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Abstract 

 
This exploratory study investigated the contexts in which a group of native Mandarin English as a second language learners, 
with high knowledge of the simple past tense, used the present perfect, past perfect and past progressive on a fill-in-the-
gaps task. The participants frequently correctly used the past perfect form on a task item requiring these forms, but they also 
often oversupplied the present perfect, past perfect and, to a lesser extent, the past progressive, on the task. Participants 
who correctly supplied the past perfect had a higher overall level of grammatical knowledge than those who did not. On a 
verbal protocols task, the learners reported that the presence of adverbials sometimes led them to their choice of the 
present perfect or past perfect. The oversuppliances of the past progressive were primarily atelic activities. These results 
mirror other studies in the confusion between past tense forms, influence of adverbials and lexical aspect. They may also 
possibly indicate L1 influence from Mandarin. 
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1. Introduction 

The acquisition of past tense–aspect morphology forms by language learners, particularly English 
learners, has been of some interest for some time (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000; Collins, 2002; Yang & Huang, 
2004). Amongst the most researched areas in the choice of verb tense/aspect by adult English learners 
is the effect of lexical aspect (Bardovi-Harlig & Comajoan, 2008). There has also been some 
longitudinal research conducted, which indicates that there is a typical developmental sequence in 
learning the use of English past tense–aspect forms. Namely, English as a second language (ESL) 
learners tend to learn to use the simple past tense correctly before using the past progressive, and 
that use of the past progressive precedes the emergence of the present perfect, which in turn 
precedes the emergence of the past perfect (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000; Bardovi-Harlig& Comajoan, 
2008).However, within the order of emergence of verb tense–aspect forms, there is a great deal of 
individual variation (Housen, 2002).There is also research indicating that learners tend to mix up 
similar verb tense–aspect forms. ESL learners tend to confuse the use of the present perfect with the 
simple past, and to a lesser extent, the past perfect (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000).Some studies also support 
the contention that adverbials play a role in the use of past tense morphology (Bardovi-Harlig & 
Reynolds, 1995).In addition, some research indicates that L1 influence may play a role in the 
acquisition of past tense–aspect forms (Collins, 2002; Tiittanen, 2013; Yang & Huang, 2004; Zhang & 
Liu, 2016). 

However, little research has been conducted on investigating why ESL learners who have a good 
level of knowledge of the simple past tense, use the present perfect, past perfect and the past 
progressive formfrom their perspective, both correctly as well as incorrectly.Verbal protocols have 
been used within studies of adult L2 learner awareness of grammar (Roehr, 2004), and as such appear 
to offer a fruitful methodology to better understand how adult L2 learners understand the present 
perfect, past perfect and past progressive forms. This study is exploratory in nature and aims to gain 
greater insight into L2 learner uses of the above verb tense–aspect forms on a task which promotes 
focus on form, a fill-in-the-gaps task, with the aid of verbal protocols methodology. 

ESLlearners have problems with the correct use of past verb tense morphology (Bardovi-Harlig, 
2000; Tiittanen, 2013, 2015; Uno, 2014; Yang & Huang, 2004). One possible reason is that learning to 
distinguish between the uses of the many past tense–aspect forms is a complex task for adult ESL 
learners. The nature of linguistic complexity is interpreted by researchers in different ways (Bulte & 
Housen, 2012). One view of complexity, relevant to this research, is that linguistic complexity may 
partially be a matter of the existence of many forms for one tense, such as the past tense (Bulte & 
Housen, 2012; Pallotti, 2015). English has many possible verb tense–aspect forms to refer to past time, 
such as the simple past, past progressive, present perfect and the past perfect.This is relevant for 
another view of linguistic complexity, that of functional complexity, which refers to the existence of a 
multiplicity of relationships between forms and thefunctions/meanings of these forms (Brezina & 
Pallotti, 2016; Bulte & Housen, 2012) because there is no simple one-to-one relationship between 
form and meaning/function for the past progressive, present perfect or the past perfect(Cowan, 
2008).This may be problematic for ESL learners. There is research evidence showing that ESL 
learnersoftenmix up past verb tense–aspect forms and frequentlydo not know how and when to use 
them (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000). 

L2 learners are influenced by certain cognitive principles in their learning of verb tense–aspect 
forms.Previous studies of L2 tense–aspect acquisition have found that L2 learners at all levels of 
development more frequently use prototypical combinations of tense and aspect than non-
prototypical combinations (Li & Shirai, 2000). For instance, Tiittanen (2019) found that the ESL 
participants in his study used progressive verb forms primarily with activities.This has ramifications in 
terms of the influence of lexical aspect on verb tense–aspect forms(Bardovi-Harlig & Reynolds, 1995; 
Collins, 2004; Housen, 2002).Because of the lexical aspect, there are findings ‘that learners of English, 
irrespective of their L1, show a tendency to add the progressive –ing affix to verbs that semantically 
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entail an ongoing situation or something dynamic (e.g. play, swim, run) …’ (Dose-Heidelmayer &Gotz, 
2016, p. 232). 

