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Abstract: 

English grammar plays an essential role in language learning. Grammar is a series 

of rules and guidelines that have ensured the correct and standard use of the 

English language. Through grammar, the accuracy of the language can be 

maintained. The main aim of this research is to clarify the various errors 

committed by college students in using different types and forms of verb tenses in 

order to diagnose their problems in using them and provide suitable solutions to 

avoid doing them in the future. Besides, most students do not make a distinction 

between „tense and aspect‟ dichotomy, and thus they keep on using them 

interchangeably without realizing the different forms used to express them or the 

differences in meaning resulting. To attain the aims of the study, firstly, a test was 

conducted to 25 third-year college students in the English department/ College of 

Education in the academic year 2023-2024 to pinpoint the difficulties faced by 

students in relation to this topic, secondly, the writing examination papers for the 

same group of students were obtained to find out if they have the same or different 

problems in the uses of the different verb tenses  in their writings as those 

diagnosed in the test given to them. The method applied when analyzing students‟ 

answers is descriptive: identifying, classifying, and analyzing the errors diagnosed 

to identify aspects of weaknesses in their answers. The study is divided into three 

sections: The first section presents a general overview, that is an introduction to the 

topic. The second section is devoted only to presenting and discussing the 

theoretical aspects of this study briefly, it presents some theoretical issues related 

to time, tense and aspect. The third section is concerned with analyzing and 

discussing the errors made by students in relation to the uses of different verb 

tenses committed in their free writings and in the test which had been applied to 

assess their knowledge in relation to these important categories.The results of the 

study have shown that there are a variety of errors committed by students in using 

different tenses.  Most of the errors are related to the use of one tense instead of 

another, as well as using tense instead of aspect, incomplete verb forms, 

generalizing rules related to using verb forms, and many other cases especially in 

their free writing.  It has also been noted that one of the most prominent reasons 

leading students to commit such errors is generalization, that is, they generalize 

rules in English as a result of inadequate knowledge or ignorance of basic rules. 

Besides, they keep on composing their ideas in Arabic first and then translate them 
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into English and this led them to commit errors not only in the tenses of the verbs 

used but also in sentence structures as a whole which, in turn, differ significantly in 

both languages.  

Key Words:Tense, aspect, writing, errors, analysis, college students, difficulties, 

suggestions. 

 تحليل أخطاء طلبت الجاهعاث في استخدام الأزهنت والحالت في كتاباتهن الحرة: الأسباب والوقترحاث

 أ.َ.د. إسشاء طاٌة سعذ

 جاِعح اٌىٛفح/ و١ٍح اٌرشت١ح ٌٍثٕاخ/ لسُ اٌٍغح الإٔج١ٍض٠ح

:الوستخلص  

ذٍعة لٛاعذ اٌٍغح الأى١ٍض٠ح دٚسا اساس١ا فٟ ذعٍُ اٌٍغح. ٟٚ٘ عثاسج عٓ سٍسٍح ِٓ اٌمٛاعذ ٚاٌرٛج١ٙاخ اٌرٟ 

ّٓ خلاي ٔحٛ اٌٍغح، ٠ّىٓ اٌحفاظ عٍٝ دلح اٌٍغح. فذضّٓ الاسرخذاَ اٌصح١ح ٚاٌّع١اسٞ ٌٍغح الإٔى١ٍض٠ح. 

طٍثح اٌى١ٍاخ فٟ اسرخذاَ الأٔٛاع  ٠مَٛ تٙاخرٍفح اٌرٟ اٌٙذف اٌشئ١سٟ ِٓ ٘زٖ اٌذساسح ٘ٛ ذٛض١ح الأخطاء اٌّ

ٚالاشىاي اٌّخرٍفح لأصِٕح الأفعاي ِٓ اجً ذشخ١ص ِشاوٍُٙ فٟ اسرخذاِٙا ٚذٛف١ش اٌحٍٛي إٌّاسثح ٌرجٕة 

ٚ٘ىزا ٠سرّشْٚ فٟ  ٚاٌحاٌح،عٍّٙا ِسرمثلا. علاٚج عٍٝ ٘زا، لا ١ّ٠ض ِعظُ اٌطٍثح ت١ٓ ِصطٍحٟ اٌضِٓ 

ا أٚ اٌفشٚق فٟ اٌّعٕٝ إٌاذجح ّتاٌرثادي دْٚ أْ ٠ذسوٛا اٌص١غ اٌّخرٍفح اٌّسرخذِح ٌٍرعث١ش عٕٙا ّاسرخذاِٙ

اٌصاٌصح ٌّشحٍح طاٌثح ِٓ طاٌثاخ ا ٠ٌٓخّس ٚعششاخرثاس  أٚلا، ذُ اجشاءٌرحم١ك ا٘ذاف اٌذساسح،  .عٓ رٌه

ٌٍرعشف عٍٝ اٌصعٛتاخ اٌرٟ  .0002-0002ٌٍسٕح اٌذساس١ح  فٟ لسُ اٌٍغح الإٔى١ٍض٠ح فٟ و١ٍح اٌرشت١ح

اٌىراتح ٌٕفس اٌّجّٛعح  ِادج اِرحأاخذُ اٌحصٛي عٍٝ أٚساق  ٚشا١ٔا ف١ّا ٠رعٍك تٙزا اٌّٛضٛع، تٛاجٙٛٔٙا

عطٝ ٌُٙ ٌٍرحمك ِّا إرا وأٛا ٠ٛاجْٙٛ ٔفس اٌّشىلاخ طاٌثاخِٓ اٌ ُّ أٚ  اٌرٟ ذُ ذشخ١صٙا فٟ الاخرثاس اٌ

ذُ اذثاع إٌّٙج اٌٛصفٟ فٟ ٚصف ٚذح١ًٍ إجاتاخ  .ٚاصِٕرٙا ِشىلاخ ِخرٍفح فٟ اسرخذاَ ص١غ الأفعاي

اٌطاٌثاخ ٌرحذ٠ذ جٛأة اٌضعف فٟ اجاتاذُٙ. ذرأٌف اٌذساسح ِٓ شلاز أجضاء: ٠مذَ اٌجضء الأٚي ِمذِح عاِح 

