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Chapter Four 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

 

     This chapter will present the results of the advanced learners’ accurate and 

appropriate use of the perfect aspect, their overgeneralization and undergeneralization 

of the perfect aspect and their use of the perfect aspect with regard to the inherent 

lexical aspect of verbs and to the discourse organization. Following the explorations, 

some discussions and possible interpretations will be provided in order to further 

understand how they utilize the perfect aspect in the controlled production (the cloze 

test) and the free production (their compositions).  

 

4.1  THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN FORM AND MEANING 

This section shows whether the EFL advanced learners’ use of tense and aspect 

in the cloze test has been like the native speakers’ use by comparing their responses in 

the blanks with the native speakers’. The main concern of this section is on the 

learners’ matching of form and meaning. Starting from the formal accuracy to 

appropriate use, whether the advanced learners can utilize tense and aspect both 

accurately and appropriately is investigated. The scores for formal accuracy and 
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appropriate use are presented in Table 2.  

 

Table 2. Formal accuracy and appropriate use 

Formal accuracy  Appropriate use 

Raw score Percentage  Raw score Percentage 

472/480 98.3  367/480 76.5 

 

The scores were obtained by dividing the number of correct responses by the total 

number of responses possible, that is, 15 (items) × 32 (number of learners). The first 

column of Table 2 gives the measure of formal accuracy according to the context. 

Almost perfect scores (98.3%) were reached by these advanced learners. This 

indicates that the subjects take a good control of the accuracy of form. Only five of 

the learners made mistakes in form and the rest fourteen of the learners had totally 

accurate use of form. As for the second column of Table 2, it shows that the scores for 

appropriate use in context were much lower than formal accuracy (only 76.5%). It 

may mean that although the learners have acquired the formal accuracy, they still may 

not have good command of using the perfect appropriately. 

     In the following, in order to find what kind of tense or aspect that the learners 

can achieve higher percentage of appropriate use and that the learners may have more 
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difficulty using appropriately, we can further analyze the types of those appropriate 

uses. The results are tabulated in the following Table 3. 

 

Table 3. Types of appropriate use 

  Appropriate use 

  Raw score Percentage 

Simple past  217/224 96.9 

Present perfect  79/96 82.3 

Pluperfect  59/96 61.5 

Past progressive  1/32 3.1 

Others1  11/32 34.4 

Total  367/480 76.5 

 

As shown in the table above, the learners seemed to know better when and how to use 

the simple past in appropriate situation (96.9%). However, the percentages of using 

present perfect, pluperfect and past progressive relatively lower down (82.3%, 61.5% 

and 3.1% respectively). This may mean that the learners have higher chances to use 

them inappropriately and these three are all about aspect. Therefore, it was found that 

                                                
1 The blank is the “have thought” in the last sentence of the cloze passage. In this study, it is not 
considered to be a genuine present perfect because it has an auxiliary could preceding it. Therefore, it is 
classified as an individual category that does not belong to the others. 
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the learners seemed to have more problems in aspect than in tense. Furthermore, if we 

compare the present perfect with the pluperfect, the learners seem to have even more 

difficulty to use the pluperfect appropriately (only 61.5%) than the present perfect 

(82.3%).  

 

4.2  INAPPROPRIATE USE: OVERGENERALIZATION AND 

UNDERGENERALIZATION 

After examining how the advanced learners match form and meaning of tense 

and aspect, this section focuses on their inappropriate use— overgeneralization and 

undergeneralization— of the perfect aspect. Before discussing their overuses and 

underuses, we start from taking a look at their appropriate uses. In order to take a 

closer look at the tokens and percentage of the learners’ appropriate use of the perfect, 

the data of present perfect and pluperfect is obtained from Table 3 and is shown again 

in the following Table 4.  
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Table 4. Tokens and percentage of appropriate use of the perfect 

  Appropriate use 

  Raw score Percentage 

Present perfect  79/96 82.3 

Pluperfect  59/96 61.5 

Total  138/192 71.9 

 

From the table, the percentages of appropriate use of present perfect and pluperfect 

are respectively 82.3% and 61.5%. Furthermore, taking present perfect and pluperfect 

together, we can see that only 71.9% of the use of the perfect aspect are appropriate. 

