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ENGLISH TENSE MARKING OF INDONESIAN SPEAKERS
AND ITS IMPLICATION TO LANGUAGE TEACHING EDUCATION

Nonny Basalama
Dosen Program Studi Pendidikan Bahasa Inggris
Fakultas Sastra dan Budaya Universitas Negeri Gorontalo

Abstract

The purpose of the research is to test Indonesian Learners of English for their knowledge and skill
of tense marking redundancy in English. As a part of qualitative study, four Indonesian learners
were inferviewed and tested. This study revealed that there are many different reasons for the use of
incorrect English by Indonesian learners. Firstly, there are errors that are the result of a direct
translation from an Indonesian context. Errors related to the tendency to use lexical markers are
also found in this study and the use of lexical markers makes the speech sound unlike English
enough to be considered an ervor. This study also discovers that the Indonesian tends to frequently
gxpress present tense in their speaking. The most interesting reason for errors was interlanguage
which seemed to account for most errors in the production test. It is hoped that the results can
provide insight to not only in Indonesia context but also (o other various contexts in English

Joreign language learning and teaching.

INTRODUCTION

This paper is trying to cover discussion of the
reason why Indonesian speakers of English are
often accused of using too many words when they
express their thoughts, using repetitions and
redundancy. Itis argued that the problem happens
because Indonesian language does not have
grammatical tenses, thus the language marks its
- tenses lexically. When Indonesians try to apply
English rules to their expression they end up using
more words than necessary to express themselves,

As a part of a qualitative study, data were
obtained from some adult leamers. Four Indonesian
learners who were living in Australia were
interviewed and tested. It was assumed that the
learners who were studying would have more
exposure to correct English tense marking,
Analyzing the way how they use English tense
marking, several theories of why Indonesian tends
to use more words in their communication is
critically reviewed in this article, The issue of first
language interference and inter lingual error are
also brought into discussion in this part. The
participants were interviewed to obtain natural
data of the English use as a production test. The

participants were also asked to answer a multiple
choice test to see if they recognize correct English
tense marking., The resulting data has been
analyzed for tense marking, and from this analysis
an attempt would be made to find reasons of the
unigue expression of English by Indonesians, and
its implication for teaching Indonesian language to
the leamers, and English foreign language context
including in Indonesia.

Some theoretical perspectives are considered
useful to be incorporated into discussion such as
tense markers in Indonesian language and why
redundancy takes place for Indonesian speaker,
which those all are highlighted in the following.

Indonesian is a grammatically tense less
language. This does not mean that it cannot express
tenses. This is done in other ways. The tenses in
Indonesian can be shown by some adverbial time
markers and key words. There are many
languages which share this lack of grammatical
tense markers as what has been underlined by
Lyons in the following statement; “Malay and
Chinese languages do not grammatically distinguish
between present and past events or between
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present and future events™ (Lyons, 1995 p,312).
The Indonesian language in particular
distinguishes tenses by using some adverbial times
such as : kemarin (yesterday), sekarang (now),
besok(tomorrow), setiap hari(everyday) and
some key words; telah,(action finished)
sedang,(action in progress) and akan (will
[future tense]). This implies that in order to stress
when the action happen, a lexical marker rather
than a grammatical marker is used. This can
subsequently brought the understanding that
because Indonesian does not have grammatical
tenses, the Indonesians tend to use many words
to express their feelings and ideas, in spoken and
written language. The following examples are
drawn to support the argument.

Keluarga Brown sedang bersiap-siap

menerima tamu-tamu.

family Brown are ready-ready receive

guest-guest '

The Browns are getting ready to receive the

guests.

John akan belajar Bahasa Indonesia besok.

:John will study language Indonesia

tomorrow. S

John will study Indonesian tomorrow.

{Danoesoegondo, 1996, p. 66)

In sentence number 1 and 2, we can see
that Indonesian use many more words in their
expression than they do in English, There are
about eight words in the first sentence and six
words in the second sentence. The words in the
first sentence, for example “the Browns® is said
as “keluarga Brown’, furthermore the word
‘sedang’ in Indonesian is a key word which can
indicate that the event is in progress, the last words
‘tamu-tamu’ which in English is only represented
by one word ‘guests” We can also examine this
phenomenon through a short conversation
(below) and then compare it with English:

- John, apakah Bob adadi rumah?

- Johnis Bobhome?

- Ya, tetapi saya kira dia sedang tidur

siang,

i
¥
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- Yes, butI think he is taking a nap.