عٓ اٌّٛضٛع، اِا اٌجضء اٌصأٟ خصص ٌعشض ِٕٚالشح اٌجٛأة إٌظش٠ح ٌّٛضٛع ٘زٖ اٌذساسح ٚتشىً 

اٌّفا١ُ٘ اٌعاِح ٌّٛضٛع اٌذساسح واٌضِٓ ٚاٌحاٌح. ٠ٙرُ اٌجضء اٌصاٌس ِٓ اٌذساسح  ِخرصش ح١س ٠سرعشض

ترح١ًٍ ِٕٚالشح الأخطاء اٌرٟ لاَ تٙا اٌطٍثح فٟ وراتاذُٙ اٌّخراسج ٚالاخرثاس اٌزٞ اجشٞ ٌُٙ ٌرم١١ُ ِذٜ 

اء اٌرٟ لاَ تٙا أظٙشخ ٔرائج اٌذساسح اْ ٕ٘ان اٌعذ٠ذ ِٓ الأخط  تجٛأة اٌّٛضٛع ذحد اٌذساسح.ِعشفرُٙ 

خش، وزٌه ِٓ الااٌطٍثح فٟ اسرخذاُِٙ ٌلأصِٕح اٌّخرٍفح. ِعظُ ٘زٖ الأخطاء ذرعٍك تاسرخذاَ أحذ الأصِٕح تذلا 

تاسرخذاَ اٌضِٓ ٚاٌحاٌح، اشىاي الأفعاي، ذع١ُّ اٌمٛاعذ اٌخاصح تاسرخذاَ اشىاي الأفعاي اٌّخرٍفح  ِا ٠رعٍك

ٚغ١ش٘ا ِٓ الأخطاء ٚخاصح فٟ وراتاذُٙ اٌحشج. ذُ ِلاحظح اْ أحذ الأسثاب اٌّّٙح اٌرٟ أدخ اٌطٍثح اٌٝ 

لٛاعذ اٌٍغح الإٔى١ٍض٠ح اِا تسثة  اَاسرخذ ترع١ُّ ِعظُ اٌطٍثح ٠مَٛح١س  اٌرع١ُّ اٌم١اَ تّصً ٘زٖ الأخطاء ٘ٛ

عذَ ِعشفرُٙ اٌراِح تّٛضٛع اٌضِٓ ٚاٌحاٌح ٚو١ف١ح اٌر١١ّض ت١ّٕٙا اٚ جٍُٙٙ تاٌمٛاعذ الأساس١ح ٌٍّٛضٛع. 

عٕذ اٌثذا تاٌىراتح ٠مَٛ اٌطٍثح ترشى١ً أفىاسُ٘ تاٌٍغح اٌعشت١ح أٚلا ٚتعذ رٌه ذشجّرٙا ٌٍغح  ٘زا،علاٚج عٍٝ 

ٚتاٌراٌٟ س١مِْٛٛ  الإٔى١ٍض٠حٚ٘زا ٠ؤدٞ اٌٝ ذأش١ش لٛاعذ اٌٍغح الاَ عٍٝ لٛاعذ اٌٍغح الإٔى١ٍض٠ح ٚذذ٠ٕٚٙا 

تأخطاء ١ٌس فمظ تأصِٕح اٌفعً ٚاشىاٌٗ ٌىٓ أ٠ضا ترشاو١ة اٌجًّ تشىً عاَ ٚاٌرٟ ذخرٍف تشىً وث١ش فٟ 

 اٌٍغر١ٓ. 

 اٌصعٛتاخ، اٌحٍٛي.اٌضِٓ، اٌحاٌح، اٌىراتح، طٍثح اٌجاِعح، الأخطاء،  اٌىٍّاخ اٌّفراح١ح:
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Section One 

Introduction 

1.1 Introductory Remarks:   

1.1. Introduction: 

Almost all countries of the world use the English language to interact. English is 

quite important today for global development, so it has been an essential part of the 

curriculum at schools and universities. The English language is taught in written 

and spoken forms.  We must not only have good vocabulary but also have correct 

and good grammar rules, and one of the basic rules is how to use verb tenses 

correctly.  Learning the English language is not simple because there is a set of 

rules that must be learned, which have an important role in understanding and 

mastering the language.  Many students face a lot of problems in recognizing and 

using different tenses and they are even unable to distinguish between the 

differences between the tense and aspect categories.  As tense represents a form of 

verb, it can be used to show the time in which the action occurs or occurred or will 

occur or the state it expresses.  There are many tenses which have different uses, 

forms and structures, and thus students encounter many problems in using them. 

Aspect, on the other hand, expresses the state of an action whether it is completed 

or not, perfective or progressive.   This study will address the following questions:  

1.What is meant by „tense‟ and „aspect‟ categories? 

2.What are the differences between “tense” and “aspect”? 

3.What types of errors do students commit when using different verb forms? 

4.What types of problems do students have when using them? 

1.2 The Problem of the Study:  

Tense and aspect constitute a difficult aspect of the English language for students 

at different levels.  It causes problems for students because of their different forms, 

uses and meanings. Students have problems in choosing and using the correct 

forms of tense and aspect when writing, besides they are actually unaware of the 

important distinction between these two concepts as for them the concept ‟tense‟ 

includes everything related to the form of the verbs used (present, past, future, 

progressive…) and this, in fact, is what they learn from their teachers at schools. 

1.3 Aims of the Study 
The study aims at attaining the following:  

1.Illustrating the distinction between „tense‟ and „aspect‟ categories.   

2.Presenting the different types of errors committed by college students in relation 

to using tense and aspect.  

3.Analyzing students‟ errors in relation to using tense and aspect in both their 

writings and a test which has been designed for this purpose. 
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4. Identifying their problems and presenting some suggestions for better teaching 

of verb tense which may constitute a good plan for presenting lessons dedicated for 

this topic.  

1.4 Hypotheses:  

It is hypothesized that students face different types of problems related to 

distinguishing and using tense and aspect as important grammatical categories 

necessary to learn English language. It is also hypothesized that students misuse 

the different forms and uses of tense and aspect, as well as misunderstand the 

distinction between them. 

