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Abstract 

The current study aims to investigate the influence of interlingual and intralingual 

interference as sources of the errors of past and perfect tenses. The former refers to the errors 

generated by the negative effect of EFL learners' mother tongue as they try to bridge certain 

linguistic gabs. The latter, however, is pertaining to the errors produced by the target 

language itself as learners progressed in the learning process and face difficulties to employ 

the large amount of knowledge they have just acquired. The participants chosen are EFL 

Saudi Undergraduates whose academic specialisation is English. The result of the study 

showed that there was statistically significant difference between intralingual interference 

strategy and first language negative transfer as sources of errors of the past and present 

perfect tenses. This result revealed that the participants have reached a linguistic stage where 

the diverse rules of the target language itself create confusion for learners. The intralingual 

interference led the participants to making errors in the simple past, the past progressive, and 

the past perfect far more than when using L1 negative transfer strategy. While the first 

language negative transfer led the participants to committing errors in the present perfect 

progressive tense more so than when using the intralingual interference strategy. This result 

simply indicated that the difference in timeframe between Arabic and English led to 

significant number of errors which the students often transfer from their native language. 

Keywords: L1 transfer, Interalingual interference, Tenses, Errors, Strategy 
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1. Introduction 

Several researchers have studied the errors made by language learners, due to the interlingual 

and intralingual interference of second language (SL) acquisition. This paper focused on two 

strategies as sources of common errors related to the use of past and present perfect tenses in 

English, specifically, first language (L1) transfer, and intralingual interference. Both 

interlingual and intralingual interference form very important aspects in second language (SL) 

research, particularly in the error analysis (EA) field. Interlingual interference concerns the 

errors resulting from the native language structure for second language learners (L2). 

Intralingual interference refers to the errors learners make due to their knowledge of the 

target, or second language (Corder, 1967; Gass, 1979; Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991; 

Selinker & Gass, 2008). Four verb tenses were examined in this research, namely simple past, 

past continuous, past perfect, and present perfect progressive. 

This study also detected the most frequent errors made with verb tenses related to the past 

and present perfect tenses due to L1 interference, and intralingual interference. Since L1 

transfer and intralingual interference strategies stem from linguistic immaturity. It results in 

several types of errors, such as covert errors, which appear to be correct at the superficial 

level of a sentence, but they could be inappropriate or hard to understand within the overall 

context of communication. The other types of errors are referred to as overt errors, which are 

easy to recognise since they appear at the superficial sentence level. This is done through 

omission or addition of linguistic items, misordering by replacing one or more morphemes to 

another, or by changing the structure, which may lead to misformation errors (Corder, 1971; 

Dulay et al., 1982; Brown, 2000; Ellis, 1994). This study reviewed previous studies and 

research related to errors of past and present perfect tenses in English made by Arabic 

learners of English as a foreign language (EFL). In addition, this study examined the 

importance of error analysis (EA), including its definition and value, since EA is beneficial to 

L2 learners, researchers, and teachers (López 2009; Latto, 1983). The current study focused 

on the errors of the past and present perfect tenses produced by EFL Saudi Undergraduates 

using the L1 transfer and intralingual interference strategies. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Definition of Errors 

Due to the nature of this study as it concentrates on errors, a salient definition of errors should 

be produced. Errors produced by L2 learners have been defined by a number of L2 

researchers. For example, Ellis defined errors as ‗the deviation from the norms of the target 

language‘ (1994, p. 51). As a result, errors form an inconsistency with the norms of the 

language being learned and are regarded as a violation of the target language‘s norms. For 

example, omitting the past morphemes‘ such as ‗ed‘ is regarded to be a violation of the 

regular past rule in English. This definition is underpinned by Tenfjord et al. (2006), who 

suggested that errors could be considered as ‗language usage deviating in definable ways 

from the way native speakers use the target language‘ (p. 102). When the L2 deviates from 

native speakers‘ usage, this production or utterance of language would be incorrect. Lee 

(2005) has defined a native speaker as a ‗competent language user‘ (p. 10). Whilst Cook 
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(1999) went further and suggested that people‘s first acquired language makes them a native 

speaker; other characteristics are incidental to describing how people use language. Hence, 

people who did not learn a particular language during their early childhood are not considered 

to be native speakers of that language.  

Therefore, when language practice contradicts native speakers‘ standard usage, it is regarded 

as an error. Errors also occur as the by-product of L2 learners‘ attempts to express their 

spoken or written discourse with an insufficient understanding of the target language‘s system 

(Corder, 1981; Abdulsata, 2000). Correspondingly, Jabeen et al. (2015) defined errors as the 

result of deficient learning or linguistic inadequacy of the learners, and errors consist of 

mistakes that cannot be self-corrected. Moreover, Selinker and Gass (2008) stated that errors 

could be defined as ‗red flags‘, which expose weak linguistic areas for L2 learners. Thus, 

errors deviate from the rules of the target language, and learners are unaware of the errors. 

2.2 Types of Errors 

First of all, L2 researchers make distinction between local and global errors and other 

researchers have divided errors into two types: overt and covert. With regard to local and 

global errors, Touchie (1986), quoting from Burt and Kiparsky (1974), argued that there was 

a distinction between these two types of errors. The former referred to the errors that do not 

retard understanding the meaning of utterances or effective communication. While global 

errors are considered to be more serious because these errors interfere with understanding, 

and they may hinder communication. Local errors involve noun, verb inflections, and the use 

of articles. Global errors, for example, consistently involve incorrect word order in a 

sentence.  

On the other hand, concerning the overt and covert errors, Ellis (1994) stated that overt errors 

are easy to identify because they occur at the superficial level of the sentence: for example, 

*he runned quickly. According to Delay et al. (1982) overt errors are divided into four 

categories: omission, addition, misordering, and misformation. First, errors related to 

omission are characterized by the absence of linguistic items that should exist, such as *my 

friend arrives yesterday. Here, the morpheme ‗-ed‘ was omitted (morpheme could be a small 

grammatical unit, such as ‗ed‘ for the past and it could be a full word as verb or noun). 

