


[image: ]

Factors Affecting Students’ Misuse of English Tenses in Speaking at Simple English Course, Kampung Inggris Pare
Nurul wahidah
¹ English Education Department, Universitas Islam Kadiri, Indonesia
Corresponding author’s e-mail: Nurulwahidah@student.uniska-kediri.ac.id.

Abstract
The misuse of English tenses is a frequent problem among EFL learners, especially in speaking tasks that require spontaneous oral production. Many learners can answer written tense exercises correctly, but they often fail to apply tense rules consistently when speaking in real time. This gap suggests that knowing grammar rules does not automatically become accurate spoken performance, because speaking requires learners to manage ideas, vocabulary, fluency, and grammatical monitoring at the same time. This qualitative study explores the factors that affect students’ misuse of English tenses in speaking at Simple English Course in Kampung Inggris, Pare, Kediri. The participants were five basic-level students of mixed ages. Data were collected in two course sessions through observation of speaking activities, targeted speaking tasks, and semi-structured interviews. Spoken data were transcribed and analyzed to identify recurring tense misuse patterns, and interview data were coded thematically to interpret learners’ reasons and contextual influences. The study uses interlanguage and speaking-performance perspectives to explain tense misuse as the result of interacting factors, including limited functional grammar control, limited speaking practice and feedback, first-language transfer, attention limits during speech, and affective variables such as anxiety and confidence. The study is expected to help tutors design speaking activities that keep communication meaningful while supporting tense accuracy through brief focus on form, feedback, and confidence-building interaction.
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INTRODUCTION 
Accurate tense use is essential in spoken English because tense helps speakers express time reference, show the sequence of events, and build clear meaning in interaction. In everyday communication, listeners depend on tense and temporal markers to understand whether an action happens routinely, is happening now, happened in the past, or is planned for the future. This is why tense accuracy is often discussed as part of communicative clarity, because incorrect time reference can distort meaning even when vocabulary choice is adequate. In speaking, tense marking must be retrieved and produced in real time, which makes it more vulnerable to breakdown than in carefully edited writing.. For EFL learners, however, tense misuse remains one of the most frequent grammatical problems, and it tends to appear more clearly in speaking than in writing (Kalimantan, 2020). Many learners can answer written tense exercises correctly, but their tense use becomes inconsistent when they speak spontaneously. This situation suggests that explicit knowledge of rules does not automatically become accurate spoken performance (Suzuki et al., 2023).  Empirical work on oral performance also shows that learners’ accuracy can fluctuate depending on speaking conditions (Mora-plaza & Mora, 2024). indicating that “knowing” and “doing” grammar are not identical in speaking contexts.
One reason tense misuse is common in speaking is that speaking is cognitively demanding. When learners speak, they must generate ideas, choose vocabulary, organize sentences, and pronounce words quickly. At the same time, they must also monitor their grammar, including tense forms. These processes happen under limited attention and time. Psycholinguistic perspectives describe speaking as a complex process that involves conceptualization, formulation, articulation, and self-monitoring, often occurring very rapidly(Chih-chung & Fu-yun, 2025). Because attention is limited, learners may distribute resources toward fluency and message delivery rather than detailed grammatical encoding, particularly when tasks are complex or time-pressured. Under these conditions, learners may prioritize conveying meaning and maintaining fluency, while grammatical accuracy becomes secondary. As a result, tense marking can be omitted, simplified, or replaced with “default” forms such as the present tense, especially when learners speak without preparation or are asked to respond immediately. Recent evidence suggests that increasing task demands can be associated with reduced performance in accuracy-related dimensions for some learners, especially when anxiety is also elevated. From the perspective of Cognitive Load Theory, working memory has a highly finite capacity, and excessive mental effort during complex tasks like speaking can significantly hinder language acquisition and oral performance (Journal et al., 2025)
In second language acquisition studies, learners’ tense errors can be understood through the concept of interlanguage. Interlanguage refers to the learner’s developing language system, which is systematic but still differs from the target language. In this framework, errors are not merely failures; they show the learner’s current stage of development and how the learner is constructing temporary rules and testing hypotheses about the target language (Hasyanah et al., 2025). From this view, recurring tense misuse can be interpreted as evidence of an evolving rule system rather than random mistakes, which makes identifying underlying factors pedagogically valuable. Qualitative classroom-based research commonly uses this developmental lens to connect observable errors with learning conditions such as practice, feedback, and affective states. This view is important because it suggests that tense misuse may not only come from “not knowing,” but also from incomplete development, overgeneralization, limited practice, or persistent patterns influenced by the learner’s first language. In some cases, repeated errors may become relatively stable and difficult to change, which relates to the issue of fossilization (Tzampazi, 2025)
Tense and aspect are known to be challenging because learners must build strong connections between grammatical forms and their meanings and functions. Learners need to understand not only how to form a tense, but also when it should be used in context. For example, using simple past to tell a completed event is different from using present tense for routines or present continuous for actions happening now. Research on tense-aspect acquisition emphasizes that the development of accurate tense use depends on meaningful exposure and learners’ ability to notice target forms in input (Salaberry, 2024). Noticing becomes crucial in communicative contexts because learners may otherwise focus mainly on meaning, leaving tense morphology under-processed. In intensive speaking environments, insufficient noticing can lead learners to rely on simpler temporal strategies (e.g., adverbs like yesterday) while leaving verb morphology unchanged, which is consistent with cross-linguistic influence patterns discussed in EFL contexts. When learners do not notice tense forms clearly, or when they receive limited input and limited opportunities to use tense in speaking, their tense system may develop slowly and inconsistently. However, if learners repeatedly rely on their first language (L1) features without appropriate correction, these incorrect forms can become deeply ingrained, leading to a learning plateau known as fossilization (Bakhtiyarovich, 2025).
