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Abstract  
 

 

The purpose of this essay is to examine how newly arrived Arabic speaking students use 

tense and aspect in the English language and to find out whether their native language 

affects their learning. The study is based on both qualitative and quantitative methods 

where the focus is on different texts written by students. There were 17 students 

between the ages of 18-21 included in this study, and all participants are currently in 

different programs in upper secondary school in Sweden. According to the results, the 

students have difficulties regarding their usage of grammatical tense since the 

grammatical structure in the Arabic language differs from the English language. Their 

native language hinders their learning since there is a lot of interference from their 

mother tongue and this leads to various errors in their learning. Some errors are not due 

to interference, in fact, some of the errors indicate that some students struggle with the 

grammatical structure of the target language.  
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1. Introduction  
 

In the last decades, the immigration has grown in Sweden, which in turn has increased 

the cultural diversity in society. As a result, new requirements have been set in schools 

as the students have limited knowledge regarding the language courses. The teachers are 

thus faced with new questions and concerns regarding the students’ language skills. 

English teaching in Swedish schools has been based on pupils with Swedish as their 

mother tongue and the difficulties they have with learning the English language. 

However, today’s classrooms are multicultural and according to Skolverket (2008) more 

than one fifth of the students in school have another mother tongue than Swedish. This 

places high demands on language teachers because one must have good knowledge in 

order to be able to help the students equally. It is essential that all students, regardless of 

background and ethnicity, should feel included in the classroom and receive all the help 

needed in order to develop their knowledge in all subjects. Regarding the newly arrived 

students, the language courses are often challenging for them due to the fact that the 

grammatical structure is different in various languages. The focus of this essay will be 

on Arabic speaking students and their use of tense and aspect in the English language. 

Tense forms such as present tense, past tense and future tense and aspects such as 

perfect and continuous can be problematic depending on the student’s first language, as 

some languages differ in the way tense and aspect are used.  

 

1.1 Aim and research questions 
 

The aim of this study is to conduct an analysis on newly arrived students with Arabic as 

their first language regarding their usage of grammatical tense and aspect in different 

texts within the English language. This study attempts to answer the following research 

questions:  

 

- What difficulties do students with Arabic as their mother tongue have regarding 

the use of English verb tenses and aspect?  

 

- In what way does the native language influence students’ production in English 

concerning the use of verb tenses and aspect?  
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2. Tense and aspect  
 

The verb often describes what happens or what someone does, and in the English 

language the verb varies in forms according to when something happens or when 

someone does something. The change of form is called tense and tense refers to 

different forms of verbs through various combinations. The word tense is the old French 

word for “time” and, according to Viberg et al. (2012: 12), this is the most significant 

change affecting form in the English verbs. However, tense and time do not always 

mean the same thing. The past tense can be used for present time when someone 

expresses politeness, and the present tense can be used when talking about past time in 

order to give a dramatic touch when telling a story (Estling Vannestål 2015: 195).  

The present and the past tense are the two only tenses that are considered 

being “real” tenses in the English language, since these are verb forms that have a 

specific inflection: the present, I survive and the past I survived (Estling Vannestål 

2015: 194). There is also a tendency to shift these two tenses while writing. Shifting 

between the past and present tense creates a specific effect in narrative writing. One can 

write in the past tense, but all of a sudden shift to present tense in order to make the 

story more exciting. Tense-shift often occurs in different texts, especially in academic 

texts where a researcher describes how a research was carried out (past tense) and draws 

a conclusion from the results (present tense) (Estling Vannestål 2015: 197). 

   There is no proper future tense in English due to the fact that there is no 

specific form of the verb to express future events. Future events are expressed by means 

of different other constructions and the two most regular ones are shall/will and be 

going to (Estling Vannestål 2015: 202). However, since the future tense is not 

considered as a “real” tense in English, the auxiliary verbs words shall and will are 

considered more formal than be going to, and the word shall is more used in British 

English than in American English. Future tense refers to an action that is about to 

happen in the near future or a future state of being, for example:  

 

(1) I will go to the store. (Future event)  

(2) I will be successful. (Future state of being)  

 

Future tense can refer to something we think will happen in the future and the words be 

going to are based on something we have heard or seen and therefore we express a 



 

3 

 

 

prediction about the subject we are going to talk about (Estling Vannestål 2015: 202).  

  The present tense refers to present time or a state of being. As mentioned 

before, the present tense can also describe future and past time, for example: 

 

(3) I run in the park every day. (Present)  

(4) A woman walks into a shop. (Past)  

(5) The party ends at 10 o’clock. (Future)  

 

Something that is defined as present means that it has existence at the present moment, 

allowing for the possibility that its existence might stretch into the future and the past as 

well. Quirk et al. (1985: 175) gives an example: Paris stands on the River Seine and 

explains that, even though this example is described as present state of affairs, this state 

of affairs has also obtained for several centuries in the past, and it may well exist for an 

unlimited period in the future as well (Quirk et al. 1985: 175).  