Second, addition errors refer to adding a linguistic item that should not be in the utterance for 

instance, he is goes to school every day (addition of the morpheme ‗-is‘). These errors occur 

often at later stages of foreign language learning when L2 learners know more rules of the 

target language: Third, misformation errors are characterized by the change of structure or 

morpheme such as *he were a good student (were instead of was). Fourth, misordering errors 

occur with the wrong placement of one or a set of morphemes; for example, *she is all the 

time playing (Aboud, 2009). However, covert errors are well-formed at the superficial level 

of the sentence, but they do not mean what the learner intended to say, for example *he 

worked in this firm for three months so far (the simple past instead of the present perfect 

progressive). Covert errors tend to sound inappropriate in context, and they could be difficult 

to understand. Further, if the error does not contain an omission, addition, misformation, or 

misordering aspects, it should be defined as a covert error (Corder, 1971; Delay et al.1982; 
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Ellis, 1994; Brown, 2000). This study focuses on covert and overt errors since they appear to 

be more appropriate for classifying tense errors. 

2.3 Error Analysis Theory 

The current paper concerns Error analysis (EA) of the past and present perfect tenses, so EA 

theory should be introduced including its definition and value. EA began to appear widely in 

linguistic study after the term was coined by the applied linguist Corder (1967), who is 

considered the father of error analysis. Errors made by L2 learners are inevitable, and these 

errors are significant features for L2 learners, not only researchers; because without 

committing errors, linguistic development cannot occur. EA comprises the linguistic analysis 

used in this research, which describes the typical errors that L2 learners commit. (Corder, 

1967; Lennon, 2008). Indeed, López (2009) asserted that EA is crucial within SLA since it 

examines and observes the actual output (output concerns L2 learners‘ linguistic production) 

of L2 learners, which gives SL researchers the opportunity to describe how the language 

learning process develops, and teachers can identify L2 learners‘ errors to remediate them. In 

this sense, EA enriches L2 learners, teachers, and researchers (Shanks, 2005). 

Thus, EA benefits L2 teachers, researchers, and learners, by offering the errors as evidence 

for the mechanisms that L2 learners follow in acquiring another language. As Selinker and 

Gass (2008) went further and pointed out that EA reflected the actual level of second 

language (L2) learners‘ knowledge. EA has contributed to the field of second language 

acquisition by quantifying L2 learners‘ errors, which assists both teachers and learners (Ellis, 

1997). Further, the value of EA has been illustrated by a number of SL researchers. López 

(2009) suggested that by analyzing L2 learner‘s errors, information can be obtained about the 

quality of learning a second language.  

EA also bestows several benefits on teaching, which may contribute to resolving particular 

linguistic difficulties. Teachers can highlight common mistakes that L2 learners experience 

and teach L2 learners to avoid them. Additionally, EFL teachers may need to offer EFL 

learners the approach of explicit teaching, in which teachers give formal instructions directly 

to learners, especially when teaching adults, since they have the ability to analyze and reflect 

upon grammatical aspects. Thus, adult L2 learners are aware of many metalinguistic features, 

such as how and why particular rules are applied in various linguistic contexts (Shank, 2005; 

Agulló, 2006; Ellis & Shintani, 2014). 

These metalinguistic teaching values are underpinned by Lott (1983), who suggested that the 

value of EA lay in giving L2 teachers techniques to analyse their students‘ errors, in addition 

to recognising the sources or causes of these errors. EA has provided EFL teachers with the 

errors that most commonly need to be highlighted. Similarly, Erdoğan (2005) suggested that 

EA can follow student progress, which enabled language teachers to keep the classes‘ studies 

flexible, according to L2 learners‘ needs, to realise which teaching strategies to employ, 

improve, or reconstruct. Thus, EA offers several benefits to EFL teachers by using focused 

teaching to solve the specific linguistic problems that L2 learners face. 
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2.4 Sources of Errors  

This research focused on both interlingual interference, and intralingual interference as 

sources of errors of the past and present perfect tenses. L1 transfer is commonly 

acknowledged among L2 researchers as a primary source of language errors. Gass (1984) 

pointed out that in the last few decades, there has been a revival of interest in language 

interference as one of the mentalist mechanisms that underlie SLA. First language transfer 

‗refers to the incorporation of L1 into the knowledge systems of the L2, which the learner is 

trying to build‘ (Ellis, 1994, p. 28). L1 transfer is considered to have an essential mentalist 

process in L2 learning. Al-Khawalda, and Alhaisoni (2012) have suggested that the L1 

transfer referred to generalizing or applying of the learner‘s knowledge about their L1 

language to assist them in using and comprehending the L2. For instance, EFL Arabic 

learners are more likely to use the simple present instead of the present perfect progressive 

due to the difference between the two languages, as Arabic does not have the present perfect 

progressive tense (Zihiri, 2010). 

Intralingual interference, on the other hand, concerns errors that occur due to the interference 

within the rules of the language being learned (the target language) without a relationship to 

the first language. This would comprise incorrect choices of tenses, addition errors (adding 

linguistic items that are not required) and omission errors (omitting linguistic items that are 

necessary to exist). (Corder, 1967; Gass, 1979; Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991; Selinker & 

Gass, 2008; Abi Samra, 2003; Adam; 2012). For example, when EFL Arabic learners also 

commit errors due to the rules of the target language itself, they may choose inappropriate 

tenses such as *he was working now instead of he is working now, because of the confusion 

between the rules of the target language itself (Khazaal, 2009). 