Instructional factors can also contribute to the gap between tense knowledge and tense use. In many learning contexts, grammar teaching focuses on controlled practice such as fill-in-the-blank exercises, sentence transformation, or multiple-choice tasks. While these activities may help learners recognize forms, they do not always prepare learners for real-time use in speaking, where grammar must be produced quickly and accurately inside meaningful communication. This gap is often addressed through classroom interactional approaches that integrate brief attention to form within communicative practice and use feedback to prompt learner noticing and repair. To address this issue, language teaching methodology highlights focus on form, which involves briefly drawing attention to grammar within communicative activities rather than separating grammar completely from communication (Ellis, 2015). This approach is relevant for tense learning because it allows learners to practice speaking meaningfully while still receiving guidance and correction related to tense. In speaking lessons specifically, oral corrective feedback is frequently discussed as one mechanism to support this integration, because it can occur at the moment an error becomes communicatively relevant (Merlin, n.d.).
Several learner-related factors may influence tense misuse during speaking. A common factor is limited functional grammar mastery. Students may know tense formulas but still struggle to retrieve and apply them automatically (Nasir & Badaru, 2025). From a skill-learning perspective, grammar knowledge needs repeated practice and gradual automatisation before it can be used fluently under time pressure (Suzuki et al., 2026).  Recent classroom research on feedback and uptake implies that opportunities to produce output and receive timely responses can support the transition from controlled knowledge toward more stable performance in interaction.  Another factor is limited speaking practice and limited feedback. Opportunities to produce oral output can push learners to recognize gaps between what they intend to say and what they can say, while feedback can help learners repair errors and refine their interlanguage system (Suzuki et al., 2026). Without sufficient speaking practice and feedback, learners may repeat the same patterns, including tense misuse, and these patterns can become habitual. Studies on oral corrective feedback and learner uptake indicate that the type and timing of feedback can shape whether learners notice the error and attempt repair, which is relevant for tense because tense marking is often low-salience and easily missed during fast interaction.
First-language influence is also an important factor. Indonesian does not require verb inflection to mark tense in the same way English does. Time reference in Indonesian is often indicated through time adverbs or context (e.g., “kemarin,” “sekarang,” “besok”) without changing the verb form (Ismahani et al., 2024). Because of this difference, Indonesian learners may omit tense markers such as -ed or may use time adverbs without adjusting the verb form when speaking English. This kind of cross-linguistic influence can be stronger in speaking because learners have less time to consciously monitor grammar and may rely more on familiar L1 patterns (Albarqi, 2024). Recent work on teacher–learner beliefs about corrective feedback also suggests that what teachers choose to target (e.g., grammar vs pronunciation) and how learners perceive those targets can influence which forms become salient, which matters for tense forms that are not always immediately noticeable.
In addition to linguistic and instructional factors, affective factors can influence tense accuracy in speaking (Nur et al., 2022). Foreign language anxiety may cause learners to feel nervous, worried, or afraid of making mistakes when speaking in front of others. Anxiety can reduce the attention available for grammatical monitoring and can interfere with cognitive processing during speaking tasks (Li, 2025). Research on speaking anxiety also indicates that anxiety can be closely connected with learners’ oral performance and confidence (Irulappan, 2025).  Recent evidence shows that higher self-perceived anxiety can be associated with reduced fluency and lower lexico-grammatical accuracy, especially when tasks become more complex. In practice, learners may “know” the tense rule but still misuse it because they are nervous, rushed, or focused on avoiding embarrassment rather than monitoring grammar.