There is also research evidence indicating that adverbials may play a role in the use of the English 
past tense by L2 learners. One such study investigated the use of L2 past tense morphology by young 
Chinese ESL learners. In this study, 14–19-year-old students, who had studied English longer than the 
younger students in the study, had a significantly higher level of correct past marking in sentences 
with adverbials than in sentences without adverbials (Yang & Huang, 2004). Yang and Huang (2004) 
interpreted these findings as suggesting that sentences with temporal adverbials often aid higher-level 
students in remembering to use past tense morphology.  

1.1. Research questions 

This study investigated the following research questions: 

a) In what contexts do native Mandarin ESL students with a high level of knowledge of the simple 
past use the present perfect, past perfect and past progressive? 

b) What reasons do such native Mandarin ESL students have for their use of such forms? 
c) What are the associations between use of the simple past, present perfect, past perfect and 

past progressive and empirically assessed knowledge of English grammar? 

2. Methods 

2.1. Participants 

As shown in Table 1, there were 21 participants (15 female and 6 male) who took part in this 
study.Most of these participants were in a lower-intermediate or intermediate level full-time ESL class 
in a programme funded by the Federal Canadian Government.Their proficiency levels were 
determined by an English proficiency level assessment agency, which used the Canadian Language 
Benchmarks(http://www.language.ca/home/).The participants had a high level of knowledge of the 
simple past tense as exhibited by their mean score on a fill-in-the-gaps task (M = 84.7%), which was 
designed to elicit the simple past (see next section for more information about this data elicitation 
device). In contrast to their knowledge of the simple past tense, they had an intermediate knowledge 
of English grammar overall as evidenced by their score on the grammar section of the Oxford 
Placement Test (M = 53.1%) (see next section for more information about this data elicitation device). 
The participants were mostly in their thirties (M = 35.7 years) at the time this data was collected and 
had only lived in an English-speaking country (almost always Canada) for an average of 1.61 years. 

Table 1. Participants 

Backgroundvariable Participantmean/frequency 

Gender 15 F,6 M = 21 participants 
Accuracy with simple past tense on fill-in-the-gaps task 84.7% (12.8%)M (SD) 
Grammar section of Oxford Placement Test (OPT) 53.1% (15.3%) 
Age 35.7 years (7.1 years) 
Age of arrival in an English-speaking country 34.2 years(7.2 years) 
Length of residence in an English-speaking country  1.61 years(1.81 years) 

2.2. Data collection and analysis 

2.2.1. Grammar section of the Oxford placement test 
This test was timed (50 minutes) according to the specifications of the test as described in Morell 

Moli (1999), which used the same version of the OPT used in this study to determine participant level 

http://www.language.ca/home/
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(see Appendix A). In the administration of the test, the participants were not allowed to use any exam 
aids, such as dictionaries. Each test item was marked as being either correct or incorrect. 

2.2.2. Fill-in-the-gaps task 
A fill-in-the-gaps task, in which participants supply the needed verb tense–aspect forms in blanks, is 

a common testing instrument in studies of knowledge of English past tense morphology(see Appendix 
B).This type of task has been used in studies targeting the English simple past tense (Collins, 2004) and 
the English present perfect (Uno, 2014).The task in this study was an untimed activity and no exam 
aids were allowed.For this task (please see the appendix for the complete activity), the participants 
were required to write the correct forms of verbs on a narrative about fictional past events.The first 
two paragraphs of the task are as shown below: 

 ‘I really 1. ___like___ (like) traveling. My friends often 2. __________ (ask) me why I enjoy traveling 
so much. I usually 3. __________ (tell) them that I 4. __________(believe) that traveling to other 
countries is a good experience. I have visitedmany countries, but until last year I 5. __________ never 
__________ (be) to England. I 6. __________ (know) people in England who often ask me to visit them 
there. 

Last year my brother was working in England, and he 7. __________ (tell) me he missed me very 
much. I 8. __________ (decide) to go there to visit him during my winter holidays. My brother often 
writes to me but I 9. __________ not __________ (see) him for several years. This way I could see my 
brother and also see England.’ 

Altogether, there were 43 items on the fill-in-the-gaps task which required the participants to fill in 
the correct form, most of which required a simple past tense, as this task was originally used in 
another study which investigated the use of the simple past tense. For the original study, the target 
items were for the use of the simple past tense. This testing instrument was trialled on a class of ESL 
participants, and it had a Cronbach’salpha reliability test of 0.788 for the simple past tense items.This 
arguably confirmed the reliability of the contexts in this task for the obligatory use of the simple past 
tense. This is relevant as other past tense–aspect forms were often oversupplied in contexts for the 
use of the simple past tense by the participants in this study. 

For this study, the correct suppliance of the present perfect and past perfect on this task was 
investigated.Item 5, aforementioned, required the use of the past perfect, based on the validation of 
the task by native speakers of Canadian English.These native speakers were not able to unanimously 
agree as to which answer was correct for item 9. They chose either the past perfect or the present 
perfect for this item. Thus, item 9 was not investigated in terms of a ‘correct answer’.In addition, the 
oversupplied uses of the present perfect, past perfect and past progressive were investigated as well. 
Forms which resembled the present/past perfect (e.g. – have went/had standed) were also 
investigated. 