Khazaal (2009) stressed that intralingual interference was as significant a cause of L2 errors 

as L1 interference. Mahmoud (2014) also stated that L2 learners utilised both interlingual and 

intralingual strategies to facilitate target language learning. Heydari and Bagheri (2012) 

stated that interlingual errors involved types of errors affected by the L1 that interfered with 

target language learning. However, intralingual errors include types of errors initiated by 

target language interference. The key difference between interlingual and intralingual errors 

are that the former concerns similar errors in structure to a semantically equivalent utterance 

in the learners‘ first language. However, intralingual errors reflect the mental mechanisms 

that underlies the learner's language development, which is often in accordance with the 

nature of strategies used by children when learning their first language (R. Jiménez Catalán 

1993; Dulay, Burt & Kraslien 1982).  

2.5 Background Research of English Errors of Past and Present Perfect Tenses Made by EFL 

Arabic Learners in Written Discourse 

Initially, this paper focused primarily on the errors of past and present perfect tenses in 

English made by EFL Arabic learners. This study focused on four tenses, the simple past, the 

past progressive, the past perfect, and the present perfect progressive. In fact, there have been 

a few EA studies that focused on the past and present perfect tenses made by EFL Arabic 

learners, especially, the present perfect progressive tense. 



International Journal of Linguistics 

ISSN 1948-5425 

2020, Vol. 12, No. 5 

www.macrothink.org/ijl 
178 

For several decades, a number of studies have been conducted concerning errors of English 

verb tenses committed by Arabic learners. Al-Buainain (2011) designed a study of EFL 

Arabic learners‘ errors in writing and found that there is a misunderstanding of time frame of 

the English language by Arabic speakers. In addition, EFL Arabic learners sometimes misuse 

the present perfect tenses.  

Expanding on this, Zhiri (2014) studied tenses errors made by EFL Arabic learners and found 

that a number of students appeared to be unable to translate the present perfect progressive. 

The present perfect progressive tense seemed to be problematic, because it provided 20% of 

the total errors. Zhiri concluded that EFL Arabic learners find it difficult to combine the 

present perfect into progressive tenses or to use the perfective aspects to produce the present 

perfect progressive tense. Significantly, they overused the simple present instead. 

Moreover, Abu-Joudeh et al. (2013) investigated errors made by Jordanian undergraduates 

whose academic specialisation was in the English language. The study aimed to examine the 

uses of the perfect verbs of the English language by Jordanian English-major undergraduates. 

The students were given a translation task to achieve the objectives of this study. The results 

of this study showed that the participants were unable to translate the equivalent Arabic bare 

perfect sentences into English perfect forms. Although the Arabic sentences involved 

particles as signs to determine the equivalent tense, for example, the particle ‗kuntu qǝd‘ in 

Arabic (‗kuntu‘ is translated as ‗was‘ in English and sometimes it is accompanied by the 

function word qad ) is often used when translating the past perfect into English to help 

determine the equivalent tense. They translated primarily into the simple past, form instead of 

the perfect forms. This emerged as a common problem that EFL Arabic speakers face, which 

consisted of rendering the appropriate tenses during translation, particularly the correct use of 

perfect forms in the English language. Likewise, Obeidat (2014) conducted an EA study 

about the uses of the past perfect by EFL Arabic learners. The study involved translation tasks 

from Arabic into English. The result of the study revealed that EFL Arabic learners used the 

simple past instead of the past perfect due to the differences between Arabic and English. 

3. Research Design 

3.1 The Aims of the Current Study 

To date, there has not been an EA study on EFL Arabic learners, obviously inclusive of EFL 

Saudi undergraduates including L1 transfer strategy and the intralingual interference strategy, 

as the sources of errors in employing the past and present perfect tenses. The current study 

investigated the influence of the L1 transfer and the intralingual interference strategies as 

sources of errors. In this study, the research conducted aims to demonstrate that EFL Saudi 

Undergraduates confront difficulties when employing the past and present perfect tenses 

correctly due to the fact that Arabic has fewer tenses than English, particularly, the perfect 

and imperfect tenses. The students may omit linguistic items due to the L1 negative transfer 

such as ‗ing‘ in the case of the past progressive.  

It was hypothesized that if the tense did not have an equivalent tense in Arabic, for example, 

the perfect tenses and constructing the past progressive, then the hypothesis was that the 
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students would bridge this linguistic gap using the negative transfer from their mother tongue 

because of the differences between the two languages. Therefore, they could use the simple 

past instead of the past perfect, and they could use the simple present instead of the present 

perfect progressive, and was/were with the imperfect form to construct the past progressive.  

On the other hand, since English has several rules with tenses including the rules of the past 

and present perfect tenses, it is hoped that EFL Saudi Undergraduates could simplify the past 

and present perfect tenses in association with the intralingual interference, meaning within 

the target language itself since they have gained and made progress in their knowledge of 

English. For instance, using the simple past instead of the past progressive, omitting ‗ed‘ in 

the case of the simple past. So, the participants could confuse between the different rules of 

the target language, which compel them to use the past and present perfect tenses in incorrect 

contexts. 

3.2 Research Questions 

 How often do EFL Saudi undergraduates make L1 negative transfer errors related to the 

past and present perfect tenses compared with intralingual transfer? 

 What are the types of tenses errors caused by both L1 negative transfer and intralingual 

interference and how many errors made for each tense produced by both strategies? 

 What is the most erroneous tense that obtains the most frequent errors in comparison with 

the other tenses? 

 How the tenses errors are made by EFL Saudi undergraduates under the influence of both 

L1 negative transfer and intralingual interference? 

3.3 Participants Research 

The study involved 48 undergraduate students whose academic specialization was the 

English language, and all participants were aged between 20–25 years. All the subjects were 

males and were selected randomly from the English department at King Khalid University. 