The first sentence of the conversation above
clearly shows that Indonesians use more words
than English. On the other hand, the second
sentence has the same number of words; eight
words for every sentence, but if we analyze the
sentence, we can find that the two words in
Indonesian;’ tidur siang’ are only represented by
Englishwith ‘anap.” The articles in English make
it seem as though there are as many words in the
English expression, however, if you just count the
subjects, and objects, Indonesians use more
words.

When Indonesian learners speak English, they
tend to use many words in order to stress meaning.
This happens because Indonesians are influenced-
by their mother tongue. Indonesian uses repetition
to apply lexical tense markers to the action of a
sentence. First language interference deals with
the problems encountered due to the
incompatibility of the two languages. This
difference will result in the non-native speaker using
elements of their mother tongue incorrectly in the
second language. Aitken (1992) has discussed of
the influence which affected by the leamer’s mother
tongue as one of the problems oceurs in language
learning. In accordance with this, Barzegar (2013,
p 323) classified this type of error as “interlingual
error’, which is the error takes place due to the
learner’s mother tongue interference. However,
this does not mean that all errors are a result of
this first language interference, as behaviorists
believe, for they could occur for many other
reasons such as lack of vocabulary or incomplete
education, or the complexity of the target language
(Lightbown and Spada 2006).

The other theory which has helped the
researcher to better understand her study is the
interlanguage hypothesis theory as proposed by
Selinker in 1972 ( Selinker, 1972; Gas and
Selinker, 1994). Selinker proposed that when
using a target language the learner follows a system
of rules which are different from the native language
and the target language (cited in Eckman 1981).
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In relation to this theory, this study found that the
errors that the participants made in this study
analysis could be also linked to the concept of
interlanguage, This will be further incorporated in
the data analysis and discussion below.

METHODOLOGY
This study aims to test Indonesian Leamers
. of English for their knowledge and skill of tense
marking redundancy in English. There are four

Indonesian learners were interviewed and tested

of their English use. To ensure a varied background
in experience of English, two of the interviewees
were studying academically in Australia, and the
others two were not studying but had completed
an English course. It was assumed that the learners
who were studying would have more exposure to
correct English tense marking. The purpose of
the interview was to gather spontaneous data, the
interviewees were asked to talk about their
experiences when they came to Australia for the
first time. Specifically they were asked about their
feelings when they came to a new country and
what was different about Australia compared to
their own country. As the interviewees English
was obviously less than perfect, their expression
has been inspected only for errors of tense and
" lexical markers.

The test was designed to test the learners’
ability to recognize tense and tense marking
redundancy in English. The learners were asked
to choose possible correct sentences from four
different sentences. More than one sentence used
correct English and one of the correct sentences
would include a redundant lexical marker. As the
English way of adding suffixes (e.g. -ing, -ed) to
the end of words to indicate past tense can be
confusing to English learners, incorrect application
of suffixes (e.g. goed instead of went) have been
included in the questions as distractions. It was
assumed that the learners, who were particularly
studying English in private course, would have
more exposure to correct English tense marking,
The purpose of the interview was to gather
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spontaneous data, the interviewees were asked
to talk about their experiences in English learning.
Specifically they were asked about their feelings
in learning the language. But the focus of analysis
lied on understanding of the use of tenses in their
expressions and lexical markers.

The test conducted was designed to test the
learners’ ability to recognize tense and tense
marking redundancy in English. The learners were
asked to choose possible correct sentences from
four different sentences. More than one sentence
used correct English and one of the comrect
sentences would include a redundant lexical
marker. As the English way of adding suffixes
(e.g. -ing, -ed) to the end of words to indicate
past tense can be confusing to English leamers,
incorrect application of suffixes (e.g. goed instead
of went) have been included in the questions as
distractions.

For example,

Choose the correct sentence:

a. Yesterday I went to the shops. (correct
grammar, redundant lexical marker)

b. Yesterday I go to the shops. (incorrect
grammar)

c. | goed to the shops. (distraction)

d. Iwenttotheshops. (correct
grammar, no redundant lexical
marker).

FINDING AND DISCUSSION

Through the data analysis and interpretation
some themes emerged as critical for further
discussion including The Use of Lexical Markers
and Substitution of Present Tense for Past Tense.
They all are discussed in the following.