  One of the most common problems for English learners is the usage of the 

right verb form of the verb in present tense. Some learners have difficulties with 

inflections such as –s or –es on the verb to indicate agreement with the subject. For 

example: She smells like a flower and they smell like flowers is the correct way using 

the verb in present tense. The verb has to agree with the subject in terms of number and 

sometimes person. If the head of the noun phrase is singular, the correct way is to put an 

–s (sometimes –es) on the verb. If the head of the noun phrase is plural then there is no 

–s on the verb, for example: He/She drives home tomorrow (-s), They/We drive home 

tomorrow, no (–s) (Estling Vannestål 2015: 195).  

  The past tense refers to something that happened in the past and describes 

an event that occurred in the past or a state of being, for example:  

 

(6) He went to the store. (Past event)  

(7) She was sad. (Past state of being)  

 

However, the present and past tense in the English language have six forms: the simple 

present, simple past, present continuous which is an aspect, past continuous, present 

perfect and past perfect (Viberg et al. 2012: 12). Simple present tense is used to describe 

a regular action, in contrast to continuous present tense which shows that an ongoing 
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action is happening. The continuous past tense shows a continuing action that occurred 

in the past, and the simple past tense indicates that something happened at a certain 

moment in the past. Present perfect refers to actions that started in the past and 

continued to the present and past perfect refers to an action that started and was finished 

in the past (Estling Vannestål 2015: 214), for example:  

 

(8) Maria rides the bicycle. (Simple present)   

(9) She is riding the bicycle now. (Continuous present) 

(10) Herman slept hard yesterday. (Simple past) 

(11) He was sleeping all day. (Continuous past) 

(12) I have been in Africa. (Present perfect)  

(13) He had visited his parents. (Past perfect)  

 

 

Past, present and future are tenses while perfect and continuous are aspects and, verb 

forms are related to both time and aspect. Aspect refers to the time of an action 

regarding whether the action is in progress, complete or showing duration (Crystal 

2003: 104). In many languages, whether tense is used or not, aspect is a central category 

of grammar as tense is used to express different temporal meanings. The tense relates to 

the event itself while the aspect expresses the time structure regarding the event. This 

means that languages vary with regard to the extent to which tense and aspects are used 

(Ekerot 2011: 119). The continuous expresses that the event in the verb should be 

considered as ongoing. The simple present form (he eats) is never used when expressing 

something that is going on in the present situation it only refers to a habitual action (he 

eats every day). Aspect indicates whether an action is started, completed, ongoing or 

repeated (Ohlander 1982: 91). Two sentences can have the same tense but different 

aspects, for example:  

 

(14) David sings well. (Simple present) 

 (15) David is singing well. (Continuous present)  

 

Sentence (14) refers to David’s competence as a singer and sentence (15) refers to 

David’s performance on a particular occasion (Quirk et al. 1985: 1987). The same 

contrast could also be made for past tense, for example:  
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(16) David sang well. (Simple past) 

(17) David was singing well. (Continuous past)  

 

The simple past describes the event as a whole, and the continuous past describes the 

event as an activity in progress (Quirk et al. 1985: 197). As mentioned earlier, past, 

present and future are tenses while perfect and continuous are aspects. According to 

Quirk et al. (1985: 189), tense and aspect are problematic in English when there is a 

choice that has to be made between simple past and present perfect, for example:  

 

(18) Sara lived in Barcelona for five years. (Simple past)  

(19) Sara has lived in Barcelona for five years. (Present 

perfect)  

 

Sentences (18) and (19) indicate a state of affairs before the present moment, but the 

simple past indicates that Sara is not living there anymore because the period of 

residence has come to an end. The present perfect indicates that Sara is still living there 

because the residence has continued up to the present time and may continue in the 

future (Quirk 1985: 190).  

The perfect aspect refers to an action that happened in the past, but 

without any details about when the action occurred. It describes that something 

happened in the past (indeterminate past tense) during the time leading up to the present 

moment (Ljung and Ohlander 1993: 77). The perfect aspect differs from the past tense 

since the past tense refers to an action that happened at a specific time (Estling 

Vannestål 2015: 199), for example:  

 

(20) I have washed my clothes. (Present perfect)  

(21) Yesterday I washed my clothes. (Past tense)  

 

 In sentence (20) the action happened in the past without any details if it happened a 

week or a day before. Sentence (21) indicates that the action occurred in the past time 

due to the word “yesterday”.  
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2.1 Contrastive linguistics  
 

Contrastive linguistics (CL) refers to the comparison of two languages, and the aim of 

CL is to help improve the language learning and teaching regarding foreign-language 

learners (Kortmann 2005: 156). It is important to find out what the languages have in 

common and in which way they differ. When learning a new language, a speaker will 

find those structures particularly problematic which are different in their native 

language. Students’ explicit knowledge of the languages is facilitated by examining 

how they differ within the linguistic structures. The approach of CL is based on 

different premises: first, foreign language acquisition differs from the first language 

acquisition. Second, a foreign language is acquired against a speaker’s background 

regarding the native language. The third and last one is that foreign language learners 

often find certain parts easy to learn, while having problems with others (Kortmann 

2005: 156) 