2.2.3. Verbal protocols 
Verbal protocols have been used earlier as a research instrument in an attempt to elicit the 

metalinguistic processes of second language learners. Roehr (2004) used this technique in a study of 
the metalinguistic knowledge of foreign language students of German. Duff and Li (2002) used verbal 
protocols with English speakers studying Mandarin. 

Immediately after the participants finished the fill-in-the-gaps task, the participants were asked to 
do a stimulated recall in their native language in order not to have their verbalisations constrained by 
their English level (although they were permitted to use English as well if they wished). 

In addition, to facilitate participant comprehension of the task requirements, the researcher also 
gave the participants an example of a stimulated recall. The researcher sat behind the participants as 
they were engaged in this task. If the participants fell silent for more than a few moments, they were 
reminded to ‘please keep talking’. 
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Afterwards, the participants’ verbalisations related to the reasons for their choices for the target 
forms were translated from Mandarin into English by a native speaker of Mandarin, who has a 
university degree from an Anglophone university and who has a professional job in an English-
speaking part of Canada. 

A qualitative analysis of the participants’ verbalisations was carried out to determine what kind of 
thoughts the participants appeared to have had while they supplied/oversupplied the present perfect, 
past perfect or past progressive (or present/past perfect-like forms).Coding categories were then 
devised for all relevant verbalisations about present/past perfect and past progressive forms (and 
present/past perfect-like forms). 

3. Results 

3.1. Fill-in-the-gaps task 

As shown in Table 2, 7 of the 21 participants correctly used the past perfect in item 5 of the fill-in-
the-gaps task.Ten of the participants incorrectly used the present perfect and 3 participants used a 
present perfect-like construction. The seven participants who used the past perfect correctly on this 
item had a mean Oxford Placement Grammar test of 65.9%, while the other 14 candidates who had 
the wrong answer had a mean score of 46.71% on this grammar proficiency assessment. This 
difference was statistically significant at the p<0.05 level. 

Table 2. Differences of OPT scores between groups for correct and incorrect answers on item 5 

Correct answer group 
M (SD) 
n = 7 

Incorrect answer group 
M (SD) 
n = 14 

Statistical significance of difference  

65.9% (12.72%) 46.71% (11.49%) p = 0.0139 
sig *p<0.05 
Z = −2.46 
effect size r = −0.55 
(Mann–Whitney) 

 
Item 9was commonly completed with either the present perfect or the past perfect. Sixteen of the 

21 participants correctly provided either the present perfect or the past perfect.One participant used 
a present perfect-like form (i.e. have saw) and the otherfour participants did not use either a 
present/past perfect or a present-perfect like form.As shown in Table 3, the group of 16 participants 
who answered item 9 with a present/past perfect form had a mean Oxford Placement Grammar Test 
score of 57.06%, while the group of 5 participants who did not use a present/past perfect form for this 
item had a mean OPT grammar score of 40.44%. This difference was statistically significant at the 
p<0.05 level. 

Table 3. Differences of OPT scores between groups for correct and incorrect answers on item 9 

Perfect verb formanswer group 
M (SD) 
n = 16 

Non-perfect verb formanswer group 
M (SD) 
n = 5 

Statistical significance of difference 

57.06% (14.84%) 
 

40.44% (4.94%) p = 0.0117 
sig *p< 0.05 
Z = 2.52 
effect size r = −0.56 
(Mann-Whitney) 
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Differences of OPT Scores between groups for present/past perfect verb form and non-perfect verb 
form answers on item 9. 

Thirteen out of the 21 participants oversupplied the present perfect, past perfect (or a perfect-like 
form) or past progressive on the fill-in-the-gaps task on the other itemsat least once on this task.Three 
of the top eight ranked participants oversupplied the past progressive, all in obligatory contexts for 
the use of the simple past tense. The eighth-ranked participant overused the past progressive seven 
times alone. Altogether there were ten tokens of an oversupplied past progressive form on this task. 
In terms of lexical aspect, seven of these ten tokens were activities, which is consistent with previous 
research that indicates that L2 learners are more likely to use progressive forms with activities than 
with other lexical aspects (Lee 2001; Tiittanen 2015). 

There were 11 tokens of oversupplied present perfect forms and six tokens of oversupplied present 
perfect-like constructions (e.g. – have forgot) on this task, aside from those for item 5.The item with 
the most oversuppliances of the present perfect or a present perfect-like form was item 43 (i.e. 
______ never _______(forget), the correct answer for which was ‘will never forget’). This item had 
nine of the 17 oversupplied present perfect/present perfect-like forms. All of the other items only had 
one or two oversuppliance tokens. 