 

1.5 Procedures of the Study:  

The following procedures will be adopted: 

1.Surveying the main notions related to the categories: „tense‟ and „aspect‟.  

2.Conducting a test to find out if students have any difficulties in using „tense‟ and 

„aspect‟.  

4.Analyzing students‟ answers in the test, as well as their errors in the chosen 

pieces of free writings to find out their problems in relation to using „tense‟ and 

„aspect‟ and sentence structure as a whole.  

5.Suggesting solutions to the problems students face.  

1.6 Limits of the Study:  
The present study is limited to investigating errors committed by college students 

in the English department in their free writings. 25 college students from the 

English department were submitted to a test to find out their proficiency in using 

tense and aspect and their ability to distinguish between these two categories. To 

verify the results of our study, the writing examination papers of the same group of 

students were obtained. 

1.7 Significance of the Study : 
1- It is hoped that this study is of value for students because it helps them know 

valuable information about the most frequent errors committed by students in 

relation to this aspect.   

2-It is also useful for teachers because it helps them know the points of difficulties 

that face their students as well as the appropriate methods that they may use to 

make their students avoid doing them in the future.  

3-It is also significant for researchers as the errors diagnosed could be used as an 

additional source of information concerning this topic.  
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Section two 

Literature Overview 

 

2.1 Introduction  

In language learning, grammar is an essential component as it enables learners to 

communicate effectively and accurately. There has been a wide range of topics 

covering English grammar, and one of these topics is the use of „tense and aspect‟ 

categories as well as the distinction between them.  Since verbs are among the 

most important elements of sentences, their different verb forms are of the utmost 

importance. It has been observed that many learners have a large number of errors 

in using tense and aspect, so this study aims to explore these errors and find 

suitable solutions for them. In this section, a theoretical overview will be presented 

to survey these two categories, tense and aspect, in terms of their forms, uses and 

distinctions. 

2.2 Grammar and Writing: 

Grammar refers to the set of rules that govern the structure and use of language. It 

encompasses everything from the way we form sentences to the correct use of 

punctuation marks. Without a good understanding of grammar, learners may 

struggle to express themselves and may be misunderstood by others. Every 

language has its own grammar, and the grammar of the language is so important. A 

foreign language learner needs to know grammar more than native speakers.  This 

is because such a learner needs to make a lot of efforts to know grammar 

(Verghese, 1989:41). Many teachers and students think that we study grammar just 

to avoid errors, but we also need grammar to express our thoughts and to avoid 

common errors. Learners cannot correct their common mistakes if they do not 

know what thing is the wrong from the first place (Hinkel, 2016: 64-64). Grammar 

gives strength to every language. It is not just to prevent errors in sentence, but it 

can also help to make one a good writer and speaker. So, it is important in 

improving one‟s writing and communication. 

Writing, on the other hand, is a means of communication that enables individuals 

to express their thoughts and ideas in a structured and coherent manner. It is a 

complex cognitive skill that involves various processes such as planning, 

organizing, revising, and editing. In order to teach writing effectively, it is 

important to provide students with a supportive and structured learning 

environment that facilitates the development of their writing skills. This can be 

achieved through a variety of strategies, such as modeling, scaffolding, and explicit 

instruction. One effective approach to teaching writing is the process approach, 
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which emphasizes the stages of writing and the importance of planning, drafting, 

revising, and editing. According to Flower and Hayes (1981:369), the process 

approach "focuses on the writer's composing processes and how these processes 

can be developed and improved". By providing students with explicit instruction 

on each stage of the writing process, teachers can help students develop their 

writing skills and improve the quality of their written work. 

Knowing grammar helps one make a piece of writing effectively. The reader will 

also understand what one writes, and this piece of writing will catch his 

understanding and attention. When one knows grammar, he knows how to turn 

words into meaningful sentences, and into meaningful paragraphs. Punctuation is 

also an element of grammar, so if one knows how to punctuate his writing, he can 

help the reader to understand the context. The lack of punctuation will create 

confusion to the reader. It shows to the reader where to pause and when to give 

stress. Grammar plays a very important role in writing as using proper grammar in 

writing keeps readers engaged. Readers will be more interested and engaged when 

an appropriate grammar is used. When there are a lot of mistakes in writing, 

readers may try to avoid reading (Elbow, 1998 :186). 

2.3 Tense and Aspect: 

It is important to distinguish between "tense" and "time" with caution. Time is a 

global, non-linguistic concept that is divided into three parts: the past, present, and 

future. It is the measured or measurable period during which an action, process, or 

condition exists or continues (Quirk et. al.،1973:40). A non-native English 

language student has numerous challenges related to vocabulary and grammar. In 

particular, correctly using the verb phrase involves an extremely challenging issue 

that requires in-depth analysis. It includes the grammatical categories of aspect, 

mood, and voice in addition to the tense category. The location of an event or 

condition in time is expressed using tense. It can be separated into three tenses: 

past, present, and future. On the other hand, "aspect" describes how one 

experiences an action or a state. It conveys the verb's meaning in connection to 

time. It so indicates if the action has been completed or is still ongoing. The 

perfective, progressive, and perfect-progressive aspects are all included in the 

English verb system. (Schwesinger, 2012:3). 

 2.3.1. Tense: 

Tense can be defined as "the correspondence between the form of the verb and our 

concept of time" (ibid:40). It refers to a verb form that is marked for time, and also 

for other grammatical categories like mood and person. According to Declerck 

(2006:22), tense “denotes the form taken by the verb to locate the situation referred 
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to in time, i. e. to express the temporal relation between the time of the situation in 

question and an „orientation time‟ which may be either the „temporal zero-point‟ 

(which is usually the time of speech …) or another orientation time that is 

temporally related to the temporal zero-point”. Tenses convey a relationship 

between two or more times. Since the time of speaking is the "known time" in the 

default case, the past tense typically (though not always) refers to the past "in 

relation to now.". Tense can, also, be defined as a grammatical category which is 

used to identify when a situation occurs by placing it in time: past, present, and 

future. Declerck (ibid: 22-23) points out that the traditional names for the tenses in 

English are: present tense, past tense, future tense, present perfect, past perfect, 

conditional tense and the conditional perfect. He adds that there are three points 

that should be taken into consideration when discussing tenses: “first, only 

indicative forms are tensed…. Second, all tenses have nonprogressive and 

progressive forms…. Thirdly, when the verb form is a complex form involving one 

or more auxiliaries, it is the first auxiliary …that is marked for tense, not the main 

verb”.  Declerck‟s view is almost the same as that given by Quirk et. al. (1973) 

who consider tenses and aspect under three times: present, past and future. 

