
FEEL, HEAR, SEE, SMELL, TASTE, SOUND 

 

 Stative uses  

When we use the verbs feel, see, smell, taste, hear or sound to talk about the impressions that we receive 

through our five senses (touch, hearing, sight, smell, taste), they are all non-action verbs and cannot be used in 

progressive forms. 

You smell nice. (NOT you are smelling) This soup tastes fantastic. What did you put in it? (NOT is tasting)  

 

If something smells/tastes of something the verb is not used in the continuous form:  

this soap smells of honey   He smells of fish.   This soup tastes of garlic 

 

Look and sound are also stative (or non-action) verbs when they mean ‘seem’ or ‘appear’. 

She looks old.   You sound very happy. 

 

See, hear, taste, smell, feel are often used with can or can’t (and NOT present continuous) to talk about 

something that is happening at the moment. 

I can’t see a thing, it’s too dark! (NOT I’m not seeing) - I can hear you, I’m not deaf! (NOT I’m not hearing) 

I can smell burning (NOT I am smelling) - I can’t taste the flavour in the dish. (NOT I am not tasting) 

I can feel your heartbeat. It is very fast. (NOT I’m feeling) 

 

 Progressive uses  

The verbs feel, look, smell, taste etc. can be used in continuous forms when they are used as a transitive verb 

(action: to smell/taste/hear/feel/see something). 

Look! The chef is tasting the soup (transitive – action – tasting the soup is an activity) 

Why are you smelling the milk? I’m feeling the fabric to see if it’s soft or not.  Why are you looking at me? 

The dog is smelling that tree  He’s smelling the fish.  She's tasting a new wine. 

 

BUT: Does the meat smell bad?  This coffee tastes delicious. this room smells of wet dog. 

 

We can also use feel in progressive tenses to talk about how we feel physically or emotionally. 

‘How are you feeling?’ ‘I’m not feeling very well.’  I was feeling very weak after the operation.  

 

The verbs hear and smell can also be used as action verbs with a different meaning. 

I’m seeing Jerry for lunch (=Meet someone) 

We’ve been seeing each other for months. (=Date someone) 

I’ve been hearing really strange things about him recently. (=receive information) 

 

 infinitive or gerund? 

See, hear, etc+ object + infinitive without to: to talk about a completed action 

I saw them kiss in the park. (=I saw the action from start to end. It was probably a short kiss) 

I felt the ground shake once. (I felt it as the ground shook once.) 

See, hear, watch + object + -ing form: Used to talk about an action in progress 

I saw them kissing in the park. (=The action was in progress. I didn’t see it finish.) 

I heard Bob playing the piano. (=The action was in progress; Bob had already started playing) 

 

 + adjective: use feel, smell, taste, sound, and feel + adjective to talk about how something feels, tastes, etc. 

You look angry It smells nice I feel tired She sounds upset the soup tastes so good 

 

 + like + noun: use feel, smell, taste, sound, and feel + like + noun, (with the meaning: similar to) 

You sound like your mother. (similar to your mother) - This tastes like chicken. 

 

Note  

smell/taste+like: when the smell is similar to the real thing: The soup smells like cheese.  

smell/taste+of when the smell or flavour are of the real thing: The soup smells of cheese 

 

 + as if/as though + clause - (formal stile):  

You sound as if you had a long party last night. You look as though you’ve just seen a ghost. 

 



DIFFERENT MEANINGS: 

 

 LOOK 

Look good   look well  

Looking good means looking attractive/well-dressed/fine - Looking well means looking healthy 

good-looking adj.= Of a pleasing or attractive appearance; handsome 

To look good on paper = to seem fine in theory, but not perhaps in practice; to appear to be a good plan.  

 

Would like vs. (Do) like  
What kind of food do you like? (Facts, personal preferences) - I like Chinese food. 

What kind of food would you like? (If you could choose) - I would like Italian food. 

What kind of friend(s) do you like? - I like someone who is easygoing.  

What kind of person would you like to marry?  - I would like someone who has a lot of money.  

 

Be like vs. Look like 

What does John look like? (Physical description) - He is tall, dark and handsome. He has black hair. 

What is John like? - (Description of personality, qualities or features of a person or thing)  

He is a nice guy. He is very kind and friendly. - What’s Rome like? It’s absolutely fabulous! 

 

 SOUND  (seem) 
This sounds good/great = It sounds like a good idea 

You sound good = You sound as if you are in good condition (healthy). 

You sound well = You sound as if you are well (not sick). 

 

To sound as if and Sound like  

sound like is colloquial. It sounds as if you had a good vacation. You sound like you are angry. 

To sound like a broken record = to say the same thing over and over again. He's always complaining about 

the way she treats him. He sounds like a broken record! I hate to sound like a broken record. 

 

 FEEL 

Feel well   feel good 

Feeling well means feeling healthy - Feeling good means feeling contented/happy/satisfied 

1. I don't feel good - the person is referring to his emotional state or how his day is going. 

2. I don't feel well - the person is referring to his physical state; (he is sick). 

 

To feel like  
To have an inclination or desire for: I felt like going for a walk. - Do you feel like a cup of tea? 

feel like (oneself) = To sense oneself as being in one's normal state of health or spirits: I just don't feel like 

myself today. 

feel-good adj. = Characterized by or designed to encourage a feeling of often superficial happiness or 

satisfaction: "Everything about Fassbinder ran contrary to Hollywood notions of feel-good  

feel like a million (dollars) = be in excellent health and spirits; he feels like a million after the promotion 

feel like a new person = to feel refreshed and renewed, especially after getting well or getting dressed up. I 

bought a new suit, and now I feel like a new person.  

To feel like death warmed up = very ill; appearing very sickly. (Typically with feel/look) Oh dear, I feel 

like death warmed up. You look like death warmed up 

To feel like doing something = to want to do something; to be in the mood to do something; to feel well 

enough to do something. Do you feel like stopping work to eat something? I feel like going on a vacation. 

 

 TASTE 

To taste nice/good/horrible salty  

To taste like something = to elicit the same sensations of flavour in one's mouth as something else: I've 

heard that certain insects taste like shrimp 

To taste of something = to have the same taste as something: It tastes of garlic 

 

 SMELL 

To smell nice - To smell like the inside of a church - To smell of garlic/roses – I can smell burning 

To smell like a rose/come up smelling like roses = to seem innocent. I came out of the whole mess smelling 

like a rose, even though I caused all the trouble. 



 

VERB EXAMPLE OTHER USES OF THE 

VERB 

HEAR 
 

I hear music.  You will be hearing from him. 

(=you’ll get news from him.) 

SEE I see a bird! I’m seeing the manager 

tomorrow. (=I’m meeting him by 

appointment.) 

SMELL 

 

I smell gas! It smells bad. I’m smelling the flower 

TASTE 
 

This food tastes good Mother is tasting the soup. 

FEEL 
 

This material feels soft I’m feeling the ground with my 

foot. 

‘How are you feeling?’ - ‘Fine.’ 

SOUND 

 

It sounds good. Candidates will be sounding out 

voters during the months before 

the election. (carry out an 

investigation of)  

LOOK You look well You’re looking better today 

(temporary). 

Tom is looking at Helen. (He is 

using his eyes to see.) 

APPEAR He appears to be asleep.  (= 

seems to be asleep) 

The actor is appearing on the 

stage. 

 