  The difference between two languages can lead to difficulties and is a 

major source for mistakes that are made by foreign-language learners. According to the 

contrastive analysis hypothesis, transfer occurs between the native language and the 

foreign language because learners have a tendency to transfer linguistic habits from 

their mother tongue. This depends on whether the transfer supports or hinders the 

acquisition of a language that is foreign, which means that a transfer can be positive or 

negative (Kortmann 2005: 156). Negative transfer is called interference, and, from a 

contrastive perspective, the most frequent types of interference are substitution, over- or 

under-differentiation, and over- or under-representation. This means that learners have a 

tendency to add unnecessary auxiliary or inflect the words incorrectly due to their first 

language or use their habits from their native language too often or too rarely in their 

learning language. Therefore, this leads to unidiomatic language use and gives the 

impression that a native speaker expresses the similar content or issue in a different 

way. A normal interference which refers to errors, avoidance of structures of the target 

language or underrepresentation is common among beginners (Kortmann 2005: 157).  
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2.2 Diglossia  
 

In Arabic speaking countries, the language situation is described as diglossic which 

means that a society has two different language forms used in parallel. The dialects are 

used in the spoken language and the modern standard Arabic is used as a written 

language. No one has modern standard Arabic as their first language, but it is a learned 

language that children learn from early age in school as they learn to read and write. 

The dialects used in the spoken languages are not used in writing. This means that 

people with Arabic as their mother tongue have a dialect as their first language, and 

modern standard Arabic as their first written language (Magnus and Tawaefi 1989: 12).  

 The grammatical structure of the Arabic language varies between the 

dialects and the modern standard Arabic language. Some Arabic dialects have the word 

order, subject-verb-object (SVO) which is a straight word order and is also used in the 

English language when writing correctly (I am driving a car). Modern standard Arabic 

has the word order, verb-subject-object (VSO) which is a reverse word order where the 

same example becomes (Driving I am a car). However, there are some exceptions 

regarding the word order and that is if one asks a question (When will I eat?). This can 

cause difficulties for individuals who have learned the modern standard Arabic while 

those who only know a dialect have less difficulties when learning the English language 

(Magnus and Tawaefi 1989: 51).  

 One reads and writes from right to left in the Arabic language, and not 

from left to right as one does in the English language. The English language originates 

from the Latin script and the Arabic language originates from the Phoenician scriptural 

direction, right to left (Magnus and Tawaefi 1989: 33).  

 

2.3 Arabic grammar 
 

In the English language, there is only one inflection that is related to person, except for 

verbs such as “am, is and are”, but in the Arabic language all persons are inflected 

regarding the tense and aspect. This creates difficulties for individuals with Arabic as 

their mother tongue as they expect that all verbs should be inflected or that none of the 

verbs should be inflected which leads to incorrectly grammar. Some sentences in Arabic 

do not always include a verb and this is one of the reasons why Arab learners of English 

struggles with the inflections. Another problem that occurs is that Arab learners of 
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English have a tendency to forget about the third person because some words in the 

Arabic language are not inflected when speaking about different tenses, the word 

“write” is used when referring to past, present and future tense and therefore Arab 

learners of English have a tendency to make errors regarding the third person singular 

She writes all the time - *She write all the time (Catford 1974: 83). Some Arab learners 

of English have a tendency to use inappropriate verbs due to literal translation, for 

example: *She has a right health, instead of, She is healthy (Salman Sabbah 2015: 280).  

  The Arabic language has two tenses: the perfect tense, which is inflected 

by means of suffixes, and the imperfect tense, inflected by suffixes and prefixes 

(Catford 1974: 39). In the Arabic language, the perfect and imperfect tenses are parallel 

to the past and present tense in English. The past tense in English does not always refer 

to a completed action, but it can also refer to an action that is habitual. Regarding the 

habitual actions, the Arabic language has one tense when speaking about the past and it 

can only be expressed in imperfect. Therefore it only describes an unfinished action, but 

in the English language a habit can be stated in both the present and in the past (Catford 

1974: 41).  

  As mentioned earlier, there are only two tenses in the Arabic language: the 

perfect (only the past) and the imperfect (the non-past, simple present and simple future) 

and this is parallel to the past and present tense in the English language (Salman Sabbah 

2015: 277). The many tenses in the English language can be used with the aspects 

perfect and continuous and this creates difficulties for Arab learners of English since 

they have complications using the continuous and the perfect tense. They use the simple 

present instead, for example: *I eat my food now (Salman Sabbah 2015: 277).  

  The English language has many uncountable nouns, for example: 

information, money and homework. In the Arabic language, some nouns are countable 

and therefore, Arab learners have a tendency to pluralize them and use plural verbs after 

them as well, for example:* informations, moneys, homeworks or gots, reads, likes 

(Salman Sabbah 2015: 272). 
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3. Theory and previous research  
 

The previous research for this particular study are relevant due to the fact that the 

studies focus on difficulties that students with Arabic as their mother tongue are 

experiencing when learning English. Furthermore, the studies confirm that the native 

language influence students’ production in the English language and this is significant 

to this paper. The chosen theoretical part is the concept of interlanguage which 

demonstrates how the native language can affect the learning of a second language, 

which is associated with the previous research of the study.  