Declerck (2006:24) points out that many people believe that there are only two 

tenses in English: the present and the past, this is because of verb endings which 

distinguish the two forms. Concerning the other tense forms other than the present 

and past are all considered as complex tense forms in which the first auxiliary is 

morphologically in the present or past. The first auxiliary in these forms can be 

either will or have which may occur in their present or past tense forms depending 

on the time expressed. Thus, there are the perfect aspect tenses (present and past), 

and the future tense forms. 

Because they indicate the duration of an activity, tenses are important in the 

English language. They are essential for effective communication and help to 

communicate when an event happened or will happen. Clear and accurate 

communication in writing and speaking depends on knowing and using tenses 

effectively. Additionally, tenses are crucial for conveying varying degrees of 

certainty and likelihood as well as for creating a coherent and consistent narrative 

in writing and storytelling. Tenses are especially important to understand when 

studying English as a foriegn language because English is known for having a 

complicated tenses system. In general, mastering tenses is essential to becoming 

competent in English.  

The present tense is a language form that refers to the location of a situation at a 

specific time, but it is rare for a situation to coincide exactly with the present 
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moment. Habitual meaning in a language refers to a characteristic situation that 

holds at all times, not just at the present moment. (Cook and Suter, 1983:49). 

The past tense in English refers to the location of a situation prior to the present 

moment, without specifying whether it occurs at a single point or an extended time 

period. In other words, the simple past is used to talk about activities or situations 

that began and ended in the past.  

The future tense is a situation located at a time subsequent to the present moment, 

similar to past tense. The future tense is criticized for its symmetrical time line 

diagram, suggesting it to be similar to the past but in the opposite direction. The 

future is more speculative, influenced by intervening events and our own conscious 

actions, making it immutable. The concept of tense and mood in linguistic theory 

suggests past and future time references are distinct but similar in other aspects. 

The question of whether future time reference is subsumed under tense or mood is 

an empirical question that can only be answered by investigating grammatical 

expressions of future time reference across various languages) Comrie، 2000). 

2.3.2. Aspect: 

Aspect, refers to the state of an action, that is, whether it is finished or not. It is a 

grammatical category that expresses the internal temporal structure of an action or 

state. According to Quirk et al. (1973) aspect „concerns the manner in which the 

verbal action is experienced or regarded‟ (for example as completed or in progress) 

. Thus, it focuses on how the action is viewed with respect to time. In English, 

aspect is often indicated by verb forms (or auxiliary verbs) to show the nature of an 

action. It interacts with tense but is separate from it, as tense refers to when an 

action occurs (past, present, future), aspect indicates how the action is experienced. 

Aspect consists of two forms: progressive and perfective. Quirk et al. (ibid: 40) 

argue that these categories, in addition to mood, “impinge on each other: in 

particular, the expression of time present and past cannot be considered separately 

from aspect…”. Accordingly, they discuss the different tenses and aspect forms 

under three times: present, past and future to show how they are interrelated and 

used to indicate verb actions and states. As such tense and aspect are interrelated, 

but distinguishable and thus required to be identified and explained thoroughly.   

Speaking about actions that are presently taking place requires the use of the 

present continuous or present progressive aspect. Examples include performative 

sentences, simultaneous reports of ongoing events, and situations that occupy a 

longer period but still include the present moment. The present progressive is used 

to describe states and processes that hold at the present moment but began before 

and may continue beyond it. It is not necessary to modify the definition to address 
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situations that do not coincide with the present moment. It can also be used to refer 

to future-oriented activities or occurrences that are not unquestionably set in time. 

The term "present continuous" comes from the way the present participle forms the 

continuous forms of verbs. So, this aspect emphasizes an action that is ongoing or 

in progress at a specific point in time.  

The present perfect aspect is often used to talk about experience from the past, to 

talk about a change or new information, to talk about a continuing situation. This is 

a state or an action that started in the past and continues in the present (and will 

probably continue into the future: perfect progressive). The past perfect, on the 

other hand, expresses the idea that something happened before another event in the 

past. It can also demonstrate that an event occurred prior to a given point in the 

past (Herring,2016:678). 

The present perfect progressive and the present perfect aspects have very similar 

meanings. To discern when and how the present perfect progressive is preferred, 

there are a few important distinctions to be aware of. When discussing something 

that started in the past and is still happening in the present, we typically employ the 

present perfect progressive; this puts more emphasis on ongoing events than on 

things that happened (completed) in the past. The present perfect progressive can 

also be used to highlight how much time has passed while something is happening 

or that it is only momentary. We can also use it to discuss something that has just 

recently concluded or that has been going on for a while (ibid:660-661). 

The present study focuses on students‟ problems in the use of the different forms of 

verb tenses with reference to the distinction existing between the use of „tense and 

aspect‟ categories to find out if students are aware of such a distinction and if they 

are able to use the different verb tenses correctly in their writing to be able to 

diagnose their difficulties. Thus, the study is an attempt to present suitable 

suggestions to be taken into consideration when teaching such a topic, hoping that 

they will be part of a solution that may help solving this eternal problem. 

Section Three 

Methodology and Analysis 

3.1 Introduction 

Tense and aspect categories are the most important parts of the English grammar 

system and one cannot deny that they are also the most difficult part of it.  It has 

been found that students have problems selecting appropriate tenses when writing.  

