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Chapter Five 

CONCLUSION 

 

5.1  SUMMARY OF THE PRESENT STUDY 

     The task of accurately and properly associating the language forms with the 

meaning and use is not easy for the EFL learners. Among many of the tense/aspect in 

English, the late-emerging perfect aspect that involves complex semantic and 

pragmatic functions is especially difficult for learners to acquire. This present study 

has firstly examined how the advanced learners associate form and meaning from the 

perspective of formal accuracy and appropriate use. It is found that they have 

achieved very high formal accuracy but they do not perform well in the appropriate 

use. There is especially high percentage of using the present perfect and the pluperfect 

inappropriately by these learners. In their inappropriate uses, they have 

overgeneralizations and undergeneralizations. Although they underuse more than 

overuse in the cloze test, the situation is totally opposite that they overuse more than 

underuse. This phenomenon shows that they do not acquire the perfect aspect well 

and do not know when and where to use it properly. Therefore, they often overuse the 

perfect aspect in the environment of other tenses/aspects. Secondly, the study 
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scrutinizes if there is any relationship between the perfect aspect and inherent lexical 

aspect of verbs. It is found that the learners associate the perfect aspect with the verbs 

that involve an end point or a result state. That is, they prefer to apply the perfect 

aspect to the ACCOMPLISHMENTS and ACHIEVEMENTS. This result supports the 

defective tense hypothesis (Andersen 1991) and the primacy of aspect hypothesis 

(Robison 1990). Finally, this paper investigates and discusses the relationship between 

the perfect aspect and discourse organization. The learners of this study show similar 

usage and pattern of the perfect aspect in their discourses as those of Bardovi-Harlig’s 

(1992a) study. Some of the learners use the prefect in the initial paragraph in their 

compositions, and shift to the simple past tense in the subsequent paragraph. Their 

perfect aspect seems to have an introductory function and help set the background 

scene in the very beginning. Although native speakers may also use the perfect aspect 

in the beginning of their essays to serve the scene-setting function, learners show 

stricter adherence of using the perfect aspect to set the background scene. Andersen 

and Shirai (1994) discussed the relationship of lexical aspect and aspect markers and 

concluded that both native speakers and learners were governed by the general 

cognitive acquisition principles1 but these two groups differed from each other in that 

they had disparate degrees in following the principles. Andersen and Shirai stated that 

                                                
1 The principles mainly include Relevance Principle and the Congruence Principle. 



 72

“fully proficient native speakers exhibit a relative distributional bias in their use of the 

same verb inflections similar (but definitely not identical) to that found in more 

absolute terms among learners” (p.152). We may infer from Andersen and Shirai’s 

conclusion and speculate that learners and native speakers may also show this kind of 

degree difference in the relationship of discourse organization and aspect markers. 

The learners may tend to show stricter adherence of using the perfect aspect to set the 

background scene but native speakers may only exhibit a relative stronger bias in their 

use and their use of the perfect aspect typically has the relative meaning of locating 

one past time event before another. 

 

5.2  LIMITATIONS OF THE PRESENT STUDY AND 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

     By examining the learners’ use of the perfect aspect from the perspective of 

discourse organization, we know that there is not only correlation between the perfect 

and lexical aspect but also correlation between the perfect and discourse organization. 

The influence of lexical aspect and discourse organization may probably interact with 

each other. Bardovi-Harlig (1994) discussed that there may be some interaction 

between lexical aspect and discourse organization when learners use tense and aspect. 

Many scholars (such as Robison 1990, Bardovi-Harlig 1992a and Kaplan 1987) and 
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this present study have found that verbal morphology correlates with lexical aspect in 

the development of interlanguage. Other studies (Dry 1981, 1983, Kumpf 1984, 

Flashner 1989 and Hopper 1979) have found that some learners are sensitive to 

discourse organization with respect to the distribution of verbal morphology. With so 

many previous studies, we still have limited knowledge of how lexical aspect and 

discourse organization interact with each other and how the interaction would 

influence learners’ use of tense/aspect. We also have not got a clear picture of which 

one of the two factors has more dominant and powerful status in the choice of using 

tense/aspect. Although the issue is not covered in this present study, it is highly 

recommended for the further research on the acquisition of the perfect aspect. 

     In addition to the influence of lexical aspect and discourse organization, the 

learners’ L1 may also be an important influence on their use of the perfect aspect. 

Although the present study did not deeply investigate how the learners’ L1 affects 

their learning or using the perfect in their production, it is suggested that further 

research can be done on this issue. Besides, a comparison of L1 and L2 can be 

included and discussed in the future research. The reason why the learners do not 

acquire the perfect well and mismatch the form and meaning may be due to either the 

L1 influence or the L2 complexity or both. 

Although the advanced learners have had relatively high proficiency of English, 
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the perfect aspect is still a hard concept for them to acquire well and it may continue 

to take them another long period of time to figure out how to use it appropriately in 

context. The present study presents some patterns of the advanced learners’ using the 

perfect aspect in the controlled and free production. However, more subjects and data 

are expected in the future research in order to further confirm the findings in this 

study. A further grouping of the subjects is suggested. In this way, different 

presentations from different groups (from relatively low achievers to relatively high 

achievers) may be observed. Besides, other forms of data elicitation (such as oral 

interviews or translations) may be done to see whether these learners also perform 

similarly as in the cloze and the compositions. 