The participants are seventh and eighth levels or in the fourth year. The ethical approval was 

issued prior to collecting the data. The English department at King Khalid University was 

initially addressed formally to inform the students about their participation in the study. All 

students participated voluntarily and were informed that they could withdraw from the study 

at any time. In addition, all of the students had been studying English as foreign language for 

at least 7 years as a compulsory subject at school, then specializing in English as their 

academic course at the university. The tasks given to the participants were a free translation 

task from Arabic into English. 

3.4 Instruments and Procedures 

The participants were asked to translate 12 Arabic sentences into English and were provided 

with the link to the study, since the study was online. The sentences were in standard Arabic. 

Standard Arabic is considered to be the formal language used in education in Saudi Arabia. 

The study involved four verb tenses related to the past and present perfect tenses in English; 
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specifically, the simple past, past progressive, past perfect, and present perfect progressive 

tenses.  

Each sentence in the translation task included one tense or in some cases two tenses come in 

one sentence, such as one sentence that contains both the simple past and the past perfect 

tenses. The distribution of sentences for each tense was not in a sequential order. In other 

words, the first sentence involved the simple past accompanied by the past perfect, but the 

second sentence included the present perfect progressive, so the tenses were distributed 

randomly. Therefore, the four tenses were distributed equally in terms of number. The Arabic 

sentences were translated to be equivalent into English tenses. For example, the present 

perfect progressive was provided within and appropriate context that indicated that the result 

of the action had not yet finished in order to let the students determine the present perfect 

progressive tense (see Appendix A for all sentences with their translations). 

3.5 Data Analysis 

According to Corder (1981) there are four steps that should be carried out when performing 

EA: collection of language learners‘ samples, identification of errors, description of errors, 

and explanation of errors (Garrido, 2012). Accordingly, the first step was the collection of L2 

learners‘ errors, followed by an identification of the errors.  

With regard to identifying errors, Corder (1981) suggested that it is important to compare the 

erroneous utterances with what the learner ought to have said. There should be a comparison 

between the original utterances and the reconstructed utterances (of the target language); the 

correct utterances that possess the meaning intended by the L2 learner. The reconstructed 

utterances could be considered as translations of the learners‘ utterances into the target 

language. 

Further, as this study included both quantitative and qualitative methods. Firstly, since the 

purpose of the study was to identify the influence of both L1 negative transfer and 

intralingual interference strategies errors, so the quantitative method was used to count errors 

to know which strategy was more influential in the creation of errors (there were a small 

number of ambiguous errors and they were excluded from the study). Since the Chi-square 

test is used with frequencies of errors, accordingly, this test was used to calculate the 

frequencies of errors stemming from the L1 negative transfer and intralingual interference to 

achieve the objectives of the study. For example, identifying whether there is a significant 

difference between the L1 transfer errors and the intralingual interference strategies errors. 

The qualitative method was employed to account for and explain in further detail how certain 

errors occurred, particularly the errors that appear to be of interest. 

3.6 Identification and Classification of Errors 

To identify the errors, the current study excluded the correspondent sentences to native 

speakers and the norms of the target language. Only the erroneous utterances related to the 

four tenses (past perfect, past progressive, simple past, and present perfect progressive) were 

counted. The erroneous tenses were compared in both English and Arabic to identify whether 

the error was made due to the L1 negative transfer (Arabic) or due to the intralingual 
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interference (English). The erroneous tense, which corresponded to the Arabic tense or 

structure, was counted as an error made due to the negative L1 transfer. Similarly, the 

erroneous tense, which is in accordance with the rules of the target language (English) was 

counted as an error made because of intralingual interference strategy. Moreover, the errors 

were classified into categories to describe them. With regard to error classification, this study 

is similar to Garrido‘s (2012), where errors were classified into covert and overt. The covert 

errors do not have subcategories, whereas overt errors have four categories: specifically, 

addition, omission, misformation, and misordering. 

3.7 Explanation of Errors 

Ultimately, learners‘ errors were explained according to interlingual and intralingual 

interference. As previously mentioned, interlingual interference is led by the negative 

influence of the L2 learners‘ native language (Arabic). However, it is notable that intralingual 

interference concerns the confusion or interference between the rules of the target language 

itself (English), which forces L2 learners to use a range of strategies to facilitate the process 

of learning. Thus, interlingual errors will be explained by the negative influence of L1 

transfer strategies, such as omission, addition, misordering, and incorrect choices of tense. 

However, the intralingual errors will be explained due to the influence of intralingual 

interference as it involves a set of factors, incorrect choice of tenses through choosing simpler 

linguistic structures, omission, addition, incomplete rule application, and overusing or 

extending the application of certain rules of the target language.  

4. Results and Discussion 

4.1 Quantitative Analysis 

 

Figure 1. The total number of errors made due to the L1 transfer and the intralingual 

interference strategies 

One purpose of this paper is to compare the influence of L1 transfer and intralingual 

interference strategies as sources of errors of past and present perfect tenses. The first 

research question asked which of the two strategies—the L1 negative transfer strategy or the 

intralingual interference strategy - generates more errors. As shown in Figure 1, the observed 

data of the total number of errors for the L1 transfer strategy errors (58) are less than those 
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for the intralingual interference strategy (89). The results of the chi-square test showed that 

the number of errors made between the L1 transfer and the intralingual interference is 

statistically significant (X2 = 6.54; df = 1; p < 0.05). Accordingly, there is a significant 

difference between the L1 transfer and intralingual interference strategies in generating errors 

related to the past and present perfect tenses. This interpretation indicates that the students 

rely on the intralingual interference strategy within the target language far greater than L1 

transfer strategy. 