Although they can comfortably use all tenses, they in some situations are not 

confident in choosing.   
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  This section consists of two types of data that were used for the analysis 

presented. The first is a test in the form of fill-in blanks with the correct forms of 

verbs given between brackets and students were told to complete the sentences 

with the appropriate verb forms to see if they were able to use and know the 

correct verb form in terms of the appropriate tense or aspect. As for the other type 

of data, paragraphs written by the students themselves were accessed to find out if 

they manage to use the correct verb forms in free writing. The test and paragraphs 

were good tools for diagnosing a variety of errors related to the uses of different 

verb forms. 

3.2 Data Description 

Firstly, a test consisting of seven items was applied to third year students in the 

English Department/ College of Education for Women. These items incorporate 

most English verb tenses (and aspects) to find out students‟ knowledge concerning 

their uses. In each sentence, the main verb was given between brackets and 

students were asked to use the correct verb form to complete the sentence, taking 

into consideration that in each sentence there is a marker indicating the use of the 

appropriate verb form.   Most students failed to use the correct forms of the verbs 

given and thus different types of errors have been recognized as will be illustrated.  

Secondly, the writing examination papers for the same group of students who 

conducted the test were selected for the analysis to obtain more accurate evidence 

about their shortcomings and problems in relation to using tenses and aspects. The 

papers provided the researcher with an excellent tool to diagnose students‟ 

problems in actual use of language, that is writing. Students‟ papers had revealed a 

variety of errors not only related to the use of verb forms but also to the status of 

the verb itself within the sentences produced and their structures.  

3.3 Population  

Twenty- five students in their third year of study in the department of English in 

the academic year 2023-2024 conducted the tests to find out errors in relation to 

the uses of tense and aspect.  The writing examination papers for the same group of 

students had been accessed to diagnose their difficulties in actual use of language 

and to verify the results got by analyzing the test which they conducted.  

3.4 Data Analysis: 

As mentioned previously, the practical part of the study includes two types of data 

used to reveal students‟ problems: a test and examination papers. In the following 

sections, the errors diagnosed in each part will be stated so that it will be possible 

later on to find out if students commit the same types of errors in individual 
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sentences (the items of the test) and in paragraphs (their examination papers) to be 

able to specify the main areas where they err more and the reasons behind their 

committing them. A section will be devoted for each with the types of errors 

diagnosed:  

3.4.1 The Analysis of the Test: 

After conducting the test and collecting the samples, the main types of errors were 

specified, documented, categorized and then described.  The errors diagnosed have 

been classified and arranged into many types depending on their frequency, forms 

and occurrence as follows:  

1-Using one tense instead of another tense: 

 It has been noted that one of the most frequent errors committed by students is 

using one tense instead of another: the present tense, for example, instead of the 

past, the past instead of the present, the future instead of the present, the present 

instead of the future and so on without any real justification. As will be noticed, 

they did not only use the incorrect tense form but also the incorrect verb forms. 

The following samples taken from their answers illustrate this case: 

a- Present instead of Past and Past instead of Present 

-My mom tells me that my best friend got married last weekend. I am angry 

because they don’t invite me to their wedding. 

-She is never late for school, but this morning she oversleeps and comes to school 

too late. Her teacher hopes she does not oversleep ever again. 

-Brad will fly to London next week. He meets his brother there.  

-Why do you cry?..... (present simple instead of the progressive) 

-She was never late for school, but this morning she overslept and came to school 

too late. Her teacher hopes she did not over sleep ever again. 

-My mom is very good at sewing. She made all my clothes.  

- The sick child is not sleep for three hours. (incorrect tense and verb form) 

- I lended you as much as need. 

   b -Future instead of Present and Present instead of Future 

  -She will never be late for school, but this morning she overslept and came to 

school too late. Her teacher hopes she does not oversleep ever again. 
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 - Hurry up! The bus leave (present progressive)  at 10 and its already 9.40! We 

miss it!! 

 - Don‟t worry. I lend you as much as you need. 

   c–Future instead of Past and Past instead of Future 

-Brad will fly to London next week. He met his brother there. They do not see each 

other very often, maybe once or twice a year. They will meet for their mother's 

birthday five months ago. 

-Brad flew to London next week. He met his brother there. They do not see each 

other very often, maybe once or twice a year. …. 

-At the moment, she is making a beautiful silk dress. I wore it to my brother's 

wedding 

Other types of errors related to using the wrong verb forms, for instance regular 

instead of irregular verb forms, errors in using singular or plural verb forms, 

incomplete verb forms and many other cases are illustrated below: 

2-Using wrong verb forms which includes the omission of certain required 

auxiliaries or the addition of unnecessary ones. Sometimes, different incorrect 

answers are given simultaneously, as shown below: 

 a-Errors in using regular and irregular verb forms: this is a common problem 

among students which indicates that they often generalize rules when learning.  

-She is never late for school, but this morning she oversleeped and came to school 

too late….. 

-Do not worry. I lended you as much as need. 

 b-Errors in using the progressive aspect:  

-A: Why do you cry? B: Because this morning someone stole all my money while 

I (are shop /am shop/were shoping/shoping), now I can't pay the bills.  

- At the moment she is makes a beautiful silk dress….. 

- Why do you cry? B: Because this morning someone stole all my money while I 

shopping,   

c-Errors in using auxiliaries: 

- My mom told me that my best friend got married last weekend. I (am be/ am was 

/ am are angry because they did not invited me to their wedding. 
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-She (is never be/is never being) late for school, but this morning she overslept 

and came to …. 

- because they were not invite me to their wedding. 

3-Tense instead of Aspect and Aspect instead of Tense 

One serious problem related to using different verb forms is that most students 

ignore the distinction between the two categories „tense and aspect‟. The concept 

„aspect‟ is not taken into consideration as it is regarded among the tenses used in 

English. Students learning English as a foreign language need to know such a 

distinction. Not only that, some students also have errors in using aspect itself, as 

some did not distinguish when to use the perfect and when to use the progressive. 

These errors can be summarized as follows: 

-My mom told me that my best friend got married last weekend. I ( am being / will 

being/had been) angry because they did (were not invite) me to their wedding. 

Though the correct form of the verb should be in the simple present tense, some 

students put it in the past progressive, future progressive, and past perfect instead 

of the present tense. 

