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Abstract 
This paper focuses on some common problems encountered by Vietnamese learners of English with tense and aspect, 
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Tense and Aspect in Vietnamese 
Like English, Vietnamese also has tense and 
aspect, but they are expressed differently. 
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ε           chέ  khác     rΩi. 
live         place different   already. 
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(11) Anh          ͫy         ľang          ngν.  
Brother    there    marker   sleep 
ôHe is sleeping.õ 
 
In example 10, hôm qua [yesterday] in 

Vietnamese is the adverb of time, and it im-
plies the past. No tense marker is needed in 
this sentence because adding the tense 
marker would result in an unnatural sound-
ing sentence, but the verb buy has to be 
changed into bought in English. 
In sentence 12 below, sΒ is used to indicate 
uncertainty of an event in the future. 

 
(12) Trγi  sΒ   m̯a  

Sky  marker  rain 
ôIt will rain.õ  
 
According to Cao (1998), since sΒ ex-

presses unfulfilled actions or uncertainty, it 
is suitable to talk about the future. This does 
not mean that sΒ is a tense marker;; it is an 
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(20) Tôi  ľ·i. 
I   hungry 
ôI am hungry.õ 
 
Diep added that the Vietnamese là is 

used with adjectives only to emphasize, con-
firm, or assert the meaning of the sentence 
in context. For example: 

 
(21) Theo  ý  tôi,  bοc tranh 

Following  idea I  picture  
này  là   ľΎp 
this be  beautiful 
ôFor me, this picture is beautiful.õ  
 

(22) Thói quen    ľ·        l¨        tΧt 
Habit  that be       good 
ôThat habit is goodõ (Diep, 2004, p. 
105).  
 
To summarize, in Vietnamese, là is 
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However, some adverbs, lͽm [very], 
quá [very], which also show degrees of verbs 
or adjectives, always follow a verb or an ad-
jective to express some Vietnamese peopleõs 
speaking preferences (pp. 460-461). For in-
stance: 

 
(33)  thích   lͽm   

like  very much  
ôlike very muchõ 
 

(34) mΜt   lͽm 
tired  very much 
ôvery tiredõ 
 

(35) thích   quá 
like  very much 
ôlike very muchõ 
 

(36) ľ·i   quá 
hungry 
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be omitted in English. In reality, many Vi-
etnamese learners omit the required form of 
be while making English sentences. Dam 
illustrated this by giving some examples: 

 
(37) Nó  ľói. 

He  hungry 
* He hungry. 
ôHe is hungry.’ 
 

(38) Hôm nay  con     tôi   Χm  nΊng. 
Today child   I    sick heavy 
* My child very sick today. 
‘My child is very sick today.’ 
 

The following (marked with an asterisk) are 
my studentsõ actual sentences: 
 
(39) ChΠ   ͫy  ľΎp. 

Older sister there beautiful 
* She beautiful. 
ôShe is beautiful.õ 
 

(40) Anh   ͫy  nghèo. 
older brother   there poor 
* He poor. 
ôHe is poor.õ 
 
In examples (39 and 40), neither là nor 

thì is used in Vietnamese sentences, but the 
copula be must be present in the English 
equivalents. The studentsõ English sentences 
are ungrammatical because they follow the 
Vietnamese sentential structure.  

 
Common Problems with Phrasal Structures  
Vietnamese learners seem not to have prob-
lems with the positions of adverbs in adjec-
tive phrases because they are similar in Vi-
etnamese and English. However, the 
positions of adverbs in verb phrases in Eng-
lish and Vietnamese sentences are slightly 
different. If students try to apply the adjec-
tive phrase rule to some verb phrases, they 
will make mistakes. The following examples 
are very common among Vietnamese learn-
ers (see Swan and Smith [2001] for similar 
mistakes among Asian students of English). 
 