This result is slightly inconsistent with Housen’s study (2002), which indicated that 

whenever a learner used a perfect form, it would be nearly always used in a 

semantically appropriate way (approximately up to 90% of appropriate use). Besides, 

Housen’s Figure 1 showed that with the development of language proficiency, the 

condition of the subject’s overuse and underuse of the perfect lowered down to less 

than 10%. However, the advanced learners in this study did not have such a high 

percentage of the appropriate use of the perfect aspect. They still had quite a few 

inappropriate uses of the perfect aspect (28.1%). In the following, the learners’ 

inappropriate use of the perfect aspect were explored and discussed. 
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The advanced learners have had high proficiency in English, but they still can 

not use the perfect aspect properly. Although they use the perfect appropriately most 

of the time (71.9%), but there is still up to 28.1% of inappropriate use in the task of 

cloze passage. It was found that they show overgeneralization or undergeneralization 

of the perfect aspect, as shown in Table 5 and Table 6. We will start from the 

discussion of the distribution of the inappropriate uses of present perfect in the cloze 

and then move on to that of pluperfect. 

 

Table 5. Distribution of inappropriate uses of present perfect in the cloze 

Overgeneralizations  Undergeneralizations 

Present perfect  Tense/ aspect 

in the environment 

of: N % 

 in present perfect 

environment: N % 

Pluperfect  5 83.3  Pluperfect  4 44.5 

Simple past 1 16.7  Simple past 3 33.3 

Simple present 0 0  Simple present 2 22.2 

       

Total 6 100   9 100 
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In Table 5, we can generally find that learners only slightly overuse and underuse the 

present perfect. There are only 15 tokens in total for overgeneralizations and 

undergeneralizations. However, the number of the tokens of undergeneralizations (9 

tokens) is obviously more than that of overgeneralizations (6 tokens). This means that 

the learners tend to underuse more. Furthermore, by looking into how the learners 

overuse and underuse present perfect, we can find that the learners are apt to use the 

counterpart— the pluperfect— to be the substitute of the present perfect. For example, 

the learners underuse present perfect because they use pluperfect in the present perfect 

environment for four times; however, they only overuse present perfect in the 

environment of pluperfect for five times. Some of the examples that they underuse 

present perfect for pluperfect are listed below in (13), (14) and (15). 

 

 (13) Life in my country had changed (have changed) quite a bit since my 

grandmother’s time. 

 (14) These rules had changed (have changed) a lot since women’s liberation. 

 (15) I had planned (have planned/ have been planning) for that ever since I was a 

child. 

 

As for the five tokens of the overgeneralization for pluperfect, it is shown in the 
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following (16), (17) and (18). 

 

   (16) My grandmother once told me that she never has been (had gone) to a 

wedding or a party until my grandfather died. 

   (17) By the time that she was thirty she has been (had been) married for 15 years 

and she had raised six children! 

   (18) By the time that she was thirty she had been married for 15 years and she has 

raised (had raised) six children! 

 

Their second choice that the learners overuse or underuse present perfect for is the 

simple past tense (once for overuse and three times for underuse). Some of the 

responses that they underuse present perfect for simple past tense are listed below in 

(19) and (20). 

 

   (19) I planned (have planned/ have been planning) for that ever since I was a 

child. 

   (20) These rules changed (have changed) a lot since women’s liberation. 

 

Finally, there are two of the tokens that substituted the present perfect with the simple 
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present, which shares the same tense with it. The following (21) and (22) exemplifies 

this undergeneralization. 

 

   (21) I plan (have planned/ have been planning) for that ever since I was a child. 

   (22) These rules change (have changed) a lot since women’s liberation. 