This study was conducted at Simple English Course in Kampung Inggris, Pare, Kediri, where learners participate in frequent speaking activities. In this environment, students are encouraged to use English actively, which makes speaking errors including tense misuse more observable. Therefore, investigating factors influencing tense misuse in this specific setting is important for understanding how grammar knowledge, practice opportunities, L1 influence, and psychological conditions interact during real speaking (Rad et al., 2025). The findings are expected to help tutors design speaking activities that maintain communication as the main goal while still supporting tense accuracy through appropriate practice, feedback, and a supportive learning environment. Classroom-informed evidence on oral corrective feedback and anxiety in speaking can inform practical decisions about when to intervene, how to reduce performance pressure, and how to sustain communication while still improving grammatical accuracy.

METHODS
This study employed a qualitative descriptive approach to explore factors influencing students’ misuse of English tenses in speaking at Simple English Course, Kampung Inggris, Pare, Kediri, Indonesia. A qualitative design was selected because the study aimed to understand tense misuse in context and to explore learners’ experiences and perceptions about why the errors occurred, not to test a treatment statistically. This choice aligns with recent methodological discussions of qualitative descriptive design, which emphasize staying close to participants’ accounts and producing a comprehensive, practice-relevant summary of a phenomenon.
The study was conducted at Simple English Course in Kampung Inggris Pare. The focus was on speaking-oriented sessions such as conversation practice, role play, short presentations, and question–answer activities. These activities were relevant because they required spontaneous speaking and created real-time pressure, which often reveals tense misuse more clearly than written work.  Because spontaneous speaking is sensitive to task pressure and performance conditions, capturing naturally occurring classroom speaking provides ecologically valid evidence of how tense misuse emerges during real interaction. Data were collected during two regular course sessions to capture natural speaking performance and the classroom conditions surrounding the errors.
The participants were five basic-level students at Simple English Course. Participants were selected through purposive sampling based on active participation in speaking activities and willingness to be observed, recorded, and interviewed. The participants were mixed-age learners (teenagers to adults). To protect privacy, the participants were coded as S1–S5 Purposive selection is commonly used in qualitative descriptive work to ensure participants have direct experience with the phenomenon under study and can provide information-rich accounts.
In this study, “misuse of tenses” refers to non-target-like tense use in spoken English that affects (or risks affecting) intended time reference. The focus is on errors that appear in speaking performance, including errors that may not appear when students do written exercises. Defining the phenomenon operationally in this way supports analytic consistency, because it clarifies which oral deviations are treated as meaningful tense misuse (i.e., those that may change or obscure time reference).
These categories provide a structured framework for addressing RQ1, while RQ2 can further explore how these categories are associated with the underlying factors revealed through interview and observation data.
Data were collected through observation, speaking tasks, and semi-structured interviews. Using multiple data sources supports methodological triangulation, which strengthens the credibility of qualitative findings when patterns converge across observations, elicited performance, and participants’ explanations.
Observation was used to document tense misuse during natural classroom interaction and to record contextual notes such as activity type, topic, whether students had preparation time, and how tutors responded to errors (ignored, corrected directly, recast, etc.). Speaking tasks were used to elicit comparable oral data from each participant so that tense misuse patterns could be compared across students. This combination allows the study to compare “in-the-moment” classroom behavior with more controlled elicited output, improving the dependability of patterns identified across participants.
Because the participants were basic-level, tasks were designed to be simple but tense-relevant. Examples of suitable prompts include: recounting a past experience (“Tell me about your last weekend”), describing routines (“What do you usually do every morning?”), expressing plans (“What will you do next week?”), and picture-based prompts that allow mixed tense production (describe the picture and explain what happened before/after. Designing prompts that naturally invite past, present, and future reference supports content validity for investigating tense use, because it creates communicative reasons for learners to select different tense forms rather than producing forms in isolation.
Semi-structured interviews were used to explore learners’ perceptions and reasons behind tense misuse. The interview topics included: which tenses feel difficult, whether they think about grammar while speaking, what they do when they forget a verb form, whether Indonesian habits influence their English, how often they practice speaking, and whether nervousness affects their performance.  Semi-structured interviewing is appropriate here because it maintains comparability across participants while still allowing follow-up questions to clarify individual experiences and explanations.
Data collection was carried out in several stages. First, the researcher obtained permission from the course and explained the research purpose and confidentiality to participants. During Session 1, the researcher observed speaking activities and recorded relevant parts, then administered speaking tasks and recorded each student’s performance. During Session 2, the researcher repeated observation and administered additional speaking tasks if needed to confirm patterns, then conducted semi-structured interviews after the tasks to clarify students’ tense choices and difficulties. All recordings were transcribed for analysis.  To enhance trustworthiness, the study maintained an audit trail (e.g., field notes, coded transcripts, and analytic memos) and used triangulation to support credibility and dependability.  Following recent guidance on trustworthiness criteria (credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability) can help readers evaluate the quality of qualitative findings and the transparency of the analytic process.
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