 
 

(41) ChΠ      tôi  và  tôi  
older sister   I and  I 
chúng ciháI  eyóT Ij i IG òI D
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quired course in their academic program 
(e.g., business or computer science). They 
have only three 60-period semesters of 
English. They use integrated skills text-
books for non-English majors. However, 
their main goals in learning English are to 
read books and to do research related to 
their careers, so both  teachers and students 
focus on grammar, reading, and vocabulary 
rather than on speaking and listening. On 
the other hand, English majors study all 
four skills in separate courses using differ-
ent books for each. For example, when they 
study listening and speaking skills, they use 
listening and speaking skills textbooks and 
just focus on practicing these two skills. 
They have a total of five 60-period seme-
sters to learn English. Realizing the differ-
ent proficiency levels among my students, I 
asked both English majors and non-English 
majors to participate in this study. 

 
Research Questions 
Based on the literature review and my own 
teaching experience, the following questions 
were specifically formulated for this study:  
1. How seriously and frequently do Viet-

namese students make mistakes with 
English aspect, the copula be, and 
phrasal structures? 

2. Is there a difference in performance 
between English majors and non-
English majors regarding these gram-
mar problems? 

3. 
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choice items and recorded what the students 
wrote in the translation section. 

 
Findings 
Studentsõ Errors with the Simple and 
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verbs and sentences without adverbs, for 
analysis and discussion. 

Sentences with Adverbs of Frequency or Ad-
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another transfer from Vietnamese, where 
tense and aspect are largely indicated by ad-
verbs. Overall, that non-English majors 
made more mistakes than English majors 
was consistent with what I expected. 

 
Stu
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Table 2 
Omission of the Copula be 

 
Test sentences 

Number and percentage of learners omitting the copula 
be  
 

English majors 
(n= 25)  

Non-English majors 
(n=47)  

Sentence 1 
rͫt thông minh [very intelligent] 

3 
12% 

 

11 
23.4% 

 
Sentence 3 
rͫt rίng l̯ιng [very generous] 

7 
28% 

18 
38.2% 

Sentence 4 
ľ·i lͽm [very hungry] 
 

4 
16% 

9 
19.1% 

Sentence 7 
mΜt lͽm [very tired] 
 

3 
12%
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Table 3 
Errors with the Placement of Adverbs in Verb Phrases 

 
Test phrases 

Number and percentage of learners mis-
placing adverbs in verb phrases 
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and word order on English learning. Again, 
situated practice may help. For example, the 
teacher could ask students to bring photos 
of their families to class. Students will make 
sentences about members in their family 
photos in which they will need to use forms 
of be as well as adverbs such as very, little, and 
rather in adjective and verb phrases.  For ex-
ample, the teacher can ask students to look 
at Namõs family photo that is hung on the 
board and make sentences with rather or little. 
Students can produce sentences like His 
mother is rather thin or His mother is a bit thin. 
The teacher can ask students to translate 
sentences with rͫt [very], h̭i [rather], or thích 
[like], and students can make sentences like 
His father likes jogging or His father likes jogging 
very much. Based on the sentences, the class 
can practice and do the same activities with 
other pictures in pairs or groups of three. To 
make students feel freer in communication, 
the teacher can also design a questionnaire 
or a table with sentences for students. Stu-
dents can talk with their friends about their 
family members in order to practice thì [co-
pula be] rͫt [very], h̭i [rather] or thích [like], 
rͫt thích [like very much] in real contexts.  

Notes 
1According to Le (1972, p. 77), sΒ in this sentence 
indicates future tense. 
2 According to Cao (1998), most Vietnamese verbs 
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6. Later tonight I ......... my uncle, who is ill in hospital. 
 

(a)  visit 
(b)  am visit 
(c)  are visiting 
(d)*  am visiting 

 
7. Why ......... 

http://www.english-test.net/esl/learn/english/grammar/ei010/esl-test.php)%20-
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5. Anh Ӹy chԆng hiԜu gì cӶ. 
He doesnõt understand at all. 

6. MԌ tôi rӸt thích anh ľӸy. 
My mother likes you very much. 

7. Hôm nay cô Ӹy m֓t l
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