 

     After examining how the learners overuse and underuse present perfect in the 

cloze, the distribution of the inappropriate uses of pluperfect is examined and is 

shown in the following Table 6. 
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Table 6. Distribution of inappropriate uses of pluperfect in the cloze 

Overgeneralizations  Undergeneralizations 

Pluperfect  Tense/ aspect 

in the environment 

of: N % 

 in pluperfect 

environment: N % 

Present perfect  4 57  Present perfect 5 15.2 

Simple past 3 43  Simple past  21 63.6 

    Simple present 1 3 

    Past progressive  4 12.2 

    Pluperfect progressive 1 3 

    Ambiguous 12 3 

Total 7 100   33 100 

 

Similar to the condition of present perfect, the learners also overuse and underuse 

pluperfect in the cloze. However, the number of the tokens of pluperfect (40 tokens) is 

a lot more than that of present perfect (15 tokens). Another similarity between Table 5 

and Table 6 is that the tokens of undergeneralizations (33 tokens) are more than 

overgeneralizations (7 tokens). This may again prove that the learners incline to 

                                                
2 The token is “would have been.” 
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undergeneralize the pluperfect much more than overgeneralizing it. Furthermore, the 

learners’ substitutes of the pluperfect were scrutinized. The table shows that the 

learners tend to overuse pluperfect in the environment of present perfect (4 tokens, 

57%) and in the environment of simple past (3 tokens, 43%). The examples of 

overuses of pluperfect in the environment of present perfect are shown in the 

following (23), (24) and (25)3. 

 

   (23) Life in my country had changed (have changed) quite a bit since my 

grandmother’s time. 

   (24) These rules had changed (have changed) a lot since women’s liberation. 

   (25) I had planned (have planned/ have been planning) for that ever since I was a 

child. 

 

And as for the overuses of pluperfect in the environment of simple past, the example 

is shown in (26). 

 

(26) I think that she had been (was) more of a slave than a wife. 

 

                                                
3 Examples (23), (24) and (25) represent the overuses of pluperfect in the environment of present 
perfect. These examples are the same as (13), (14) and (15), which represent the underuses of present 
perfect in pluperfect environment. 
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On the other hand, among the 33 undergeneralizations, they mostly substitute the 

pluperfect with the simple past (21 tokens, 63.6%) The responses are shown in the 

following (27) and (28). 

 

(27) By the time that she was thirty she was (had been) married for 15 years and 

she had raised six children! 

(28) By the time that she was thirty she had been married for 15 years and she 

raised (had raised) six children! 

 

This phenomenon may due to the high similarity between the simple past tense and 

the pluperfect (they share the same past tense) and the learners’ frequent use of and 

familiarity with the simple past. Since simple past is more frequently used than 

pluperfect, there are only 3 tokens (43%) that the learners overgeneralize pluperfect in 

the environment of simple past but far more undergeneralizations (21 tokens, 63.6%) 

of pluperfect by simple past. 

In addition to the underuses of pluperfect for simple past, there are five tokens 

of using present perfect in the environment of pluperfect. The examples are presented 

in the following (29), (30) and (31)4. 

                                                
4 Examples(29), (30) and (31) represent the underuses of pluperfect in present perfect environment.. 
These examples are the same as (16), (17) and (18), which represent the overuses of present perfect in 
the environment of pluperfect. 
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(29) My grandmother once told me that she never has gone (had gone) to a 

wedding or a party until my grandfather died. 

(30) By the time that she was thirty she has been (had been) married for 15 years 

and she had raised six children! 

(31) By the time that she was thirty she had been married for 15 years and she has 

raised (had raised) six children! 

 

There is one token that the learner underused pluperfect in simple present 

environment. The example is given as the following (32). 

 

(32) My grandmother once told me that she never goes (had gone) to a wedding or 

a party until my grandfather died. 

 

Another statistic to be noted is that there are 4 tokens (12.2%) in which learners 

used past progressive to replace the pluperfect. The examples are shown in the 

following (33). 

 

   (33) By the time that she was thirty she had been married for 15 years and she was 

raising (had raised) six children! 