 

Figure 2. The total number of overt errors of the L1 transfer and the intralingual interference 

strategies 

The second research question was raised to identify the errors produced by the L1 transfer 

and intralingual interference strategies. The types of errors that result from the L1 negative 

transfer and intralingual interference strategies: specifically the number of overt or covert 

errors. Figure 2 shows the actual number of overt errors produced by the L1 transfer strategy 

as 26, whereas the number of overt errors generated by the intralingual interference strategy 

was 39. First, the comparison must be made between the total number of overt errors 

produced by the L1 transfer strategy and the intralingual interference strategy. The chi-square 

test shows that there was no statistically significant difference between the L1 transfer and 

intralingual interference strategies, according to the number of overt errors (X2 = 2.6; df = 1; 

p > 0.05). Thus, it is proposed that the chi-square test shows that the overt errors are more 

likely to be made approximately half of the time due to the L1 transfer strategy and half of 

the time because of the intralingual interference strategy. 
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Figure 3. The total number for each type of overt errors made due to the L1 transfer and 

intralingual interference strategies (except misordering errors, since they were produced only 

by the strategy of L1 transfer) 

Following the second research question, the subcategories of the overt errors of the L1 

negative transfer and intralingual interference strategies need to be compared with each other. 

Figure 3 shows the overt errors for the L1 transfer and intralingual interference strategies. 

Overall, the intralingual interference strategy generated more errors in three types of overt 

errors, namely addition, omission, and misformation than the L1 transfer strategy. However, 

misordering errors have been excluded from the comparison since they were generated by the 

L1 transfer strategy only.  

The chi-square test statistically reveals the differences between the subcategories of the overt 

errors resulted from the L1 transfer and the intralingual interference strategies. The chi-square 

test displays that there is no statistical differences between the L1 transfer and the intralingual 

interference strategies in addition errors (X2 = 0.2; df = 1; p > 0.05). However, the chi-square 

test exhibited that there is a significant statistical difference between the L1 transfer and 

intralingual interference strategies in omission errors (X2 = 5.4 df = 1; p < 0.05). Similarly, 

the results of the chi-square test show that the difference between L1 transfer and intralingual 

interference within misformation errors was statistically significant (X2 = 4.57; df = 1; p < 

0.05). It is suggested that the chi-square test shows that the addition errors are likely to be 

made by the L1 transfer and intralingual interference strategies in almost equal measure, 

whereas the omission and misformation errors are significantly more likely to be committed 

due to the intralingual interference strategy. This indicates that the students are more likely to 

make misformation and omission errors due to the intralingual interference strategy 

compared with the L1 transfer strategy. 
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Figure 4. The total number of covert errors of the L1 negative transfer and the intralingual 

interference strategies 

Moreover, the second research question was raised to examine the types of errors that result 

from the L1 transfer and the intralingual interference strategies; focusing on covert errors. 

Figure 4 shows the actual number of covert errors produced by the L1 transfer strategy, which 

was 32, whereas the number of covert errors generated by the intralingual interference 

strategy was 50. The results of the chi-square test demonstrated that there is statistically 

significant difference between the L1 transfer and the intralingual interference strategies 

concerning covert errors (X2 = 3.95; df = 1; p < 0.05). As a result, the chi-square test showed 

that covert errors are more likely to be committed by intralingual interference strategy in 

comparison with L1 negative transfer. 

 

Figure 5. The total number of errors for all tenses made due to the L1 transfer and the 

intralingual interference strategies 

Furthermore, the last point in the second research question was posed to identify the most 

erroneous tenses that result from the L1 transfer and the intralingual interference strategies. 

Figure 5 shows the actual number of errors made using tenses due to the L1 transfer and 
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intralingual interference strategies, and it illustrates that the intralingual interference strategy 

generated far more errors than the L1 transfer strategy in the simple past, the past progressive, 

and the past perfect tenses. On the other hand, the L1 transfer strategy produced more errors 

than the intralingual interference strategy when using the present perfect progressive tense. 

The chi-square test calculated the differences between the L1 and intralingual interference 

strategies for the tenses errors. First of all, the results of the chi-square test demonstrated that 

there was a statistically significant difference between the L1 transfer and intralingual 

interference strategies within the errors made using the simple past tense (X2 = 5.12; df = 1; 

p < 0.05). Similarly, the results of the chi-square test demonstrated that there was a 

statistically significant difference between the L1 transfer and intralingual interference 

strategies within the errors using the past progressive tense (X2 = 13.36; df = 1; p < 0.05). 

The third tense was the past perfect, and the results of the chi-square test demonstrated that 

here too there was an obvious numerical significant difference between the L1 transfer and 

the intralingual interference strategies within the errors of the past perfect tense (X2 = 9.14; 

df = 1; p < 0.05). 

Ultimately, for the present perfect progressive tense, the results of the chi-square test 

demonstrated that there was statistically significant difference between the L1 transfer and 

intralingual interference strategies within the errors of the present perfect progressive tense 

(X2 = 7.40; df = 1; p < 0.05). As a result, the chi-square test shows that the errors of the 

simple past, the past progressive, and the past perfect were more likely to be made by 

employing the intralingual interference strategy than the L1 transfer. On the other hand, the 

chi-square test shows that the errors of the present perfect progressive tense were more likely 

to be committed due to L1 negative transfer than intralingual interference. 

 

Figure 6. The total number of errors for all tenses made due to the L1 transfer and the 

intralingual interference strategies 

Figure 6 demonstrates the total number of errors for the past and present perfect tenses. The 

third research question purported to determine the tense with the most frequent errors 

compared with the other tenses. Since the present perfect progressive has the highest number 

of errors (54) as Figure 6 shows, it was compared with the other tenses. Initially, the 
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chi-square test demonstrated that the difference between the present perfect progressive and 

the past perfect was statistically significant (X2 = 8.24; df = 1; p < 0.05). In addition, the 

chi-square values between the present perfect progressive and simple past tenses were 

statistically significant (X2 = 5.62; df = 1; p < 0.05), along with the difference between the 

present perfect progressive and the past progressive tenses (X2 = 5.06; df = 1; p < 0.05). 