There were seven tokens of oversupplied past perfect forms and four tokens of oversupplied past 
perfect-like constructions (e.g. – had forgot) on this task. Out of these 11 oversupplied forms, six were 
produced by the participant with the highest score (i.e. 79.6%) on the Oxford Placement Grammar 
Test. Altogether ten items were used with oversupplied forms. Eight of these ten items required the 
use of the simple past tense. 

3.2. Verbal protocols 

As shown in Table 4, 19 of the participants offered explanations in the think-aloud protocols for 
their use of a perfect form for item 5. Fourteen of these 19 participants mentioned the presence of an 
adverbial in the immediate environment of item 5 (i.e.‘I have visited many countries, but until last 
year I 5. _______ never ________ (be) to England.’). The adverbials mentioned were ‘never’ and ‘last 
year’, almost always mentioned together with ‘until’.‘Until last year’ (or some minor variation thereof) 
was mentioned as the most common reason for both the correct use of the past perfect as well as the 
incorrect use of the present perfect for this item. For example, the participant with the fourth-highest 
score on the OPT grammar test gave this reason for her choice of the past perfect: ‘I chose to use “had 
never been” uh because of the words “until last year”.’  

There was one difference between some of the participants who used the past perfect and those 
who incorrectly used the present perfect. Only members of the former group made mention of some 
kind of sequence of events in the past necessitating the use of the past perfect. The participant with 
the second-highest score on the OPT grammar test gave a particularly elaborate explanation of this 
kind. She said: 

 

something happened uh in the past and they have certain points. That means 

that last year is one point that happened in the last and then is a statement about 

something before that happened before. This has something about last year, so I 

used uh perfect tense, the past perfect tense. ‘I had never been to England’. 

 

Only members of the group who incorrectly used the present perfect for item 5 mentioned the time 
adverb ‘never’ as a reason for their incorrect choice. For instance, the participant with the fifth-
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highest score on the OPT said: ‘I chose the present perfect tense because the word ‘never’ was used in 
this sentence. ‘Never’ is used with the present perfect tense.’ 

Table 4. Reasons for the use of a perfect form on item 5 

Form used Reasons given Frequency of explanationsby 
different participants 

Correct use of 
the past perfect 

until last year (adverbial) 4 

relationship between past events 3 

Incorrect use of 
the present 
perfect 

(until/before) last year (adverbial) 7 

never (adverbial) 3 

It’s present perfect 1 

Present perfect used in previous sentence 1 

 Total number of verbalisations 19 

 
In order to analyse the possible role of adverbials further in the participants’ reasoning on item 5, 

the verbalisations were categorised as being either ‘adverbial’ in nature or ‘something else’. A one-
sample chi-square goodness of fit calculation was carried out on this binary categorisation.The chi-
square test result was 3.36 (df = 1, p = 0.067 ns). Although the 0.05 threshold for statistical 
significance was not met, the difference between the speakers’ use of adverbials and other reasons 
did approach statistical significance. 

As shown in Table 5, out of the 17 participants who supplied the present perfect or the past perfect 
tense (including one who used a present perfect-like form) on item 9, 13 participants gave an 
adverbial as their reason for their choice. The sentential context for item 9 was: ‘my brother often 
writes to me but I 9. _______ not _______ (see) him for several years’.Eleven of these 13 participants 
listed the presence of the adverbial phrase, ‘for several years’ or some slight variant of this phrase, as 
the reason for their choice for the verb form. For example, the participant with the third-highest score 
on the OPT grammar test gave this reason for her choice: ‘because of “several years”, I chose the 
present perfect tense’. 

Table 5.Reasons for the use of the present/past perfect on item # 9 

Reasons given Frequency of explanations by different participants 

(For) several/a few/many years (adverbial) 11 
For a long time (adverbial) 1 
Until last year (adverbial) 1 
For 1 
Verb in previous clause in simple present tense 1 
No explanation given 2 
Total verbalisations 17 

 
The possible role of adverbials in reasoning for item 9 was analysed further by grouping the 

verbalisations in Table 4 into a binary categorical distinction – ‘adverbial’ or ‘something else’. A one-
sample chi-square test was then calculated on this binary classification. The chi-square goodness of fit 
test was statistically significant at the *p<0.05 level, indicating that more adverbial reasons were given 
than all of the other explanations grouped together. The chi-square value was 4.765 (df = 1;  
p = 0.029). 

Table 6 shows the reasons given for the oversuppliance of the past progressive on the fill-in-the-
gaps task.The most frequent verbalisation made on the verbal protocols made was something to the 
effect that action expressed continued over a long period. This was expressed via different 
expressions, such as ‘the action taking quite a while,’‘not just uh short time’ etc. For example, the 
participant with the second rank on the OPT grammar test made the following statement with respect 
to item 23, given in context below, on the fill-in-gap test:‘Before my flight, I had to find something to 
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do, so I 23. ____________ (watch) TV in a bar at the airport.’ This participant said (in English): ‘if I 
using past tense, I think should be find, but it’s more like the action taking quite a while.’ 