 

3.1 Interlanguage 
 

Interlanguage is a concept in second language acquisition, and it describes the language 

development of second language learners (Tornberg 2015: 81). The interlanguage 

hypothesis is based on extensive, long-standing studies of individuals' linguistic 

development in foreign languages. Interlanguage is the language between the mother 

tongue and the target language, which means that interlanguage is always under 

construction as the student gains more knowledge about the grammatical structure 

regarding the target language. Interlanguage gives an insight about the learner’s 

language development when learning a new language. It is a dynamic process where the 

learner is starting to learn the structure of the new language and then creates his or hers 

own rule system which over time becomes more similar to the target language 

(Abrahamsson et al. 2014: 20).  

  During the 1960s, many argued that the mother tongue prevented the 

learning of a new language, since there was an assumption that learners transfer their 

habits from L1 to L2+L3. It was assumed that a learner would transfer his or her mother 

tongue habits into the foreign language, especially in cases where the languages differed 

the most (Tornberg 2015: 81). This transfer process indicates that individuals use their 

knowledge from the native language and other languages when learning a new 

language. This kind of transfer is called either interference or transfer as mentioned 

before. These transfers are related to linguistic patterns, but recent research has shown 

that transfer is a correct way when transferring in contrast to interference, which is 

incorrect (Tornberg 2015:82). When a learner makes an error while learning a new 

language, it is not transfer of their native language and not the rules of a second 
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language, but errors of both, for example, *I am come tomorrow instead of I will come 

tomorrow. This shows that the learner has communicative ability but at the same time, 

the grammar is insufficient.  

 

3.2 Error analysis studies  
 

Muftah and Galea (2013) conducted a study regarding error analysis where the focus 

was on the third singular present tense agreement morpheme (3sg-s) and the learners 

were undergraduate adult Arabic speakers learning English as a foreign language. The 

participants went to high school and most of them did not master the English language. 

There were 240 Arabic speaking students who participated in the study and they were 

divided into three knowledge groups based on a test they took: Advanced (AG), upper-

intermediate (UIG) and lower intermediate (LIG). Of the 240 participants, 66 were 

classified as AG, 84 as UIG and 90 as LIG. The study gathered data from two different 

tasks: grammaticality judgment task (GJT) where the learners were supposed to 

compare both grammatical and ungrammatical items. The other task (EWPT) was an 

elicited written task. Both tasks were made to test the learners’ underlying 

understanding of present simple tense morphology in the interlanguage.  

 The results showed that the Arab learners of English students had 

difficulty mastering the use of tense due to interference from the first language. Most of 

the errors occurred in the written task because the learners’ had difficulties with 

phonological similarity, suffixation and substitution. The result also showed that the 

students from the upper-intermediate and the lower-intermediate levels had major 

problems with the present simple tense and to distinguish it from other tenses 

efficiently. According to Muftah and Galea (2013), the Arab learners had studied 

English for almost seven years but they were still unable to apply what they had learned 

during the years. The students had difficulties with the correct judgements of the 

ungrammatical omission where they had a tendency to reject items, for example: *He 

drive his kids to tennis practice every day. This shows that their ability to judge the 

ungrammatical omission of 3sg-s indicates that their L1 has affected the learning of the 

English language.   

 Another study was made by Murad and Khalil (2015) where the aim was 

to examine the errors in different English texts written by Arab learners of English 

living in Israel. There were 22 participants, four men and 18 women between the ages 
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of 19-25. All participants had studied English for eleven years but they do not speak 

English outside school and this led to difficulties while speaking and writing in English. 

The participants were asked to write an English text of 20-150 words within one hour 

and they had the option to choose any topic they wanted. The attempt of the study was 

to investigate the interlingual errors made by the students while writing in English as a 

foreign language. Interlingual is the concept of relating two or more languages.  

  The participants made many errors and the most frequent errors were 

semantic, idiom choice, vocabulary, avoidance of articles, tense, subject verb 

agreement, structure and errors in prepositions. Most of the errors were related to literal 

translation from their native language, for example: when I secure a job, instead of, 

when I found a job, or, I asked what my destiny would be, instead of, I wondered about 

my destiny. The results also showed a lot of errors regarding the tense use and the word 

order due to their native language where the students had a tendency to translate 

sentences from Arabic to English, for example: I saw the boy intelligent, instead of, I 

saw the intelligent boy and this indicates that the students transfer the word order from 

Arabic, which differs from the English language. Regarding the tense usage, the 

participants had difficulties with writing the auxiliary, particularly in perfect and 

progressive tenses, for example: *They writing a story, instead of, They are writing a 

story.  

As a result, 191 errors were made and the most frequent type was “content 

and organization” where there occurred 61 errors and these errors consisted of subject 

verb agreement, word order, auxiliary omission and verb tense. These errors were 

influenced by the native language and the fact that the morphology and grammar 

structure differs in Arabic and English. According to Murad and Khalil (2015), the 

interference of the native language with the foreign language could be the main reason 

why Arab learners commit errors in the English language.  