Therefore, the chi-square test revealed that the error count of the present perfect progressive 

compared with the other tenses were statistically greater. Thus, the present perfect 

progressive was perceived to be the most challenging and difficult tense for EFL Saudi 

undergraduates to employ properly when compared with the other tenses. 

4.2 Qualitative Analysis 

The fourth research question is raised to identify how the errors pertaining to the past and 

present perfect tenses are made owing to interlingual and intralingual interference. The 

following analysis comprises the nature of mistakes for each tense and whether they are 

committed due to L1 transfer or intralingual interference: 

4.2.1 Present Perfect Progressive Tense (1*) 

The examples below (Example 1.1 - A. B.) are errors that the participants have made with the 

present perfect progressive. 

Example 1.1 

A. Nahnu natadarbu fi sharikiti alnift munthu isboain (Arabic) 

Train we at company oil for two weeks (Arabic).  

- We train at the oil company for two weeks (L1 transfer error). 

B. - I was looking for my car keys since yesterday morning (the intralingual interference 

error). 

The first example that can be addressed regarding errors of the present perfect progressive is 

example 1.1.A. The result of the present perfect progressive shows the direct influence of the 

L1 (Arabic) on the target language (English). Students tend to use the present perfect 

progressive in the similar tense in Arabic, which is equivalent to the simple present in English 

as example 1. A illustrates.  

Further, the second example that needs to be explained is example 1.1.B shows. The 

participants simplified the present perfect progressive tense by using the past progressive 

tense. As example 1.1. B shows that the student was affected by another rule within the target 

language. The present perfect progressive was expressed by the past progressive. They 

simplified the present perfect progressive by choosing simpler tense that they know under the 

influence of the intralingual interference. This could be attributed to the complexity of the 

present perfect progressive, in addition to the deficiency of knowledge of the target language.  

(1*) The present perfect progressive tense is used to refer to something happened in the past 

and still going on at the present (Swan, 1992). 
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4.2.2 Past Progressive Tense (2*)  

The examples below (2.1A.B.C) are errors that the participants have made with the past 

progressive.  

Example 2.1 

A. - we was played basketball yesterday at 3 p.m. (the intralingual interference error). 

Albariha enda assaa 10 kuntu aushahidu almubarat ala attilfaz (Arabic) 

B. Night last was I watch the match on the T.V (Arabic) 

- I was watch the TV last night at 10 p.m. (L1 transfer error). 

C. - what do you do last night at 10 p.m. (the intralingual interference error) 

The first example on the errors of the past progressive is example 1.2.A. The past progressive 

tense includes various errors, specifically, misformation errors. Interestingly, the past 

progressive was misused by altering its form. That is to say, the participants substituted or 

exchanged the past tense marker of the plural ―were‖ with ―was‖. In addition, ‗-ing‘ for the 

past progressive indicator was replaced by ‗-ed‘ as in example 1.2.A. So, by forming and 

constructing the past progressive under the effect of other rules in English led to the 

malformation of the past progressive sentence.  

On the other hand, the second example of the past progressive errors is example 1.2.B. This 

Example shows the L1 transfer negative influence that led EFL Saudi undergraduates to make 

past progressive tense errors. In other words, the students conveyed the structure of Arabic 

when forming the past tense progressive. The past progressive is constructed in Arabic by 

was/were as well as the main verb, which does not undergo any additions. Hence, the 

students dropped the past progressive morpheme ―-ing‖ due to the difference between Arabic 

and English languages in constructing past progressive sentences. Further, the third example 

of the past progressive errors is 1.2.C. The subjects simplified the past progressive tense by 

substitution of simple present tense as example 1.2.C shows. This indicates that the 

participants confused between the rules of the target language itself. 

(2*) The past progressive tense is used to refer to something was in progress at some point 

during the past: for example, what was my son doing at 10 yesterday morning? (Swan, 1992). 

4.2.3 Past Perfect Tense (3*) 

The examples below (3.A.B.C) are errors that the participants have made with the past 

perfect.  

Example 1.3  

A. - When my wife started to prepare the dinner, the match has begun (the intralingual 

interference error) 

B. Endma wasala abi kanat ummi qad hatharat wajbah lathithah lahu (Arabic) 
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When arrived father my was mother my prepared meal delicious for him (Arabic) 

- When my father arrived, was my mother had prepared meal for him (L1 transfer error) 

The first example of the past perfect errors is 1.3.A. The results show that the participants 

tended to simplify the past perfect tense into the present perfect tense. Interestingly, the 

students made errors in the past perfect by substituting the present perfect as example 1.3. A 

illustrates. Although there were past perfect particles in Arabic, namely ―kanat qad‖, which is 

equivalent to the past perfect in English‘s ‗had‘ plus past participle. However, the students 

chose the present perfect instead as example 13.A shows. The large number of the incorrect 

choices of tenses made by the participants indicated the influential role of intralingual 

interference. The second instance of the past perfect errors is example 1.3.B, The students 

made addition errors by transferring the particle ―kuntu‖ into its English equivalent, which is 

‗was‘ as example 1.3. B demonstrates. 

Consequently, it could be seen that the participants tried to simplify the past perfect by 

choosing other tenses under the effect of intralingual interference. In fact, most of the errors 

made with the past perfect tense belong to the intralingual interference strategy, in particular 

covert errors, which refer to the effective role of the intralingual interference. EFL 

undergraduates add linguistic aspects, which are not required, using knowledge of their native 

language as example 1.3.B illustrates. 

(3*)The past perfect tense refers to ‗the earlier past, p.397‘ or to the first action that happened 

during a time in the past. For instance, when I arrived at the library, my friend had already 

gone (Swan, 1992).  