Table 6. Reasons for oversuppliance of past progressive on items 23, 24, 27, 38, 39 and 42 

Reasons given Frequency of explanations 
by participants 

Long period 3 
Expressed confusion between simple past and the past continuous 1 
Activity continuing in the past 1 
Usually in the continuous form; everything in the paragraph is in the past 1 
Total verbalisations 6 

 
As shown in Table 7, unlike the participants’ verbal protocol explanations for their choice of perfect 

forms for items 5 and 9, for which there was some consistency in their explanations, there were a lot 
of different reasons offered for their oversuppliance of the present perfect. In Table 8, the most 
common reasons for these oversuppliances involved something to do either with the past tense or a 
past action (4 out of 7 items). 

Table 7. Reasons for the oversuppliance of the present perfect and present perfect-like constructions  
on items 12, 16, 20 and 26 

Reasons given Frequency of explanations by 
participants 

Chose past tense (apparent mix-up between present perfect and past time) 2 

subjunctive 2 

A past tense in the main sentence 1 

Happened before another action – past perfect(apparent mix-up between 
past perfect and present perfect) 

1 

It was assumed. 1 

Total verbalisations 7 

 
As shown in Table 8, as with the oversuppliance of the present perfect and present perfect-like 

forms, there were a variety of reasons for the oversuppliance of the past perfect (or past perfect-like 
forms). Nevertheless, there were some commonalities in their reasons. Out of the 7 explanations for 
the 7 oversupplied past perfect forms, 5 of the participants’ verbalisations either implicitly (i.e. 
happened before another event) or explicitly referred to the past. 

Table 8. Reasons for the oversuppliance of the past perfect and past perfect-like constructions  
on items 18, 30, 34, 35, 36 and 37 

Reasons given Frequency of explanations by 
participants 

Happened before another event/(‘before’ is present)implicit/explicit 
reference to past 

2 

Neighbouringsentence has a past tenseimplicit/explicit reference to past 2 
Past of some timeimplicit/explicit reference to past 1 
Subjunctive 1 
I’m not sure 1 
Total verbalisations 7 

 
In order to further analyse the possible role of an implicit/explicit reference to the past versus all 

other reasons given for the oversuppliance of the past perfect (and past perfect-like constructions), 
the data in Table 8 were classified as being either an ‘implicit/explicit reference to the past’ or 
‘something else’. A one-sample goodness of fit chi-square test produced statistically non-significant 
results with a chi-square value of 1.286 (df = 1; p = 0.257). 
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In order to determine whether there were any correlations between the participants’ overall 
grammatical knowledge, as evinced by their performance on the OPT grammar test, and their use of 
the past perfect, past perfect and past progressive, Spearman’s Rho was calculated. This calculation 
was conducted on their correct use of the past perfect on item 5 on the fill-in-the-gaps task, the only 
item for which only the past perfect was possible as a correct answer. In addition, the participants’ 
oversuppliance of the past perfect, present perfect and past progressive was correlated with their OPT 
grammar scores as well. 

As shown in Table 9, there was a statistically significant positive correlation between the 
participants’ OPT grammar score and correct use of the past perfect on item 5. The participants who 
used the past perfect correctly on this item tended to have higher scores on the OPT than those who 
did not use the past perfect correctly.However, there was no significant correlation between the 
participants’ OPT grammar score and their oversuppliance of the past perfect on items 18, 30, 34, 35, 
36 and 37.The oversuppliance of the present perfect on items 12, 16, 29, 26 and 31 were not 
significantly correlated with the participants’ score on the OPT grammar test.The participants who 
oversupplied the past progressive on items 23, 24, 27, 38, 39 and 42 tended to have higher scores on 
their OPT scores. There was a statistically significant positive correlation between OPT score and 
oversuppliance of the past progressive on these items. 

Table 9. Correlation between OPT grammar score + use of the past perfect, present perfect  
and past progressive 

Correct use of past 
perfect 
(item 5) 

Oversuppliance of past 
perfect 
(items 18, 30, 34, 35, 36, 
37) 

Oversuppliance of 
present perfect 
(items 12, 16, 20, 26, 31) 

Oversuppliance of past 
progressive 
(items 23, 24, 27, 38, 
39, 42)  

R = 0.56049 
p= 0.00822 
sig at **p<0.01 
(Spearman’s Rho) 

R = 0.12846 
p = 0.57895 
n.s. 
(Spearman’s Rho) 

R = 0.08655 
p = 0.70911 
n.s. 
(Spearman’s Rho) 

R = 0.47915 
p = 0.02797 
sig at *p<0.05 
(Spearman’s Rho) 

 
In summary, the participants sometimes correctly supplied the past perfect,the one item on the fill-

in-the-gap in which it was obligatory. The participants who had a higher score on their OPT grammar 
test were particularly likely to correctly use the past perfect correctly.The participants also frequently 
overused the present perfect and past perfect.The past progressive was oversupplied by three 
participants in obligatory contexts for the simple past tense. These participants tended to have higher 
scores on their OPT grammar test.Most of the oversuppliances of the past progressive were activities 
in terms of their lexical aspect.All three of these verb tense–aspect forms were usually oversupplied in 
contexts requiring the use of the simple past tense. 