 

3.3 “Swedish” vs. “Non-Swedish”  
 

Ohlander (2009) conducted a study in which he examined Swedish students’ knowledge 

in the English language based on the national tests and examined the students’ different 

linguistic backgrounds. There were 1431 participants and the students had different 

language backgrounds and this, according to Ohlander, affected their results during the 

national tests. According to Ohlander, the students who were born in Sweden but had a 
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different mother tongue got the best results among all the participants. This may 

indicate that these students have been able to use their knowledge and experience when 

taking the tests, in contrast to the monolingual students. The results also showed that 

there was a big difference between pupils with another mother tongue who were born in 

Sweden and pupils who immigrated to Sweden at an early age. Pupils with another 

mother tongue but born in Sweden showed that they had the best results, the pupils with 

Swedish as their mother tongue had the second best result and the pupils with another 

mother tongue who immigrated to Sweden had the worst results.  

  The Swedish and the English languages have similar grammatical 

structures, and it makes it easier for the pupils born in Sweden even though they have 

another native language, because they learned these languages in parallel with their 

mother tongue. By contrast, pupils who have immigrated to Sweden learned L1+L3 at a 

later age. This indicates that they have a tendency to transfer features from L1 to 

L2+L3, which leads to interference and therefore poorer results (Ohlander 2009). 

 

4. Method 
 

4.1 Outline 
 

The study is based on both qualitative and quantitative methods with an analysis of 

students’ texts. The purpose of the quantitative investigation in this study is to find out 

what kind of errors occurs regarding the tense usage. The aim is not to compare the 

students’ texts with each other, but to find similarities and differences in their text and 

also to find a common pattern if there is one, which makes this the qualitative 

dimension of the study. (Bergström and Boréus 2005: 44). The purpose with the texts is 

to capture the students’ knowledge of grammatical tense and how they change and use it 

depending on the context. The analysis will also determine if the students know the 

difference between past and present tense or if they are able to shift tenses regarding 

different events concerning time.  

  The study involved 17 students between the ages of 18-21, and all 

participants have lived in Sweden for 5 years and are currently in various programs in 

upper secondary school. At first I had 19 students, but two of the students had English 

as their mother tongue, and therefore I chose not to include them. All informants have 

studied English but they struggle in both speech and writing. The reason for this is that 
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they only learned Swedish in school during their first years in the country. Afterwards, 

the students began to learn English simultaneously with Swedish. Regarding the 

selection, I chose to have students with an Arabic dialect as their mother tongue (dialect 

used in Syria) due to the fact that the students have the same language background and 

since the Arabic and English language differs in grammar, it was interesting to see if the 

students had the same difficulties or not.  

 

4.2 Data collection 

It took two weeks to collect the texts because it was a bit difficult to gather all the 

students in one place since they attend different schools. I work with these students after 

school, so there was a place available for us to meet. During these meetings, I did the 

exact same thing with the students where I explained why I asked them to come and the 

purpose with the texts and all students agreed. I gave them five options to write about: 

school, friends, family, a memory or a hobby. They were given 30 minutes to write and 

I pointed out that they could write quite freely. I also mentioned that they were not 

allowed to use their phones, the computer or help each other. In this way, the results 

would be more reliable.  

 After I received all the texts, I started to read through them and began to 

study their texts. There were spelling errors and structure errors, but as mentioned 

earlier, the focus was on the tense usage within the context. I read their texts and 

highlighted all the verbs regarding tense and afterwards I started to focus on the errors 

that were made to see if these errors were common among the students and therefore I 

compared the errors and tried to find the reason why these errors occurred. I did not 

correct the errors since the purpose was to find what kind of difficulties these students 

had with the usage of tense.  

  I counted all errors and created a figure that illustrated these errors where I 

chose seven categories: Incorrect tense shift, present continuous tense, simple present 

tense, continuous past tense, simple past tense and omitting the auxiliary. I chose not 

include a category on perfect aspect because the errors that occurred were in the same 

sentences as past tense, and the figure is presented in section 5.  
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4.3 Ethical issues  

Vetenskapsrådet (2002: 7) highlights important aspects regarding the integrity of the 

participants and also describes the individual protection requirement which is divided 

into four general main requirements: the information requirement, the consent 

requirement, the confidentiality requirement and the use requirement. This means that 

the participants should be aware of what the study is about. In this case, the participants 

received all the information regarding the study and if there was any uncertainty I 

explained it as simply as possible. The participants were also informed that I, as a 

researcher, am the only one who has access to the material, which will be destroyed 

when the paper is approved. All material has only been used for the dissertation's result 

section and will be handled confidentially in accordance with ethical guidelines. Thus, 

the confidentiality requirement and the utilization requirement have also been taken into 

account. Based on this, I have chosen not to include the name of the school, the names 

of the participants or their age. The researcher must also be clear and inform the purpose 

of the study as well as the conditions that apply. It is of utmost importance to refer to 

the anonymity of the participants irrespective of which topic it is about and that they 

should be informed that they have the opportunity to cancel their participation. 