- Why do you cry? B: Because this morning someone (is stealing/stolen/has 

stolen) all my money while I was shopping, now I can't pay the bills. … 

- Why do you cry? B: Because this morning someone stole all my money while I 

(will shop/shops), 

-My mom is very good at sewing. She makes all my clothes. At the moment, she 

(makes/made a beautiful silk dress…  

Though the correct verb form in this sentence is the present progressive, the simple 

present and past simple were used instead. 

-The sick child sleeps for three hours. 

In this sentence, the correct verb form is the present perfect (progressive), but the 

present simple was used instead. 

Students commit many errors in the forms of verbs used which indicate that they 

have not mastered verb forms accurately and that they are unable to use them 

correctly to express the appropriate time or aspect needed. In the following section, 

their errors in their writings will be diagnosed and analyzed to decide if they 

commit the same types of errors or different types so as to identify their actual 

weaknesses and problems. 
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3.4.2 The Analysis of Students’ Errors Found in their Examination Papers: 

The writing examination papers for the same group of students had been selected 

to find out if students‟ problems related to the use of the correct verb forms can be 

attributed to the same causes making them commit the same types of mistakes in 

the test they were subjected to. They were asked to write about one of two given 

topics: „education‟ or „plagiarism‟.  It has been noted that students commit a 

variety of mistakes in their free writing, mistakes related not only to the forms of 

the verbs used and their time but also related to sentence structures and the types of 

elements used in forming sentences, spelling, punctuation marks, arrangement of 

sentence elements and many other issues related to sentences forming and 

relations. It was really difficult to classify students‟ errors in their free writings 

under specific well-defined topics as, will be noticed, different types of errors 

within the same verb phrase were intermingled in a way one cannot identify what 

goes with what. It is really free writing as they are free to commit whatever comes 

to one‟s mind. Thus, students‟ errors which were taken from their examination 

papers are given with reference to the most frequent errors found and thus they are 

stated below in terms of their occurrence and sometimes a sequence of sentences 

and complete paragraphs are given from their examination papers as it was 

difficult to identify the limits of a specific sentence. Note the following: 

-..when the vaeros of korona come in 2020, the education come to be online 

(incorrect verb tense) 

- but the education will be stay very important….(incorrect verb form) 

-… some person to be the education is very important … (multiple verbs) 

- Are get/Its make/Its not help (unnecessary auxiliaries added) 

-it is make them to safe…and didn‟t make them life dangerous… 

-That make the learn/It make  (no concord) 

-Education its most important thing can to a person learn and look of 

it…(random use of multiple verbs)  

-the education of devlombe of years and the online education, very important and 

of school (no verb used) 

- … in education can used a process (no subject and incorrect verb form) and 

online education that can be is important (more than a verb form)…the education 

traditional education can that using in general of the life can improve of the 

yourself and that using in school and college may be can using one 
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advantage…and the disadvantage cannot be using in the proses of learning. 

(incorrect verb forms) 

It has been noticed that students neglect using any form of „be’ as a main verb 

especially when they do not need to use any other lexical verb:  

-plagiarism its mean taken work of other ….and its countable as a crime in … 

- A process education it useful for student (no verb used) 

- education in Iraq very difficult… (no verb used) 

- a process very traditional and little model (no verb used) 

- because the life not be easily and simple for everyone…one disadvantage of 

online study subject. (no verb used) 

- Are not getting /Its making /Its taking (aspect is used unnecessarily) 

-the education online is recently appear (incorrect verb form)… The learning 

(during covid) depend (incorrect tense) on online study…after that the world still 

depend on the online study… the two way now became its very important and 

depend on it… the getting for information became is easily, … but disadvantage 

for online study its hurts from eyes and we became used over the 

technology…however the online study and the traditional study is very important 

now. 

-So, we must be avoided because it’s not help we development us work and it’s so 

easyly know by computer… and we must avoided because not mention and don’t 

knowledgment for authors. 

It is quite evident that student have serious errors when writing, errors which 

hinder them to express themselves correctly and accurately. It seems that their 

problems are not only related to the uses of verb forms in relation to tense and 

aspect, but related to forming and constructing sentences as a whole. Some of them 

are unable to produce a complete and grammatical sentence. They write down 

whatever they have in mind on papers without thinking of word order, verbs used, 

their valency, or their forms, time necessary to express what they have, punctuation 

marks and many other things. All these are neglected and ignored. In the following 

section, some of the reasons lying behind such errors will be illustrated.   

3.5 Results and Discussion  

When students write, they usually commit many types of mistakes, and among 

these are mistakes in using the correct forms of verbs and their tenses. It has been 

noted that college students commit a variety of errors which are not supposed to be 
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committed by college students at this stage of study. These errors may be attributed 

to: 

1-Mixing Tenses: One of the common errors committed by students is the use of 

one tense instead of another, that is mixing tenses. It is quite well-known that 

students mix tenses in a sentence or a paragraph, leading to confusion about the 

time frame. For example, using the present instead of the past, the past instead of 

the present, the future instead of the present, or the present instead of the future, 

etc. This may be due to several possible reasons which include lack or ignorance of 

knowledge requiring them distinguish between verb uses and their correct forms.  

2-Overgeneralization:  Students sometimes use the rules of one tense for another, 

like using the forms of be (present forms) in front of a main verb to express the 

present tense or its past forms to express the past time of a given verb as they think 

that the present forms of be are used to express the present tense and the past forms 

are used to express the past tense. Moreover, sometimes they generalize the rule of 

forming the past form of certain irregular verbs by adding -ed, and thus, as noted in 

their mistakes, the past form of lend is lended. 

3- Confusion with Time Reference: 

    Students sometimes are unable to understand the differences between different 

tenses like the past, present, and future time references, especially when the tense 

forms are somehow similar in reference like the present perfect vs. past simple or 

the future continuous vs. the simple future. So, students need to know such 

distinctions to be able to use them correctly. 

4- Understanding the Subtle Differences in Meaning: 

-Using different tenses require students make a distinction between them in terms 

of their uses and the meanings associated with their uses, such as the difference 

between the present progressive aspect and the present simple tense, for example 

the difference between I work and I am working, or the difference between she 

lived and she has lived, which is, in most cases, difficult for students to understand. 