4.3 The Impact of L1 Negative Transfer and Intralingual Interference as Sources of Tenses 

Errors 

Both the L1 negative transfer and the intralingual transfer constituted an obstacle for EFL 

Saudi undergraduates. However, it would be evident that intralingual transfer was more 

challenging where they confused among English language rules (the target language) far 

more as opposed to the errors that associated with L1 transfer. In other words, a large number 

of the past and present perfect tenses errors stem from the reciprocal interference of the target 

language rules. This study also could partially support Nabil‘s finding (2007) who 

investigated tenses errors produced by EFL Arabic learners and asserted that the interlingual 

is as significant as intralingual interference as sources of tenses errors. 

In fact, as the mistakes caused by the intralingual interference are greater than those made 

because of the L1 transfer revealed that the EFL Saudi undergraduates have reached a certain 

linguistic stage, where they have made a noticeable progress towards the language being 

learned (English). Nevertheless, the results demonstrated that both Arabic and English affect 

the students‘ errors related to the past and present perfect tenses, and EFL Saudi 

undergraduates are influenced by both the L1 negative transfer and the intralingual 

interference strategies. The students used L1 strategies when they faced tenses that do not 

exist in their native language. They filled in this linguistic gap using negative transfer from 

their mother tongue. For example, students formed the present perfect progressive tense as 



International Journal of Linguistics 

ISSN 1948-5425 

2020, Vol. 12, No. 5 

www.macrothink.org/ijl 
189 

simple present, meaning the present perfect progressive is used as simple present in Arabic. 

Additionally, students used the L1 negative transfer and the intralingual interference 

strategies that resulted in overt errors, such as misformation errors. 

Moreover, EFL Saudi undergraduates violated the timeframes of English by following the 

timeframe of their L1. This was made obvious from the students‘ present perfect progressive 

tenses usage. This is compatible with Zhiri‘s study (2014). In his research on investigating the 

use of the present perfect progressive by EFL Arabic undergraduates. Zhiri found that Arabic 

learners transfer the present perfect progressive into the simple present due to the negative 

transfer from their mother tongue. The result of the present perfect progressive in this paper is 

in line with Zhiri‘s. It seems that the present perfect progressive is challenging for EFL 

Arabic learners. Likewise, These findings were in line with Al-Buainain‘s (2011), who 

showed that EFL Arabic learners do not understand the timeframe of English language, which 

results in several errors when using and forming English verb tenses. In the current study, 

EFL Saudi Undergraduates applied knowledge from their mother tongue. That is to say, they 

dealt with the past and present perfect tenses due to their understanding of their L1 tenses 

uses.  

The students in this study relied on the intralingual interference strategy when they 

confronted certain rules that appeared to be complicated. Therefore, they applied incomplete 

knowledge of the rules regarding tenses, which resulted in various types of errors, such as 

omission, addition, and misformation. Clearly, EFL Saudi undergraduates are driven by both 

their knowledge of their mother tongue, and the intralingual interference strategy, when using 

past and present perfect tenses. The misuse of tenses by EFL undergraduates in this study was 

supported by the study of Tushyeh (1996). Tushyeh found that EFL Arabic speakers misused 

verb forms in English due to the fact that Arabic has fewer tenses, such as the perfect and 

imperfect (past and non-past). However, English contains several tenses, for example, the 

present perfect progressive and the past perfect are not found in Arabic. This may be one 

main reason why EFL Arabic Undergraduates do not employ the English tenses correctly. 

In the current research, EFL Saudi Undergraduates tended to choose the simple past in 

contexts where the past progressive should be utilised. So, they simplified the present perfect 

progressive tense by using the past progressive instead. Such results tend to reinforce Nabil‘s 

(2007) work, which found that EFL Arabic speakers avoided the complicated and difficult 

tenses by using simpler ones. He also asserted that intralingual interference is one major 

reason for that. The findings of Nabil has been asserted in the current paper, which might 

mean that EFL Arabic learners rely on the intralingual interference as a strategy to simplify 

the target language by using easier tenses. 

5. The Significance of the Study  

The findings of this research paper involve several benefits for the Saudi society generally, 

because English has become a compulsory module in several educational institutions in Saudi 

Arabia. The researcher carried out the current study since he has been teaching English as a 

foreign language for several years as he used to encounter frequent tenses mistakes by 

students. So, he intended to investigate this morph-syntactic problem profoundly so that 
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learners would overcome tenses errors. The chosen tenses involve four English tenses, 

namely. Past perfect, past simple, past continuous, and present perfect progressive. The top 

priority is to identify the reasons beyond committing errors related to these four tenses. The 

study focuses exclusively on two sources, specifically the negative transfer from EFL 

learners' native language due the grammatical differences between the languages and the 

other cause is intralingual interference. Intralingual interference concerns with the errors 

caused by the target language itself. The results of this study will be beneficial greatly for 

EFL teachers, learners, and researchers. 

EFL teachers are expected to shed light on the nature of mistakes in this research paper and 

their causes. This would enable them to eradicate most of the students' mistakes in the four 

tenses when choosing appropriate teaching approaches with tenses, which may enhance 

learners' knowledge and understanding enormously. Further, EFL learners tend to benefit 

from the outcomes of this research in avoiding their peers' errors and their dynamics such as 

L1 negative transfer. Therefore, they are more likely to be more attentive in using the four 

tenses that have been examined throughout this paper. Ultimately. L2 researchers would 

realize how EFL Saudi undergraduates adopt certain mentalist mechanisms to acquire the 

four tenses in educational settings where English is taught as a foreign language. 