 

4.4 Method criticism  

 

Generalizability can be called into question in this case due to the fact that the study was 

conducted for a shorter period involving 17 participants. The results might be different 

if there was more time and more participants where one could use more texts to get a 

concrete result. There could be various factors involved regarding the reliability and 

validity in this essay as well as this particular method. All participants have been in 

Sweden for the same length of time and they are all learning English at the same level, 

but they may have learned different things where they have various strengths and 

weaknesses. Their motivation is also a factor regarding their learning of a foreign 

language, as well as their motivation regarding this task in particularly. Some of the 

participants may not feel comfortable sharing their thoughts, even though the focus was 

not on the textual content. Whether or not they are anonymous, they may still feel that 

they do not want to write about their lives, which may lead them to invent something in 

order to complete the task I asked them to do. Another approach, instead of texts, could 

be to give students different exercises with different options regarding tense, and in this 
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case, the students could compare the alternatives and choose the one they feel is most 

suitable. However, using exercises with alternatives might reduce the reliability because 

the participants would not have been writing on their own, they would instead have 

instructions to follow depending on the exercise, and this would lead to less autonomy 

and control over their own written production. Another approach, instead of different 

topics, could be to give them only one topic to write about. However, there could be a 

risk that some of the students would feel uncomfortable sharing their thoughts about the 

specific topic.  

As mentioned earlier, the participants were given five different options to 

write about: school, friends, family, a memory or a hobby, and the two most popular 

options were school and family. These subjects are common to talk and write about in 

school, and hence they possibly felt more comfortable writing about school or family. 

However, the participants chose different topics, and this influenced the usage of tense 

and aspect. The results may have been different if the participants had the same topic. 

However, due to the options, the students did not write about the future time. In this 

case, I could have asked them to write about their dreams or goals in life, in order for 

them to write about the future.  

  Given that this essay focuses on different errors, there are no data about 

how often the students get it right. Therefore, it is hard to tell what they have learned 

during their time in Sweden when reading this essay. Schachter (1947: 208) points out 

some weaknesses of error analysis and claims that a researcher needs to examine non-

errors as well in order to get a full picture regarding learner’s knowledge. The error 

analysis focuses only on the student’s production, which in turn leads to the student’s 

competence not really being noticed. Furthermore, a researcher may not always identify 

the structure correctly when a learner is actually trying to produce.  
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5. Results and Analysis  
 

Many of the participants had difficulties using the grammatical tenses correctly in their 

writing. There are different factors involved regarding their errors but the biggest reason 

is the difference between the English and the Arabic grammatical structure where the 

participants struggle with recognizing the difference between present and past tense. 

The results also show that the participants had difficulties to separate the present and 

past tense as they had a tendency to shift the tenses incorrectly. The sentences in the 

Arabic language do not always include a verb in contrast to the sentences in the English 

language, and this is also a reason why some of the participants struggle in their writing. 

The participants had problems using the right tense regarding different situations, and 

the inflections regarding verb forms created difficulties for them as well. Figure 1 below 

illustrates the frequency of tense and aspect errors.  

 

 

 
Figure 1. Frequency of tense and aspect errors.  
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As stated earlier, the results show that the participants had difficulties to distinguish the 

different tenses as they shifted the tenses incorrectly. Figure 1 illustrates the most 

frequent errors made by the participants where the participants made 95 errors regarding 

the tense shift. There were 32 errors regarding the present continuous tense, for 

example: *I am write a text to be good and, *my friend is go to Yemen and I want to. 

The participants made 25 errors regarding the simple present tense, for example: *I am 

go to school 8 every day and I am sleep and, *I am live with my family very long. These 

errors show that the participants struggle with the verb inflections, and this could 

possibly be interference due to the fact that Arab learners of English expect that all 

verbs should be inflected or that none of them should be inflected when writing 

(Tornberg 2015).   

                However, the participants used the present tense more often than the past 

tense, and therefore there were less errors when they referred to past time. Since I have 

their texts, I am aware of what the participants were referring to and the result show 19 

errors regarding the continuous past tense, and 17 errors regarding simple past tense, for 

example: *One day we have guests and *my sister travel in Sweden for me (continuous), 

and *My friend die a year ago, and *yesterday we go out (simple). All sentences refer 

to past time, but the verbs are written in the present time except for the last sentence, 

and this could also refer to Tornberg’s (2015) statement regarding the verb inflection. 

However, the Arabic language does not always include a verb in a sentence, and this 

could therefore be another difficulty for Arab learners of English as they have not 

learned the correct way of how to inflect some verbs. Some of the students omitted the 

auxiliary “is”, and this is due to the fact that the word “is” does not exist in the Arabic 

language, for example: *She nice and she not angry, and *he nice to me. The 

participants made 68 inflectional errors, for example: *I eat yesterday, and *I will gone 

back. These errors could be due to the grammatical difference because the Arabic 

language does not always inflect words when referring to different time aspects. 

However, their inflectional errors could also fit in into the other error categories, such as 

past tense for example. The category “inflectional errors” is not focusing on the tense 

and aspect, but only the inflectional errors.  

 

 

 



 

18 

 

 

5.1 Present tense  

Sentence (22) indicates that the participants fail to use the present participle form of the 

verb “doing” and they are failing to show whether it is an ongoing action or not. Both 

sentences indicate that the participants are not using the present participle form of the 

main verb. Sentences (22) and (23) should be in the continuous since the rest of their 

texts indicate habitual actions and not actions that are finished, for example:  

 

 

(22) My teacher say, I am do good in school.  