 50

The two aspects share the same tense but the learners wrongly applied the aspect. The 

results may indicate that the learners still have not achieved the target-like level of 

proficiency and have different perspectives from native speakers. 

     From the above observations and discussions, we can clearly see how the 

advanced learners overgeneralize or undergeneralize the use of present perfect and 

pluperfect in the cloze test. Generally speaking, the advanced learners involved in this 

study seldom overused the perfect aspect (only 13 tokens in total) but have more 

undergeneralization (42 tokens in total) in the cloze passage. The present result seems 

consistent with Housen’ (2002) research. Housen found that learners’ use of perfect 

markers is predominantly characterized by undergeneralization rather than 

overgeneralization. 

     So far we have only examined the learners’ performance in using the perfect 

aspect in the controlled production. In next part, their use of the perfect aspect in the 

free production will be explored. The following Table 7 and Table 8 present the 

distribution of inappropriate use of present perfect and pluperfect in the learners’ 

compositions. The following starts from examining how the learners overuse and 

underuse present perfect in their compositions in Table 7. 
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Table 7. Distribution of inappropriate uses of present perfect in the compositions 

  Overgeneralizations  Undergeneralizations 

Present perfect  Tense/ aspect 

in the environment 

of: N % 

 in present perfect 

environment: N % 

Simple present 15 78.9  Simple present 1 100 

Simple past  3 15.8     

Pluperfect 1 5.3     

       

Total 19 100   1 100 

 

Table 7 shows that the learners overuse present perfect in the environment of simple 

present most frequently (15 tokens, 78.9%) while there is only one token of underuse. 

Some of the sentences are listed below to illustrate the overgeneralization (in 34 to 37) 

and undergeneralization (in 38). 

 

   (34) First of all, the Internet changes our work style nowadays and has taken up 

(takes up) lots of our working time. 

 



 52

   (35) At the present time, snail mails have been replaced (are replaced) by emails, 

or even more recently, by MSN or Yahoo Messenger! 

   (36) Nowadays, internet connection has become (is) a new “trend”, or you may 

claim it as a new “channel”, for most of the people to obtain information and 

to communicate with each other. 

   (37) And now, it has served (serves) even as a pronoun for a variety of things, just 

like the black hole sucking in everything it encounters mercilessly. 

   (38) Their interest is so limited that they rarely ask for other information, and their 

lack of real life experience cause (has caused) several social problems. 

 

Simple present and present perfect share one thing in common that they both have the 

same present tense. This similarity may trigger them to substitute each other with 

higher probability. The others are the tokens that the learners overused present perfect 

for simple past and pluperfect, as shown below in (39), (40) and (41). 

 

   (39) Unlike my parents, I have received (received) formal computer training in 

college and my life is greatly influenced by the Internet. 

   (40) The Internet has made (made) my life a lot different from my grandparents’. 
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   (41) Life has been changed (had been changed) quite a lot since then, and 

communication probably is the most significant aspect. 

 

Next, these learners’ overgeneralization and undergeneralization of pluperfect in their 

own compositions are examined and discussed. The results are shown in the following 

Table 8.  

 

Table 8. Distribution of inappropriate uses of pluperfect in the compositions 

  Overgeneralizations  Undergeneralizations 

Pluperfect  Tense/ aspect 

in the environment 

of: N % 

 in pluperfect 

environment: N % 

Simple past 5 83.3  Simple past 1 50 

Present perfect 1 16.7  Present perfect 1 50 

       

       

Total 6 100   2 100 

 

Like the inappropriate use of present perfect in Table 7, the learners also have more 
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overuse (6 tokens) than underuse (2 tokens) of pluperfect in their compositions. There 

are 5 tokens of overgeneralizations of pluperfect in the environment of simple past, as 

shown in the following (42) and (43). 

 

(42) A student studying abroad might be seriously homesick since he had left (left) 

home for one year, missed his parents dearly and spent a fortune on 

international phone calls. 

(43) At that time, life had been (was) simpler but boring. 

