A quién conocid?

(Qué supo durante la reunion?

(Por qué no pudo abrir la caja al principio?

(Qué problema encontr6?

(Qué hizo el estudiante que no quiso cambiar el cable?
(Gano el equipo la competencia?
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Writing challenge: unexpected outcomes

Write five or six sentences about a challenge. Use at least four of these verbs:

® conocer

* saber

* poder

* no poder
* querer

* hoquerer

Your story might involve a game, performance, test, trip, competition, or mystery. Make it clear

who tried, who succeeded, who found something out, or who refused.
You can begin:

El sabado participé en... Al principio, no conocia... Entonces supe que...

Answer key

Imperfect or preterite?



conocia
conocimos
sabia
SUupo
pudimos
quiso
queria
quiso

XN WD =

Comprehension challenge

1. Lucia queria participar en una competencia de robotica.
2. Conoci6 a Andrés.
3. Supo que el robot del equipo no funcionaba.
4. No pudo abrir la caja porque necesitaba una herramienta especial.
5. Encontré un cable desconectado.
6. Senego a cambiar el cable porque pensaba que era peligroso.
7. Si, el equipo gan6 la competencia.
Identity revealed

When these verbs appear in the preterite, look for a specific moment or result:

* conocié — met

* supo — found out

*  pudo — succeeded

* no pudo — tried but failed
* quiso — tried

* no quiso — refused

Once you recognize their secret identities, the story becomes much easier to understand.
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