(23) I am study Swedish and English. 

 

The participants had difficulties using the right inflections on the verb forms depending 

which subject it was. Third person singular and first person singular refers to a singular 

person, and some participants had problems with understanding the differences between 

the subject and the verb as they had a tendency to use the verb incorrectly, for example:  

 

(24) I works in Willys. 

(25) I likes to travel.  

(26) I likes school very much, I can studies very good. My 

school is very god and I has many frends.  

 

This is a common error that happens due to the fact that the participants find it difficult 

to know when to put an –s at the end of the word. Sentence (26) shows spelling errors 

and errors regarding the verb when it comes to the subject “I” since the participant uses 

“I likes, I studies and I has”. However, some of the participants knew the difference 

between “he/she” and “I”, but made different errors, for example:  

 

(27) I like having working. 

 

Sentence (27) in unclear due to the fact that it is not clear whether the person likes 

working or if the person likes having a job. This type of error is not necessarily an 

interference of the native language and this error can indicate that they have problems 

with the structure of the target language as Kortmann (2005) mentioned.  
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(28) I have live with my family.  

(29) Me and my family lives in a house. 

 

The sentences above are written by two different participants and both sentences shows 

different errors. Sentence (28) indicates that the person is still living with the family 

(present perfect) because the rest of the text indicates that and therefore, the word 

“have” should not be there. Sentence (29) indicates that the family is living together at 

the moment but the word “live” is inflected incorrectly which means that the subject-

verb agreement is wrong.  

 

5.2 Past tense 
 

There was some confusion among the texts as the students had difficulties expressing 

themselves correctly regarding the past tense. They also tend to shift tenses incorrectly, 

for example:  

 

(30) In Syria I seeing friends everday.   

 

Sentence (30) indicates that a person used to meet friends in Syria everyday considering 

that this person is now living in Sweden. The continuous past tense should be used here 

because the word “every day” refers to a continuing action occurring in the past. 

However, since the auxiliary verb is missing, it is unclear which tense the participant 

wanted to use but, as mentioned above, since the person is now living in Sweden, the 

sentence should include the word was “In Syria, I was seeing friends every day”, the 

sentence will therefore be correct (not focusing on the spelling errors). 

 

(31) I like the food yesterday in matsalen.  

(32) I have eat very good food.  

 

The sentences are written by two different participants and in sentence (31) the tense is 

incorrect because the participant wrote (I like) instead of “liked” when referring to past 

time (yesterday). However, the simple past tense should be used here due to the fact that 

the word “yesterday” indicates that the action occurred at a certain moment in the past 
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because the student wrote a text referring to yesterday. Sentence (32) shows inflectional 

errors (I have eat) and as mentioned earlier, there are some difficulties for individuals 

with Arabic as their mother tongue regarding the verb inflections as they expect that all 

verbs should be inflected or the other way around. This could be the cause of the error 

regarding the word “eat”. The perfect aspect is used here, however, it should not be used 

here due to the fact that the participant fails to use the past participle of the verb. 

  

(33) I have love cars since I was little 

 

In sentence (33), the participant shows that he or she has loved cars since an early age 

but does not use the part participle correctly of the verb “love”. The words "since I was 

little" shows that the person refers to perfect aspect.  

 

(35) We have drive car  

(36) I have finish jobb 

 

Both sentences refer to past time even though there are some structure errors and in both 

sentences, the present perfect should be used. Both sentences indicate that the actions 

occurred in the past but without any details about when they drove the car or when he or 

she finished the job. Speaking of sentence (35), the rest of the text written by the 

specific participant showed that he or she was talking about the past and therefore it is 

known that the sentence refers to past time. However, sentence (35) can indicate that 

they drove the car a week ago, yesterday or an hour ago (present perfect). Sentence (36) 

is not clear regarding if the person quit the job for the day, or if he or she left the job 

permanently. The participant fails to use the past participle of the verb “finish”.   

 

5.3 Future tense 

The participants did not use the future tense as much as the present and past tense in 

their texts and the reason for this may have something to do with the fact that the topics 

they received did not include writing something about the future. However, there were a 

few informants who used the future tense and made some errors, for example:  

(37) Tomorow, I also will going to school  
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Sentence (37) refers to a future event, since the student will be going to school. But the 

sentence becomes incorrect since the verb “be” is missing before the word “going”. If 

the word “going” were to be replaced with the word “go” the sentence would be clearer 

despite the wrong word order (I also will).  

(38) After school, I will good job, I likes helps everybody  

 

Sentence (38) refers to future time and indicates that the participant wants a good job in 

the future. However, the words “like” and “helps” are inflected incorrectly and there are 

some words missing between “will” and “good”.  