6. Conclusion and Pedagogical Implications  

This study discovered that L1 negative transfer is less influential as a source of the past and 

present perfect tenses errors compared with the intralingual interference strategy that 

enforced EFL Saudi learners to produce the largest number of errors. L2 learners use L1 

transfer and the intralingual interference strategies to facilitate the learning process of the 

target language, attempting to make it easier, simpler, and to reduce the linguistic burden 

(Takashima, 1992; Khazaal, 2009; Mahmoud, 2014). Specifically, the results of this study 

demonstrated that the present perfect progressive verb tense generated the most frequent 

errors. There is a significant difference between the formation of the present perfect 

progressive tense and the other tenses, which revealed the present perfect progressive tense to 

be the most challenging and difficult for EFL Saudi Arabian undergraduates. 

The current study has shown that L1 transfer forms an obstacle in learning the present perfect 

progressive tense due to the increased difficulties in this tense. On the other hand, the 

intralingual interference is more likely to lead to errors related to the simple past, the past 

progressive, and the past perfect tense. The EFL Saudi Undergraduates confused between the 

past progressive and the simple past. This shows that the students have gained progress in the 

target language knowledge, which led them to confuse between the different rules of the 

language being learned (English). The errors produced due to the L1 transfer and the 

intralingual interference strategies illustrated the linguistic progress of EFL Saudi 

undergraduates, and their linguistic production reflected the linguistic stage of the students‘ 

development. 

This study revealed actual values for EA, and reflected the actual level of L2 learners‘ 

linguistic progress (Selinker and Gass, 2008), by exposing EFL Arabic learners‘ internal 

constructs and the ways in which these learners facilitated the learning process, using L1 
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transfer and the intralingual interference strategies (López, 2009).Thus, EA has raised 

awareness concerning problematic issues regarding the errors of the past and present perfect 

tenses in English by eliciting EFL learners‘ input. In fact, errors‘ inferences are seen very 

clearly in SL research. As a result of the findings in this study, L2 teachers need to employ 

appropriate and effective approaches when teaching verb tenses to EFL Arabic learners. For 

example, the tenses concerned with the present perfect progressive tense should be explained 

in the learners‘ native language, which is Arabic in this case (Al-Zoubi & Abu-Eid, 2014). 

EFL teachers may need to be shown examples of errors, such as those demonstrated in this 

paper, so that they diagnose and treat them. In addition, EFL Arabic learners can take 

advantage of the errors highlighted in this paper to try to eradicate the errors and learn the 

correct uses shown within the current study.  

Ultimately, the door remains open for SL researchers to investigate the errors of the past and 

present perfect verb tenses between intermediate and advanced L2 Arabic learners to see 

whether there are differences between the interlingual and intralingual interference, 

depending on the learners‘ L2 acquisition level. Also, an investigation of the past and present 

perfect tenses needs to be made based on the educational environment, in other words as to 

whether L2 learners were taught in an English speaking country or in an educational context 

where English is taught as a foreign language, as the current study has focused on EFL Arabic 

male Undergraduates studying English as a foreign language only. 
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Appendix A  

Arabic sentences with their translations into English 

Number Arabic sentence English translation 

 أخي لن يسرطع أى يفرخ الثاب لأًه كاى قد أضاع الوفاذيخ -1

Ahki lam yastate an yafth albab lannahu 

kana qad athaa almafateeh 

My brother could not open the 

door, because he had lost the 

keys. 

إًي اتذث عي هفاذيخ السيازج هٌر صثاح الأهس درى  -2

 الآى

Enni abhathu an mafateeh assayara 

munthu sabah alams hatta alaan 

I have been looking for my car‘s 

keys since yesterday morning so 

far. 

هساء كٌا ًلعة كسج السلح 3الساعح تالأهس عٌد  -3  

Bilams enda assaa 3 masaa kunna nalabu 

kuratu assalla 

Yesterday at 3P.M, we were 

playing basketball. 

 أخي يرعلن اللغح الاًجليصيح هٌر ثلاثح أعوام درى الآى -4

Ahki yatalamu alinglisia munthu thalathat 

aauam hatta alaan 

My brother has been learning 

English for three years so far. 

، كٌد أشاهد الوثازاج على 01الثازدح عٌد الساعح  -5

 الرلفاش

Albariha enda assaa 10 kuntu aushahidu 

almubarat ala attilfaz 

Last night at 10P.M, I was 

watching the match on the 

television. 

هٌر ساعريي درى الآى إًي أذاكس -6  

Inni authakeru munthu sateen hatta alaan 

I have been studying for two 

hours up to now 

هساء كٌد اطثخ وجثح العشاء  9الثازدح عٌد الساعح  -7

 للضيوف

Albariha enda assaa 9 masaa kuntu 

atbukhu wajbat alasha lidhiauf 

Last night at 9 P.M, I was 

cooking the dinner for guests. 

 ًذي ًردزب في شسكح الٌفظ  هٌر اسثوعيي -8

Nahnu natadarbu fi sharikiti alnift munthu 

isboain 

We have been training in the oil 

company for two weeks. 

 عٌدها وصلد الوكرثح كاى صديقي قد ذهة -9

Endma wasaltu almaktaba kana sadeqi qad 

thahab 

When I arrived at the library, my 

friend had already gone. 

عٌدها تدأخ شوجري ترذضيس العشاء كاًد الوثازاج قد  -10

 تدأخ

Endma badat zojati biththeer alasha kanat 

almubarah qad badat 

When my wife began to prepare 

the dinner, the match had started. 
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 عٌدها وصل أتي كاًد أهي قد دضسخ وجثح لريرج له -11

Endma wasala abi kanat ummi qad 

hatharat wajbah lathithah lahu 

When my father arrived, my 

mother had prepared a delicious 

meal for him. 

في الليلح الواضيح؟ 01هاذا كٌد ذفعل عٌد الساعح  -12  

Matha kunta tafaalu enda assaatu 10 fi 

allaila almadhia 

What were you doing last night 

at 10 P.M? 
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