
Mi día catastrófico 
Task-based lesson for practicing the pluperfect 

 
Pre-task priming activities:  

1. As a class students share a few activities that they did this weekend, using 
the preterit.  The teacher models the use of the pluperfect by relating the two 
activities (for example, “When you went out to dinner, had you already 
cleaned your room?”) 

2. Students work in pairs to complete a fill-in-the-blank exercise that requires 
them to decide between the preterit and pluperfect tenses.  The exercise is a 
paragraph based on the book Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, 
Very Bad Day.  Correct the exercise as a class.   

 
Task:  Working in groups of three, one student is Alexander and the others are 
Alexander’s parents.  Alexander comes home from his terrible day very distraught 
and is speaking somewhat erratically.  He tells how his day went, but all the events 
are out of order.  The parents have to ask questions to figure out the order of events 
in Alexander’s day. 
 
Pre-task:  

1. Decide who is Alexander and who is the parent.   
2. Alexander lists four things that he did during the day, using the preterit 

(specify to students that they have to use four activities not already found in 
the paragraph from the pre-task). 

 
Task: 

1. “Alexander” passes the list in the preterit to his “parents.”   
2. Parents try to relate the activities on the list using the structure practiced in 

the pre-task (i.e. “When you tripped in the cafeteria, had you already spilled 
juice on your shirt?”) 

3. Alexander answers the parents’ questions.  
 
Planning a report: 

1. Students have to take notes on the order of the activities. 
2. Students will decide the order in which they read their report. 

 
Reporting back: 

1. Students have to report what happened in their version of Alexander’s day. 
2. Each student reads one activity, using the form, “Alexander came home worn 

out because he had...” 
 
Form focus: 

- Semantic: The pluperfect, verb participles (in Spanish HABER + 
participle) 

- Functional: Questions of time and ordering (Cuándo, después, ya, todavía) 



- Notional: Vocabulary for daily activities (hacer la tarea, cenar, almorzar, 
levantarse, salir con amigos, ir de compras, pasar la aspiradora, etc.) 

- Structural: Changing from questions asked in 2nd person to answers given 
in 1st person and reporting done in third (Conjugate the verb HABER but 
not the participle)  
 

Practice activities:  
Fill-in-the-blank paragraph (see pre-task) 

 
Analysis activities:  

After all groups have reported, teacher asks students who they thought had 
the worst day.  Students need to respond, “Colin (Alexander) had the worst day 
because he had fallen down the stairs and had forgotten to do his homework…” 
 
Reflection: 
 

This task was not simply an activity, because the students had to do more 
than conjugate or use correctly the preterit and imperfect tenses.  They had to solicit 
information from each other with the objective of ordering the sequence of events of 
a given day.  I felt it was appropriately complex – at first I thought four events could 
be a bit tiresome to ask about, but then I realized that they could use a lot of 
common sense to infer the order of events without having to ask specifically about 
each one.  Using the children´s story may have been a little juvenile, but the practice 
paragraph I gave them was a bit more mature, and the activities that they proposed 
in the preterit would have related to their own lives.  I thought the directions were 
clear, though I found most students following exactly the example that I gave to get 
them started.  I wonder how I could have modeled what they were to do while still 
inspiring them to use various sentence structures that we have studied; perhaps 
with a word bank, instead of a single example sentence?   

Unfortunately, we did not have enough time to make it to the reporting phase 
of the task.  This was an error on my part, as I let us run over the allotted discussing 
a news presentation earlier in the class, and in the end only about 10 minutes for the 
pre-task and task.  The students worked on it for the rest of the class, though no 
group finished.  I think it connected with their real lives because many of the 
students had read the book that the activity was based on (Alexander and the 
Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day), and it is a real-life skill to ask questions 
about the order in which things happened, when the narration is not necessarily 
chronological.  Overall, the students practiced the target form (the pluperfect 
combined with the preterit), but I wish they had more time to actually finish the 
activity.  Also, this activity stressed oral communication, and I could have given 
them space to formally write out the order of events that they were to report.   
 
 
 