 

The other overgeneralization is that a pluperfect appeared inappropriately in the 

environment of present perfect, as shown in (44). 

 

(44) They see their friends abroad in the screen as if they had never lived (have 

never lived) apart. 

 

For the undergeneralization, there are only two tokens in the compositions. The 

sentences are listed below. Sentence (41) is presented again in (46). 
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(45) In my grandparents’ generation, Taiwan was still an agricultural society, and 

personal relationships were (had been) close. 

(46) Life has been changed (had been changed) quite a lot since then, and 

communication probably is the most significant aspect. 

 

Generally speaking, the learners overwhelmingly overuse present perfect and also 

slightly overuse pluperfect in their compositions. This result is totally opposite to 

what they had performed in the cloze test, in which they had more 

undergeneralization than overgeneralization. Besides, the result is also inconsistent 

with Housen’s findings that learners’ use of perfect markers is predominantly 

characterized by undergeneralization rather than overgeneralization. The factors that 

caused the present results may be due to the nature of the two different tasks. 

Compared to the composition, the cloze test provides some prompt adverbials (such 

as since, for, etc.) for the learners. Since they are advanced learners, they may be able 

to grasp quickly the hints and know that the blank needs a perfect. Therefore, the 

perfect form may only be used when these learners are certain about the linguistic 

environment which is suitable for the perfect to appear. Consequently, underuses 

outnumber overuses in the learners’ responses of the cloze test. On the contrary, there 

are no such prompt adverbials in the free production (compositions) as their reference. 
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They may have difficulty deciding where to use the perfect appropriately and 

overgeneralization then appears a lot more than undergeneralization. The other 

account is from Housen’s (2002) result. Housen’s argument is that when learners have 

more underuse than overuse, they show better acquisition of the tense/aspect. 

However, in this present study, the learners show relatively higher percentage of 

inappropriate use of the perfect aspect. This may mean that they do not acquire the 

perfect aspect very well. Therefore, when they use the perfect in their free 

compositions, they no longer show more underuse than overuse but show more 

overuse than underuse. This phenomenon may indicate that they still do not know 

well when and how to put the perfect in the appropriate place. 

 

4.3  PERFECT ASPECT AND LEXICAL ASPECT OF VERBS 

     In the following, in order to find whether there is any relationship between 

lexical aspect and the perfect aspect, the verbs that are blanked in the cloze passage 

are listed to examine their tenses/aspects used by the learners. The results are shown 

in percentage in Table 9. The percentages are obtained by dividing the tokens of the 

tense/aspect of each verb by the total number of the tokens of the verb. All 

miscellaneous responses are listed individually under “Misc.” which includes 

misformations and idiosyncratic items. 



 57

Table 9. Distribution of responses for the verbs in the cloze passage (in percentage) 

Verbs Pres. 

perf. Plup. 

Simp. 

pres. 

Simp. 

past 

Past 

prog. 

Pres. 

perf. 

prog. 

Plup. 

prog. Misc. 

STA.         

live    97    3 

be  30.3 6 60.7    3 

stay    100     

ACT.         

work    100     

take care of    100     

go  15.2 3 78.8    3  

plan 60.6  3 3  33.4   

tell    100     

ACC.         

raise 3 21.2  54.5 15.3  3 3  

grow up   9.1 84.8 6.1    

ACH.         

change 92.5 3 1.5 3     

die    100     

think of 33.35  66.7      

 

From the chart, we can see that the learners use simple past to every type of 

                                                
5 Here the “have thought of” is categorized into present perfect for the temporal convenience of 
classification, but it is ignored in the present analysis of the perfect. For the reason of the ignorance, see 
footnote 7. 
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lexical aspect. Besides, the simple past is the tense that is the most widely applied in 

each verb. More than half of the total number of the verbs has over 80% of being in 

simple past. As for the other tenses/aspects, they do not distribute as pervasively as 

simple past does. They seem to have a tendency to distribute in some certain 

categories of lexical aspect. Here we will only focus on the distribution of the perfect 

aspect. 

