
When it comes to verbs, the term conjugation refers to the creation of derived forms of a verb from its base 
(infinitive) form. In the case of the verb grunt, for example, the base form is to grunt, but we might say I 
grunted (past) or I am grunting (present). Depending on the language, conjugation may be used to 
communicate one or more of the following: person, number, gender, tense, aspect, mood, voice, or other 
grammatical categories (we'll consider these concepts in more detail in the not-so-distant future). 

A regular verb is any verb whose conjugation follows the typical pattern, or one of a set of typical patterns, 
of the language to which it belongs; for example: 

itch itched itching 

suck sucked sucking 

twist twisted twisting  

By comparison, a verb whose conjugation follows a different pattern is called an irregular verb; for example: 

awake awoke awoken 
begin began begun 
drink drank drunk 

There are many more regular verbs than irregular ones in English, although it’s difficult to say just how 
many there are of each. Most of the irregular verbs exist as remnants of historical conjugation systems, 
but they also include many of the most commonly used verbs.  

And, just for giggles and grins, a substantial number of the verbs we use today have coexisting irregular 
and regular forms, such as the verb to dream, which has both regular (dreamed) and irregular (dreamt) 
conjugations. In some cases, this reflects the fact that an irregular verb is evolving into a regular form 
(see also Chapter 38: The Future of the Past Tense). 

Mastering the irregular verbs can be one of the trickiest things one has to do when it comes to learning any 
new language. A common mistake is to apply regular conjugations to irregular verbs. For example, a young 
child may say something like: 

Daddy, I just seed  the dog making pee-pee in your shoe. 

In such a case, your knee-jerk reaction is to don your grammarian trousers and respond as follows: 

It’s ‘I saw’  the dog, not ‘I seed ’ … just a moment… What!1 

Having said all this, English is, in many ways, a relatively simple language when it comes to conjugation. 

                                                   
1 Do you think I should have used What? with a question mark here? If so, then (a) This is wonderful; 
you’re already worrying about points of grammar and punctuation and (b) wouldn’t it be useful if we could 
use What!? or What?! with both question and exclamation marks? In fact, we will be talking about this 
point later. 