The verbal protocols revealed that the participants most frequently used the presence of an 
adverbial in the sentential context of item 9 as their primary reason for their use of the present 
perfect or past perfect.Their reasons for the use of a perfect form on item 5 also often had to do with 
the presence of adverbials, although it must be noted that this did not quite reach statistical 
significance. There was a great deal of variation in the participants’ reasons for their oversuppliances 
of the present perfect, past progressive and past perfect.  

4. Discussion 

The results may have been influenced by developmental factors common to ESL learners, but there 
could also have been some L1 influence from Mandarin.The results appear to support the notion that 
the past progressive, present perfect and the past perfect emerge primarily amongst learners with a 
higher level of grammatical proficiency, as measured by the Oxford Grammar Placement Test. This is 
somewhat consistent with previous research (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000), which revealed that certain past 
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tense–aspect forms appear to be necessary for the appearance of other past tense–aspect forms. 
These results, although exploratory, may also lend support to the notion that the overall higher 
grammatical proficiency is a helpful precondition for some use of the past progressive, present perfect 
and past perfect. 

One of the most striking aspects of this research was the apparent influence of the adverbials in the 
participants’ choice of present perfect and past perfect forms.This apparent result is similar to what 
Uno (2014) found. In Uno’s study, the participants were required to write in verb tense–aspect forms 
on a fill-in-the-gaps task. Uno’s results indicated that the participants used the present perfect more 
frequently in contexts with a durative adverb than in contexts without a durative adverb. 

The results of this study are also reminiscent of Yang and Huang’s (2004) research. As noted earlier, 
Yang and Huang postulated that the higher-level participants in their study used the adverbials as a 
reminder to use the simple past tense in their writing.Yang and Huang asserted that this demonstrates 
L1 influence due to the greater importance of adverbials in Chinese in past temporal expression 
compared to English. Mandarin does not have any verb tense morphology (Smith & Erbaugh, 2005). 
Aspect and tense are expressed, amongst other factors, via adverbs and aspect markers (Smith & 
Erbaugh, 2005; Tiee & Lance, 1986). 

However, the adverbials in this study may possibly also have influenced the participants’ choice of 
verb tense–aspect morphology because of their developmental level.As Bardovi-Harlig and Reynolds’ 
(1995) research reveals, some learners appear to equate adverbs of frequency as establishing the 
context for the use of the simple present tense, regardless of other contextual clues. The learners in 
this study most frequently used the presence of the adverbials phrases ‘until last year’ and ‘for several 
years’ as their rationale for the choice of a perfect form. In addition, the presence of the time adverb 
‘never’ was given as a reason for their oversuppliance of the present perfect.The participants may 
possibly have established a strong connection between these adverbials and the use of a perfect 
form.The oversuppliance of the present perfect, past perfect and past progressive by the learners in 
sentential contexts requiring the simple past tense,should not be regarded as being surprising.L2 
learners sometimes oversupply grammatical forms in contexts which are not licensed by native 
speakers (Seog, 2015). The oversuppliance of verb forms, in particular, in inappropriate contexts has 
been found to be a common phenomenon amongst adult second language learners in that form tends 
to precede function (Perdue, 1993, Vol. II). More specifically, these results are consistent with 
previous research revealing that ESL participants are confused between semantically similar past tense 
morphology (Bardovi-Harlig, 1997). The fact that the participants sometimes mixed up the past 
perfect, past perfect and past progressive is also consistent with the notion of linguistic complexity 
(Bulte & Housen, 2012; Pallotti, 2015). The participants may have been confused by competing verb 
tense–aspect forms for past time reference. 

Some of the participants appeared to show some confusionbetween the present perfect and past 
perfect.The proficiency level of the participants appeared to have played a role in understanding the 
difference between the present perfect and past perfect. On item 5, which required the past perfect, 
the participants who correctly supplied the past perfect had a higher overall level of grammatical 
proficiency than those participants who mostly incorrectly supplied the present perfect for this item.In 
addition, only participants who correctly used the past perfect on item 5 made mention of a sequence 
of past events as their reason for their choice of the past perfect.In contrast to the participants who 
correctly used the past perfect on item 5, the participants who incorrectly supplied the present 
perfect on item 5 never made mention of a sequence of actions in the past. This difference in 
verbalisations may possibly suggest that those participants who got the right answer had at least some 
notion of the past perfect as a relative past tense. It is possible that many of the participants who 
incorrectly supplied the present perfect for this item did not have awareness of this temporal relation 
for at least this item.Thus, one interpretation of the higher participants’ verbalisations of their correct 
choice of the past perfect is that they may possibly have had some understanding of the role of time 
reference in the use of the past perfect.In the use of the past perfect, there is a later past reference 
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point for the event marked with the past perfect.Another factor in the confusion in use between the 
present perfect and past perfect may simply be the fact that they look very similar (Bardovi-Harlig, 
2000). The past perfect uses ‘had’ as the auxiliary, while the present perfect uses ‘have/has’. 