In order to further investigate the relationship between the perfect aspect and 

lexical aspect of verbs, the statistics of present perfect and pluperfect in Table 10 are 

shown in more detail in the following Table 10.  

 

Table 10. Percentages and tokens (in parentheses) of verbs in the form of perfect in 

the cloze passage 

         Verbs 

Aspect 
STA.6 ACT. ACC. ACH. TOTAL 

Pres. perf.  
23% 

(20) 

1.1% 

(1) 

75.9% 

(66) 

100% 

(87) 

Plup.  
35.7% 

 (5) 

50% 

(7) 

14.3% 

(2) 

100% 

(14) 

Total  
24.8% 

 (25) 

7.9% 

(8) 

67.3% 

(68) 

100% 

(101) 

                                                
6 The 17 tokens of the STATE which are all composed of the verb to be are excluded in this present 
study. The rationale of excluding it will be mentioned in the following discussion of the relationship 
between lexical aspect and the perfect in the compositions. 
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From the table, we can see the distribution of the verbs in present perfect and 

pluperfect. For present perfect, it seems that it is more related to the ACHIEVEMENT 

(66 tokens, 75.9%). As for pluperfect, it is more related to the ACCOMPLISHMENT (7 

tokens, 50%). What these two types of verbs (ACHIEVEMENT and ACCOMPLISHMENT) 

share in common is that they both represent a telic event, which has an end point and 

implies a result state. This supports the findings in the previous studies (Youssef 1990, 

Kaplan 1987, Bybee, Perkins and Pagliuca 1994 and Li and Shirai 2000) and the 

prediction made early in this paper that the perfect aspect has a close interaction with 

the telic verbs. 

After examining the relationship between the lexical aspect of verbs and the 

perfect in the cloze passage, we now continue to further check the relationship in the 

compositions because there are more various verbs provided in them. There are 199 

types and 480 tokens of verbs in the 317 pieces of compositions, as shown in Table 

11.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
7 There is one composition excluded from the present analysis because it does not have enough words 
(250 to 300 words) in it. 



 60

Table 11. Types and tokens of verbs in the compositions 

 Types Tokens 

STA. 46 186 

ACT. 88 165 

ACC. 25 31 

ACH. 40 98 

Total 199 480 

 

It is observed that the learners used more STATES (46 types and 186 tokens)8 and 

ACTIVITIES (88 types and 165 tokens) than ACCOMPLISHMENTS (25 types and 31 

tokens) and ACHIEVEMENTS (40 types and 98 tokens) in both verb types and tokens. 

The detailed distribution of the verbs in the compositions is supplied in Appendix II. 

Here we can take a general look at how the learners associate the grammatical aspect 

with the lexical aspect in Table 12.  

 

 

 

                                                
8 The verb to be has been excluded from the analysis of this study. Like Bardovi-Harlig (1998) had 
done in her analysis, she also excluded the verb to be in her study. She took Giacalone Ramat’s (1992) 
argument that the copula is a tense carrier and rarely occurs untensed. Therefore, the tensing of the 
copula is not representative of the tense-aspect marking of other STATES. Another reason to exclude the 
verb to be is due to the purpose of this study. We would like to examine the relationship between the 
perfect aspect and lexical aspect so only the verbs that carries lexical meaning will be counted.  
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Table 12. Distribution of the verbs in the compositions (tokens and percentages) 

  Verbs 

 

Aspect 

STA.  

(N= 186) 

ACT.  

(N= 165) 

ACC. 

(N= 31) 

ACH. 

(N= 98) 
Total 

 N % N % N % N % N % 

Pres. 

perf. 
2 3.1 3 4.7 17 26.6 42 65.6 64 100 

Plup. 2 11.1 3 16.7 4 22.2 9 50 18 100 

Simp. 

pres. 
115 47.1 94 38.5 8 3.3 27 11.1 244 100 

Simp. 

past 
65 44.5 58 39.7 3 2.1 20 13.7 146 100 

Pres. 

prog. 
2 16.7 7 58.3 1 8.3 2 16.7 12 100 

 

It was clearly shown that the learners tend to relate the perfect with the 

ACCOMPLISHMENTS and ACHIEVEMENTS much more than the STATES and ACTIVITIES. 