 

6. Discussion  
 

Based on the results, the students have difficulties when it comes to writing in the 

English language regarding the grammatical structure and the verb tenses. However, it 

is not all about structure, it is also about the vocabulary in English, which they also need 

to learn. The results showed that some of the students had difficulties with the auxiliary 

as they omitted a word while others had a tendency to use the auxiliary incorrectly by 

adding it to the sentence, for example: *She nice and not angry – She is nice and not 

angry, *I will good job – I will get a good job, *I have live with my family – I lived with 

my family. These errors agree with the study conducted by Murad and Khalil (2015) as 

they mentioned that the participants in their study struggled with the auxiliary and 

according to Murad and Khalil, this type of error is influenced by the native language 

since the morphology and grammar differs in the Arabic and English language.  The 

word “is” does not exist in the Arabic language and this can create difficulties for the 

students, for example: She is nice – *She nice. 

Tornberg (2015) states that interference hinders students learning since the 

students expect that all verbs should be inflected or that none of the verbs should be 

inflected. Her statement also agrees with the results due to the fact that some students 

struggled with the verb inflections, for example: *I like the food yesterday – I liked the 

food yesterday, *I have eat – I have eaten, *I have love cars since I was little – I have 

loved cars since I was little. Furthermore, some of the students had difficulties to 

distinguish the past and the present tense. In some cases, when the students referred to 

the past or the present time, they inflected the verb incorrectly in the sentences, for 

example: *I seeing friends everday – I saw friends every day.  
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There were many similar errors regarding the verb in relation to the 

subject. Some students had a tendency to add an –s at the end on the verb when 

referring to themselves, for example: I works, I likes, and I has. These errors could be 

associated with Tornberg’s (2005) statement about students’ expectations regarding the 

verb inflections, as they expect that all verbs should be inflected due to the Arabic 

structure. On the other hand, this can also be a normal interference that Kortmann 

(2005) mentions, which means avoidance of the target language and this could be the 

reason why these errors occurs.  

Some words in Arabic can be used when referring to both present and past 

time which leads to students transferring words from their native language incorrectly, 

and in some cases, words in Arabic can be used when referring to one person or more, 

for example: *Me and my family lives in a house – Me and my family live in a house. 

The literal translation of the word “lives” in the Arabic language refers to both singular 

and plural in the English language, which means that this is interference from the 

mother tongue and shows that the student has poor knowledge when it comes to the 

usage of the verb in relation to the subject.  

However, some of the errors could not be explained by interference from 

their native language. There was some confusion between the forms of the irregular 

verb, for example: *I want told – I want to tell. This is poor knowledge regarding the 

English language and not a habit from the mother tongue. Furthermore, some of the 

participants did not struggle with the word order and many would argue that it is a habit 

from the Swedish language since it is one of the first things that students learn in school 

regarding Swedish grammar.  
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7. Conclusion  
 

The participants made various mistakes when using the verb tenses. They had a 

tendency to shift tenses in a wrong way and they struggled with using the right tense in 

relation to different events. This type of error occurs due to the different structure of 

Arabic and English (Catford 1974). The participants struggled with the inflections 

regarding the verbs in the sentences as they had difficulties to inflect the verb in the 

right context, and they also struggled with inflecting the verb in relation to the subject. 

These errors occur due to their native language since the grammatical structure differs, 

as mentioned before. 

   Tornberg (2015) mentions interference and transfer where she claims that 

transfer is a correct transfer from the native language to the foreign language while 

interference is incorrect. This particular study only shows the negative transfer 

(interference) and this hinders their learning. This is mostly due to the fact that the 

structure in both languages differs and the grammatical tense works in different ways 

which created confusion and difficulties for second language learners. As Murad and 

Khalil (2015) mention, the errors are influenced by their native language because the 

grammatical structure is different and hence this is the main reason why they make so 

many errors in the English language.  

There are various factors involved regarding the students' knowledge 

when it comes to learning the English language. If newly arrived pupils with Arabic as 

their mother tongue in Sweden are unfamiliar with the English language, it can create 

difficulties for them to learn English since the grammatical structure differs in both 

languages. As mentioned earlier, the pupils learn the Swedish language during their first 

years when attending school, and after a couple of years they begin to study English as 

well. Given that Swedish and English have the same grammatical structure, the students 

can benefit from the knowledge they have learned in Swedish. As (Ohlander 2009) 

mentioned earlier, students born in Sweden with another mother tongue had the best 

results, indicating that multilingualism is an advantage for students.  

However, it is not possible to draw the same conclusion regarding all 

pupils, especially pupils who are still learning a new language. Many would argue that 

their language skills would improve in the future as they have studied a language for a 

longer period of time. When learning a new language with a different grammatical 

structure, it is no wonder that the transfer from the mother tongue occurs while learning 
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considering the difference within grammar and structure. Hence, the results are better 

seen after a few years, since the pupils have gained more knowledge about the language 

and its structure.  

Kortmann (2005) states that CL refers to the differences and similarities 

between two languages and the purpose of CL is to facilitate the learning of a new 

language. In this case as a teacher, one should highlight the differences and the 

similarities between the students’ native language and the learning language. This could 

benefit the students as they could learn how two languages differ and see for themselves 

in what way the grammatical structure varies. One may argue that this could facilitate 

their learning and possibly conduce to avoidance concerning interference. However, one 

must have a teacher who is fluent in both languages in order to help students gain an 

insight into how the grammatical structure varies.  
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