The concept of aspect (perfect and progressive) (e.g. present perfect, past perfect, 

present progressive or past progressive etc.) is often neglected by students. 

Students may find it hard to understand how these forms relate to the present 

moment or the completion or incompletion of actions. Students need to know the 

distinction between the uses and forms of different tenses and aspects so that they 

will be able to use them appropriately and correctly. As such, they frequently 

appeal to using the simple tenses instead of the perfective or the progressive 

aspects. 
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5- Inconsistent Use of Auxiliary Verbs: 

    Tenses and aspects (to a great extent) require auxiliary verbs (like have, be, or 

will), and students often forget to use them or use them incorrectly, especially in 

more complex tenses (e.g., future perfect or perfect progressive). 

6- Overusing Simple Present Tense: 

  Students might overuse simple tenses (like the present or past simple) because 

they feel more accustomed to using one more than another tense, for example they 

keep using the present simple tense for habitual actions, neglecting other tenses 

that might be more appropriate, and this case constitutes the main area where they 

err more. 

7- Translating Directly from Native Language: 

  Students usually think using their native language to construct sentences before 

expressing their thoughts in English. This may lead to tense errors as different 

languages have different tense systems and accordingly different verb forms and 

uses, and this is one of the serious problems students have as most of them think in 

Arabic and write down their ideas in Arabic, then translate them into English and 

this causes them problems not only in using tenses but also in sentence structures 

as a whole. So students have to be encouraged to think and write directly in 

English to avoid committing different types errors in composing a sentence or a 

sequence of sentences.  

3.6 Suggestions: 

The problem of using different tenses and mastering their forms in both the written 

and spoken forms of language is an eternal problem which has been the prime 

interests of many researchers who tried consistently to find solutions to such a 

serious problem which hinders students‟ mastery of the foreign language. 

Researchers presented some suggestions and solutions to overcome this problem 

but it seems that such suggestions have not been taken seriously or applied as 

students keep on committing crucial errors in relation not only to using tenses but 

also to using other sentence elements. Here are some suggestions hoped to be taken 

into consideration in the future for more effective grammar teaching, with special 

emphasis on verb tenses, during the different academic stages dedicated to learning 

English as a foreign language.     

1- Teaching Methods: 

To make grammar teaching more effective and engaging, a communicative 

approach can be adopted, where learners are taught grammar in the context of real-
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life communication situations (Richards & Rodgers, 2001:166). This approach 

emphasizes the use of language in real-life situations and focuses on the 

development of communication skills rather than just the acquisition of 

grammatical knowledge. By integrating grammar instruction into communicative 

language teaching, learners can see the practical use of grammar in everyday 

communication, making it more meaningful and relevant to them.  

In the English departments, in our colleges, what is usually taught is grammar 

without contexts. Grammar rules are taught to be memorized and applied to 

separate sentences and this is due to the nature of the textbooks used in teaching 

them, for example the first year grammar book „ Grammar in Use’ by Raymond 

Murphy, all tense forms and aspects are explained in separate chapters with 

exercises just to make students master the forms used without relating the verb 

which is the core of the sentence to other sentence elements to know how 

sentences are formed and elements connected to each other to give well-formed 

sentences. Tense is not everything, it is part of many other things working together 

to give meaningful and well-formed sentences. So, it is the teacher‟s role to adopt 

such a mission and try to present what s/he finds appropriate for improving 

students‟ abilities and knowledge related to different sentence elements and using 

them in real contexts.  

Although students are taught almost everything related to tenses, aspects and verb 

forms, they still make errors when constructing well-formed sentences. This may 

be due to the method used in teaching. Some teachers just teach a lot of grammar 

without taking into consideration its use in real life situations whether spoken or 

written. Grammar is important because it makes our speech and writing 

comprehensible and understandable, so one needs to know how to teach it 

perfectly and appropriately. 

 

 

2- Classroom Management: 

The classes in the English departments are usually characterized by the large 

number of students which exceeds fifty students in each class and this is 

considered one of the basic obstacles that hinder learning in general.  Thus, 

because of their size, the teacher‟s duty is to make sure that his teaching is 

appropriate to his class, that is organized systematically, and that it is exciting. Yet 

a teacher who uses appropriate and well-organized materials usually has little 

difficulty in generating enthusiasm in his class. On the other hand, some teachers 

present their lessons regardless of such an obstacle or its serious negative results, 
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what is important for them is just pouring information without making sure if their 

teaching achieves its required goals or not, and, in fact, those constitute a vast 

majority.  

3- Appropriacy of the Material Presented:  

There are two stages in producing appropriate teaching, first in the preparation and 

selection of materials, (course books, exercises, visuals, etc.) and second in 

classroom organization while the lesson is in progress. Materials used may, of 

course, be selected by the ministry of higher education and thus be to some extent 

beyond the control of the classroom teacher, but someone needs to make the 

decisions. It is the duty of the teacher to adapt the material to the needs of his 

individual class as far as he can. If any part of the material is unsatisfactory, the 

teacher will need to make a decision, either to change the material and find 

something more suitable, or to organize his class activities so as to make the work 

appropriate by means of teaching techniques. All the time in the class, the teacher 

will have to decide how to introduce his material, how much time to spend on each 

stage, and so on. The more experienced the teacher becomes, the more likely he is 

to be able to anticipate the requirements of his class, particularly when he knows 

them well, but no teacher can anticipate everything, and all good teaching demands 

thinking on one‟s feet: the good teacher will always be sensitive to whether the 

class is alert or sleepy, whether discussion is appropriate or irrelevant, whether he 

is being ignored or listened to (Broughton, et.al. 1980:175-176). 

4- Contextualize Grammar: 

The basic solution is that grammar should not be taught alone. It should be taught 

in contexts; for example, through reading and writing. We can link the study of 

grammar with reading or writing instead of giving them isolated grammar. Here 

are some suggestions for better tense teaching since it is the main focus of the 

study: 

- Instead of starting with dry definitions, use examples of real-life scenarios to 

demonstrate when a certain tense is used. For instance, use everyday activities like 

I’m eating lunch vs. I ate lunch. It is also possible to tell short stories or anecdotes 

that naturally incorporate different tenses and ask students to identify the tenses 

used, or ask students to write short stories or dialogues focusing on certain tenses. 