For present perfect, it was more often used with the ACCOMPLISHMENTS (26.6%) and 

ACHIEVEMENTS (65.6%) than the STATES (3.1%) and ACTIVITIES (4.7%). Likewise, 
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pluperfect was also more related to the ACCOMPLISHMENTS (22.2%) and 

ACHIEVEMENTS (50%) than the STATES (11.1%) and ACTIVITIES (16.7%). This result 

conforms to the previous studies reviewed above that learners incline to use the 

perfect aspect in the verbs that imply an endpoint or a result state, such as 

ACCOMPLISHMENTS and ACHIEVEMENTS. Therefore, the influence of the lexical aspect 

may be more evident. 

 

4.4  PERFECT ASPECT AND DISCOURSE ORGANIZATION 

After examining the relationship between the perfect aspect and the lexical 

aspect, this section concerns the use of the advanced learners’ perfect aspect from 

another perspective. We would like to explore whether there is any correlation 

between the perfect aspect and discourse organization. Bardovi-Harlig (1992a) found 

that some learners showed a use of pluperfect in simple past tense contexts in the 

beginning of their essays. These overgeneralizations of pluperfect in the essays 

showed that the learners did not utilize the pluperfect as its typical use in English. The 

typical use of the pluperfect should have the relative meaning of locating one past 

time event before another. Nevertheless, the pluperfects used by the subjects seemed 

to serve a scene-setting function in the opening paragraphs of their essays. In this 

section, the present perfect and pluperfect used by the advanced learners in their 
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essays will be scrutinized to see their scene-setting functions. 

There are 14 out of 31 compositions having their initial paragraphs start by a 

sentence including the perfect aspect. Among the 14 essays, there are 7 essays in 

which the perfect aspects are overused in simple present tense or simple past tense 

contexts. The native speaker who was responsible to correct their use of tense/aspect 

indicated that these learners excessively used the perfect in the opening paragraphs 

and most of their use was not appropriate. They could simply use simple past tense or 

simple present tense in the opening of their essays but they chose to use the perfect 

aspect. This phenomenon may not be simply the influence of the lexical aspect, and 

the influence of the discourse organization may be stronger. The influence of the 

discourse organization was especially obvious when the learners used STATES and 

ACTIVITIES in the perfect aspect. The following Table 13 shows the distribution of 

verbs of STATE and ACTIVITY in the perfect aspect. 
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Table 13. Distribution of STATES and ACTIVITIES in the perfect in the compositions 

              Verbs 

Functions 
STA. ACT. 

 N % N % 

As scene setters 3 75 4 66.7 

Not as scene setters 1 25 2 33.3 

Total 4 100 6 100 

 

From Table 13, we can see that there were only 10 tokens of STATES and ACTIVITIES 

that are used in the perfect aspect. However, there were 7 tokens (70%) among them 

that were used as scene setters in the opening paragraphs of the essays. The influence 

of the discourse organization seemed to act on the learners’ choice of tense/aspect. 

Even though they seldom related STATES and ACTIVITIES to the perfect aspect, they 

seemed to relate scene-setting function to the perfect. As for the ACCOMPLISHMENTS 

and ACHIEVEMENTS, the learners’ choice of the perfect aspect may be the complex 

influence from lexical aspect and discourse organization, and we will not discuss the 

issue here. 

In the following, examples (47), (48), (49) and (50) illustrate how the learners 

use the perfect as a scene-setter in the introductory paragraphs. 
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   (47) The Internet has not been so popular until the last decade… . 

In our parents’ generation, they would never expect such advance and 

facility of computer technology. But it was a pity that such convenience also 

brings about some problems that we’ve never though of before. 

 

In (47), the first kind of condition is shown that the same verb occurs in the 

introduction and later in the body of the text. In this case, the first mention of the verb 

appears in the present perfect, and the subsequent mention occurs in the simple past. 