The participants’ verbalisations related to their use of the present perfect (i.e.‘never’, ‘for several 
years’) may possibly show some implicit understanding that the present perfect is used in situations in 
which the prior past action has a present reference point. That is, an event which has never taken 
place refers to a relationship between the past and present time. Similarly, an action which has gone 
on for several years continues until the present time. 

The confusion between the present perfect, past perfect and the simple past may possibly be 
partially the result of the participants not always, at least implicitly, understanding the time reference 
point of these different aspect-tense forms within the linguistic contexts of the fill-in-the-gaps task. 
Many of the participants may frequently have been driven by a more surface analysis of the linguistic 
context, i.e.the presence of an adverbial within the sentential context of the item rather than a deeper 
understanding of the differences between these verb forms.This may have been influenced by the 
developmental level of the participants as research indicates that the use of adverbials precedes the 
accurate use of tense–aspect morphology (Perdue, 1993, Vo. II). As such, as suggested by the work of 
Yang and Huang (2004), time adverbials may serve to ‘bootstrap’ learners in their acquisition of tense–
aspect morphology.However, time adverbials may also serve as incorrect cues for some learners. 

 Although the participants often failed to correctly understand the differences between the present 
perfect, past perfect and simple past, their suppliance of the present perfect and past perfect on the 
fill-in-the-gaps task could possibly show that they had mostly acquired the central meaning of the 
perfect tenses, namely that of pastness (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999).Learners may possibly 
learn the central meanings of tense–aspect forms before the more nuanced meanings, similar to how 
lexical aspect influences learners to learn the most prototypical uses of verb tense–aspect forms 
before non-prototypical uses (Li & Shirai, 2000). 

The oversuppliance of the past progressive in this study is consistent with previous research on the 
use of this verb tense by ESL learners, which shows that some learners are more likely to oversupply 
the form than others (Dose-Heidelmayer & Goetz, 2016). In the study at hand, one participant 
supplied the great majority of the incorrect uses of the past progressive. In addition, the verbalisations 
for the oversuppliance of the past progressive could possibly support the notion that the participants 
were guided by a prototypical use of the progressive – that is the use of the progressive for verbs 
which are activities in terms of their lexical aspect.This finding is consistent with previous studies 
which show that L2 learners are strongly influenced by prototypical uses of tense–aspect morphology 
(Salaberry, 2011). 

Moreover, the fact that all of the oversuppliances were in the contexts of the simple past tense is 
consistent with the interpretation that these participants could not distinguish the use of the simple 
past tense from the past progressive, at least within these items. In fact, one participant said exactly 
this within one of her verbalisations, explaining (in English) her confusion between the past 
progressive and the simple past: 

 

‘At the coffee shop, I uh, I was studying my university textbook.’ Atthis point  

I, I feel little confused because I thinking past tense or past continuing tense. Mm  

at the Coffee Time, I can say ‘I studied my university textbook’ but the problem  

is uh the text is maybe a lot. If I say ‘I studied’, it feels like I finished the whole  

book or it feels like uh uh I really uh stayed a long time there and the main purpose  

is for studying the textbook. 
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The oversuppliance of the past progressive may also have exhibited some L1 influence in that the 
Mandarin imperfective marker, zhe, serves mainly as a marker of durativeness (Xiao & McEnery, 
2004). Comments about the long duration of an action were the most common type of explanation 
given for its use. This interpretation is in keeping with adult L2 studies which have shown L1 influence 
in the use of L2 grammatical aspect (Duff & Li, 2002; Kellerman, 1995). 

5. Conclusion 

This study reveals that Mandarin-speaking ESL students, with a high knowledge of the simple past 
tense and of an overall intermediate grammatical level of knowledge, had some ability tocorrectly use 
the past perfect.This was particularly true of the participants with higher overall levels of grammatical 
knowledge. These participants sometimes used adverbials as their reason for their correct choice of 
the past perfect.It is possible that the presence of adverbials within the sentential context was a 
common reason for their oversuppliance of the past perfect and present perfect as well.It is also 
possible that the past progressive may have been oversupplied due to its lexical aspect (i.e. 
activities).The perceived long duration of the action expressed within sentences with the past 
progressive could possibly have played a role in the results.In addition, many of the participants mixed 
up the past perfect with the present perfect and the simple past tense. A few of the participants also 
mixed up the past progressive with the simple past. 

Nevertheless, it must be borne in mind that this is only an exploratory study. The fill-in-the-gaps 
task was created to induce the use of the simple past tense. There was only onecontext for the 
obligatory use of the past perfect, and none for the present perfect or past progressive. In addition, 
the size of the participant group (i.e. 21) was extremely small and the group had a somewhat 
heterogeneous level of overall grammatical knowledge. Thus, these findings must be regarded as 
being extremely tentative. Hopefully, further research with a larger participant group may be 
conducted with a data elicitation task that targets the present perfect, past perfect and past 
progressive. 