Thus, a teacher helps students master two aspects of language: learn some new 

grammatical rules and know how to use them contextually especially if they are 

asked to write paragraphs including what has been taught.    
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-Teach student how they can distinguish between using certain similar tenses 

and why they are used in specific contexts, for example, help students understand 

the difference between I have lived in London and I lived in London. 

-Use interactive practice: give sentences with missing verbs and have students fill 

in the blanks, using the correct tense. Present students with sentences and ask them 

to transform them into different tenses. And in the textbooks dedicated to teaching 

grammar in our department, there are varieties of such practice that really help 

mastering some points.  

-Pinpoint students’ mistakes when they write and ask them to explain why a 

certain tense is incorrect in a given context, or why certain items are incorrectly 

used and how to fix the incorrect ones. A teacher may identify and underline 

students‟ errors and ask them to correct them. This will definitely help them realize 

their errors and avoid doing them in the future.  

- Review each tense many times, a teacher must ensure that students have 

opportunities to revisit and reinforce their understanding over time though most of 

them are considered as at an advanced level of learning the language. Though time 

consuming, repetition is a good tool that enhances learning and leads to good 

results.  

In brief, a teacher may use the following steps when he plans to present a lesson 

concerning the presentation of the different forms, types and meanings of any 

required tense: 

   1. Introduction to the tense (overview, including form and structure). 

   2. Explanation (use real-life examples, timelines). 

   3. Practice (students work through examples and apply the tense). 

   4. Review (discuss mistakes and reinforce key points). 

The main point is to make teaching tenses engaging and contextual by practice and 

repetition. The focus on context will help students not only memorize tenses but 

also feel comfortable using them in real conversations and free writing, and this is 

what the researcher adopts as a plan to teach not only verb forms and tenses but all 

types of rules required to make well-formed grammatical sentences. 

3.7 Conclusions: 

Tenses are crucial in English because they represent the timeframe of an action, aid 

in effective communication, and are essential for writing and speaking clearly.  

They also create narratives that make sense and express levels of trust.  
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Understanding tenses is crucial to mastering English as a foreign language.  It was 

noted that students had many errors when using tenses which are attributed to a 

variety of reasons. Teaching tenses is a complex and challenging process that 

requires careful planning, effective teaching strategies, and a thorough 

understanding of the students' needs and abilities.  

The research has clarified that several factors contribute to the problems that 

students encounter when learning tenses, including lack of knowledge, limited 

language proficiency, and inadequate teaching resources. However, there are 

numerous effective approaches that teachers can employ to overcome these 

challenges and foster successful language learning outcomes for their students. By 

focusing on creating a positive learning environment, incorporating engaging and 

interactive activities, and providing appropriate support and guidance, English 

language teachers can help their students develop their language skills and achieve 

academic success. Understanding and mastering tenses requires time, practice, and 

lots of exposure to real-world language use whether written or spoken. 

  References: 

-Broughton, G., Brumfit, Ch., Flavell, R, Hill, P. and Pincas, A. (1980). Teaching 

English as a Foreign Language (2
nd

 ed.). USA: Routledge Education Books. 

-Comrie. B. (2000). Tense. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

-Cook and Suter (1983). The Scope of Grammar. Oxford: University Press. 

- Declerck, R. (2006). „The Grammar of the English Verb Phrase‟. In B. Kortmann 

& E. C. Traugott (Eds.), Topics in English Linguistics (Vol. 1, p. 856). Berlin: 

Walter de Gruyter GmbH & Co. KG. 

-Elbow, P. (1998). Writing with Power: Techniques for Mastering the Writing 

Process. New York: Oxford University Press. 

-Flower, L., & Hayes, J. R. (1981). „A cognitive process theory of writing‟. College 

Composition and Communication, 32(4), 365–387. 

-Herring, Peter (2016). Complete English Grammar Rules. Farlex International. 

-Hinkel, E. (2016). Teaching English Grammar to Speakers of Other Languages. 

New York: Routledge.             

-Quirk, R. and Greenbaum, S. (1973). University English Grammar. London: 

London Group limited. 

-Richards, J., & Rodgers, T. (2001). Approaches and Methods in Language 

Teaching. New York: Cambridge University Press.  



 

1743  
  

-Schwesinger, Sandra (2012). Tense and Aspect- The Past Perfect. 

https://www.perlego.com/publisher/13048/grin-verlag. 

Verghese, C.P. (1989). Teaching English as a Second Language. New Delhi: 

Sterling Publishers Pvt. Ltd. 

Appendix:                                                    The test  

Use the correct form of the verbs in brackets present simple |continuous 

|perfect, past simple |continuous |perfect and will future, Going to future. 

1-My mom ……………………….(tell) me that my best 

friend………………………..(get) married last weekend 

.I……………………….(be) angry because 

they………………………………..(not /invite) me to their wedding. 

2-A: Why (you، cry) ……………………………? 

B: Because this morning someone (steal) ……………………….all my money 

while I (shop)……………………….now I can‟t pay the bills. 

A: Don‟t worry. I (lend) ……………………….you as much as you need . 

3- She (never، be) …………………………… late for school but this morning she 

(oversleep) ……………………….and she (come ) ……………………….to 

school too late. Her teacher hopes she (not / oversleep) 

…………………………….ever again. 

4-Brad (fly) ……………………….to London next week. He (meet) 

…………………………his brother there. They (not/see) 

…………………………..each other very often، may be once or twice a year. They 

last (meet) ……………………….for their mothers birthday five months ago. 

5-My mum is very good at sewing. She (make) ………………………….. all my 

clothes. At the moment she (make) …………………………… a beautiful silk 

dress. I (wear) ………………………….it for my brothers‟ wedding. 

6- Hurry up! The bus (leave) …………………………..at 10 and its already 9.40! 

we(miss) ……………………………it! 

7-The sick child (not /sleep)…………………………for three hours. 

 

 


