While Versus When
It can be confusing to know in which situations one should use the subordinating
conjunction “while” and in which situations one should use the subordinating conjunction
“when.” Both these words are used when two things are happening at the same time.
While

Two continuous and simultaneous actions

We usually use while when we have two continuous actions taking place at the same
time. The key is the word “continuous.” The following are examples of using while for
continuous actions: One example is taking place now, and the other example took place
in the past, but both are continuous and simultaneous actions.
Ex. 1:

I am preparing this document now in my office, while my cat is licking
her paws beside me.
In this example, two actions are taking place at the same time, and they are
ongoing (they do not stop).

Ex. 2:

Yesterday for hours, my friend was packing boxes, while I was taping and
labeling them.
In this example, two actions took place at the same time and were ongoing
(they did not stop).

When

Two single and simultaneous or close together actions

We usually use when for single actions that happen almost
simultaneously or very close together (one after the other).
Ex. 1.

Little Miss Muffet screamed when the spider “sat down beside her.”
In this example, first the spider sat down next to Miss Muffet, and then,
she immediately screamed. These were single actions that happened close
together, not continuous actions.

Ex. 2

In the warm weather, when I get home from work, I drink a cold glass of
white wine.
In this example, we have two single actions that happen almost at the same
time or close together. I get home and I have a glass of wine.

So, both while and when are used when two things happen at the same time, but we tend
to use while with two continuous actions and when with two single actions.

When

In relation to ages

We also use when with ages.
Ex. 1

She got her Bachelor’s in Nursing when she was 70 years old.

That’s pretty straight forward: With references to age, we use when.
We also use when with ages in sentences with a continuous verb.
Ex.

When she was 50, she was running marathons.

In this example, although we have a continuous action that took place during the course
of the entire 50th year of the subject’s life, we use when not while because of the age
aspect
When or While

Two actions: one single, the other continuous.

If we have two actions, of which one is single and the other continuous, things can get
complicated. We can use either when or while if the subordinating conjunction (when or
while) comes before the continuous action.
Ex. 1

He called when I was sleeping.
or
He called while I was sleeping.

Ex. 2

She got into an accident while she was driving home.
or
She got into an accident when she was driving home.

In the first example, the single action is “called” and the continuous action is “was
sleeping.” In the second example, the single action is “got into” and the continuous
action is “was driving.” As long as the word comes before the continuous action, we can
use either when or while.
**However, if we change the sentence around, and the subordinating conjunction comes
before the single action, not the continuous action, we must use when.
Ex. 1

I was sleeping when he called.
Not: I was sleeping while he called.

Ex. 2

She was driving home when she got into an accident.
Not: She was driving home while she got into an accident.

In the first example, the single action is “called” and in the second example, the single
action is “got into.” Because the subordinating conjunction comes before the single
action “called,” and the single action “got into,” we must use when, not while.
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