6. Recommendations 

Regardless of the exploratory nature of this study, these results may have some relevance for 
ESL/EFL teachers, particularly those with Mandarin-speaking learners in their classroom at an 
intermediate level of grammatical knowledge who have a good understanding of the simple past 
tense. ESL/EFL teachers may find it useful to point out to their students that the present perfect and 
past perfect are frequently used in sentential contexts with adverbials, such as ‘never’, ‘for a long 
time’ etc.However, they should make it clear that such adverbials are not a sufficient reason for the 
choice of either the present perfect or the past perfect.In addition, ESL/EFL teachers may find it useful 
to point out the differences in use between the past perfect and the present perfect as well as the 
simple past.ESL/EFL teachers may also find it useful to help students to recognise the differences in 
use between the past progressive and the simple past. Using activities (in terms of the lexical 
aspect)as examples of this form may perhaps help some learners develop some understanding of the 
prototypical use of thepast progressive. However, when learners are developmentally ready, it may be 
helpful to use examples with the past progressive which are not activities, and which do not persist for 
a longer duration, and to point this out to their students in a manner comprehensible to them. 
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Appendix A.OPT grammar test (babelfish.hu/wp-content/uploads/2008/04/grammar.rtf) 
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Appendix B. Fill-in-the-gaps task 
 

Please fill in the correct forms of the verbs in the blanks below: 

I really 1. ___like___ (like) traveling. My friends often 2. __________ (ask) me why I enjoy traveling 
so much. I usually 3. __________ (tell) them that I 4. __________(believe) that traveling to other 
countries is a good experience. I have visitedmany countries, but until last year I 5. __________ never 
__________ (be) to England. I 6. __________ (know) people in England who often ask me to visit them 
there. 

Last year my brother was working in England, and he 7. __________ (tell) me he missed me very 
much. I 8. __________ (decide) to go there to visit him during my winter holidays. My brother often 
writes to me but I 9.__________ not __________ (see) him for several years. This way I could see my 
brother and also see England. 

My brother was in London at that time, so I 10. __________ (call) the travel agency where my 
friend worked to buy a ticket to London on the date I preferred (July 2). The travel agency did not have 
any more flights to London on July 2, so I went to look on the internet. On the internet I could not find 
any more flights on that date, but I 11. __________ (continue) looking for some time. I still couldn’t 
find any flights with available seats on that date, so I 12. __________ (choose) a flight on July 3 
instead. I 13. __________ (see) that Air Canada offered the best price. Because Air Canada offered the 
best price, I purchased a ticket with them. However, I was a little worried because I 14. __________ 
(need) to pay with my credit card and I am generally worried about the security of my credit card 
number. But I 15. __________ (buy) a ticket on this flight because I 16. __________ (know) I could not 
afford anything more expensive. 

On the day of the flight, my friend 17. __________ (drive) me to the airport. I 18. __________ (get) 
to the airport early. The first thing I did at the airport was I went to the Air Canada desk. At the Air 
Canada desk, the Air Canada employee 19. __________ (ask) to see my electronic ticket. 
Unfortunately, I had lostmy ticket. I was really worried that I would 20. __________ (miss) my flight. 
However, I was worried for nothing. I 21. __________ (show) the Air Canada employee my passport. 
Then he 22. __________ (give) me another ticket. 

Before my flight, I had to find something to do, so I 23. __________ (watch) TV in a bar at the 
airport. I also 24. __________ (play) some video games and 25. __________ (write) in my diary. I was 
also a little bit hungry, so I 26. __________ (eat) in a coffee shop. At the coffee shop, I 27. __________ 
(study) my university textbook. An hour and a half before my flight, I 28. __________ (walk) to the 
security gate. At the security gate, I 29. __________(stand) in line for a long time. When it was finally 
my turn, I handed the security guard my ticket. He examined it very carefully. I 30. __________(feel) 
nervous because I didn’t know why he was looking at it like that. Finally, he said in a loud voice, ‘The 
date for this ticket 31. __________ (be) wrong!’ He 32. __________ (look) angry. I 33. __________ 
(start) to talk, but before I could finish my sentence, he 34. __________ (stop) me at once by saying‘Oh, 
I’m sorry! I made a mistake! I 35. __________ (think) it was Saturday.’ I was really angry! I was going to 
make a complaint about him, but I didn’t because I just 36. __________ (want) to go to the gate that 
my flight was leaving from. So, after goingthrough the security gate, I just 37. __________ (find) the 
gate that my flight was leaving from. While I was waiting there, I talked to one of the other passengers 
waiting there. He was from France, so I 38. __________ (speak) French with him to practice my French. 

The flight was mostly OK, but as the first movie was ending, the plane began to shake up and down, 
and one of the passenger’s bags 39. __________ (fall) down. All this caused me 40. __________ (feel) 
scared. 

When the flight finally 41. __________ (arrive) in London, I was so happy. I can’t honestly say that I 
42. __________ (enjoy) this flight. When the plane was finally on the ground, I said to myself ‘I 43. 
__________ never __________ (forget) this trip!’ 