This distinction makes the introductory function of the perfect aspect clearer. 

Most of time, the writers used different verbs in the introduction and in the 

body of the text. They also differentiated the tense/aspect of the verbs in the first and 

subsequent mentions. They used the perfect aspect in the introduction and the simple 

past tense in the following paragraphs. The examples below, (48) and (49), are 

presented to show how these learners shifted from the perfect aspect to the simple 

past. 

 

(48) In a revolutionary fashion, Internet technology in recent years has reshaped 

human communication; the development of this technology has led to major 

changes in the way messages are created and transmitted since my parents’ 
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generation.   

In their earlier lives, my parents and those like them went about their 

everyday life in a more manual, physical manner. Prior to the introduction of 

the “World Wide Web,” news and information was obtained mainly from TV 

news, radio programs, or books and magazines from libraries.  

(49) “Internet” cannot be more common a vocabulary in people’s lives. And now, 

it has served even as a pronoun for a variety of things, just like the black hole 

sucking in everything it encounters mercilessly. 

My parents both grew up in small and remote towns in the countryside. 

What they did when they were teenagers was often directly related to people 

around them.  

 

In (48), the writer began the first paragraph with the present perfect has reshaped and 

has led and used the simple past tense went in the initial clause of the next paragraph. 

Likewise, in (49), the writer also used the present perfect has served in the initial 

paragraph and then shifted to the simple past grew in the next paragraph. These 

learners seemed to prefer starting their compositions by setting up the background and 

then went on to discuss about their parents’ or grandparents’ lives in the past. The 

introductory function of the perfect in (48) and (49) was very clear. 
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The scene-setting function of the perfect in the learners’ compositions was even 

clearer when we continued to examine the third paragraph in Example (50). Example 

(50) shows the shifts among the paragraphs. 

 

(50) Life has been changing drastically with the development of the Internet.  

However, whether the change is positive or negative is a debatable question.   

At the time my grandparents lived, people acquired knowledge from a 

variety of sources, such as books, anecdotes, experiences and so on.  Take 

my grandfather as an example.  He left home at a very young age, and 

traveled to Japan… . 

It is said that the Internet has broaden people’s outlook. It seems that 

people are given an easy access to a great deal of information… . 

 

In (50), the writer used the present perfect has been changing in the first paragraph to 

set the background for the whole composition. She pointed out that there were 

differences between the past and the present. Then in the second paragraph, she 

shifted the tense and aspect from the present perfect to the simple past tense lived, 

acquired, left, and traveled. She focused on talking about the lives that her 

grandparents had led. Finally, in the last paragraph, the writer used the present perfect 
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has broaden again in the first clause. Here she shifted the tense and aspect from the 

simple past tense to the present perfect in order to set up another background scene 

for her to talk about the life she is leading at present. 

 

4.5  SUMMARY OF CHAPTER FOUR 

In this chapter, the results and discussions are presented. First of all, we found 

that the learners had a higher percentage of formal accuracy than appropriate use. 

Those learners may not achieve the target-like use of some forms. Among those forms, 

the learners seem to have more difficulty with present perfect and pluperfect. They 

show overgeneralizations and undergeneralizations of the perfect aspect in both the 

cloze test and their compositions. Generally speaking, the number of underuse of 

present perfect and pluperfect is larger than that of overuse in the task of cloze. 

However, the number of underuse is smaller than that of overuse in the learners’ 

compositions. This result may due to the learners’ unfamiliarity of using the perfect 

appropriately. In addition, the learners tended to overuse the perfect in their 

compositions where there were no prompt adverbials, such as since and for. In the 

present study, we also found that the advanced learners tended to relate the perfect 

aspect with the verbs of ACHIEVEMENT and ACCOMPLISHMENT, which both represent a 

telic event. This relationship was consistent in both the tasks of the cloze test and the 
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compositions. Finally, we found that the learners seemed to use the perfect aspect as 

the scene-setting function in the opening paragraphs of their compositions. 