The Use of Lexical Markers

This study reveals that all the participants tend
to use more lexical markers (adverbial times) in
their English communication. There are various
ekpressions from the participants indicate the using
of these adverbial times such as *from beginning’,
from time to time’, now I come again, which all of
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those are not necessary in appropriate English
expression. '

Substitution of Present Tense for Past Tense

The substitution of present tense for past tense
also occurred in the use of English by Indonesian
speakers. For example Sunaryo in expression
numbers 1,2, 4, 5,6.8,9,10, Parman in numbers
2,3,4,5,6,7.9,10, 11, Deni in numbers 1-4, 8
and Syamin in numbers 1-5, 7-9. The result shows
that the substitution they made of present tense
for past tense do not occur all the time in their
speaking, This leads to assume that the participants
show their cognition of the English tenses and
structures. [t seems that Indonesian learners tend
to use present tense for everything they
communicate in English as this might be easier for
the learners to simply using lexical markers to stress
when the events take place. This could mean that
speaking does not allow them time to convert fenses
and so they use only the present tense.

Some of the results from the interviews were
surprising. [ expected that the two English learners

who were studying in Australia would have better

grammatical tense marking in their spoken English.
This was not the case because the results in
percentage of grammar correct are as follows:
Deni (non-student, pseudonymous name) 62%
Sunaryo (student, pseudonymous name)  53%
Syamin{non-student, pseudonymous name) 31%
Parman (student, pseudonymous name)  26%
The recognition tests followed the same
general pattern except that Parman’s recognition

skills were better than Syamin’s.
Deni (non-student)  100%
Sunaryo (student) 100%

Parman (student) 80%
Syamin (non-student) 45%

The above results indicate that only Deni is
close to mastery of tense marking in English as he
obtained 62% for the production test and 100%
for the recognition test, while the other three
performed poorly in the production test and

Mei 2016, Vol. 6, No. 2

seemed to be in the process of emergence.
However, since Sunaryo and Parman score highly
for the recognition test we might assume that the
mistakes in the production test were due to
nervoussness - their being under pressure to speak
at the time. Syamin does not score well in either
test, so it could be said that he is definitely still in
the process of learning the language.

There could individual and social reasons for
the unexpected results. It becomes clear when |
examine Deni’s back ground why his English is so
good. He worked as a Hotel Manager in
Indonesia, a position which might require him to
speak English with native speaking guests. This
would give him a reason to become familiar with
the language before he started his English course
in Australia. He also brings the story into the
present so it is right according to the context, which
might be why he got better mark in the spontaneous
data. Sunaryo was an English teacher in Indonesia,
who is studying for his Ph.D. in Anthropology in
Australia. His experience with English helps him
score well in both tests. Parman was a chemistry
teacher in Indonesia who is studying fora Ph.D.
in Education. His grammar is good but he has
trouble applying tense in context, hence his low
score in the production test and high score in the
recognition test. It seems that when he is not under
pressure to do it quickly like in speaking, he does
well. Syamin has had no contact with English
before coming to Australia and is not exposed to
English in an academic environment. When more
is known about the interviewees' background it
becomes clear why the results were surprising,

In all cases tense marking in the production
test was not as good as tense recognition. They
are still influenced by their mother tongue,
Indonesian, which is a grammatically tenseless
language, and tends to mark tense lexically. But it
does not mean that Indonesian language cannot
be distinguished linguistically between present and

past events or between present and future events(

Lyons, 1995, p312). The problem iz that when
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they are asked to express themselves verbally in i
English, there is no time to wonder about tense surprise
markers as they feel they must speak as quickly o
as they can. The interviewees who have a good i
knowledge of English should result less lexical coubd
marking. Thus, if they have the knowledge, they e
| will be able to make their sentences shorter, and sl
use grammatical tense marking. Because ::"“"Fi
Indonesian tend to use many words and tenseless Australia,
language, they distinguish the various events % T Ny B [ e
grammatically or could be because the complexity ) m’“'
of the English language itself. alrendly
There is a theory which could explain why <
tense recognition was better than the use of tense e
in the production test. In Krashen’s acquisition- o
learning hypothesis (1985) there are two ways to place 10
learn a language, one is to acquire it in meaningful - L
interaction, the other is to learn it by learning its L [ Wi o ey =
rules such as in a classroom setting (Krashen, frems
1981;1982). Further to that, Krashen says that i
only language that is acquired is available for parlesei®y
natural, fluent communication (Krashen cited in i
Lightbown and Spada, 1994, pp. 26). The leamers sirplane,
that were examined could have learned English Eﬁgia.
more than acquired English which would explain i aion
why tense recognition was better than the use of néeresting
" tense in the production test. The xamples of natural o ki
data obtained and analyzed from the four ARt
participants highlighted in the following table :‘:::L: -
Table 1 5 E:ES he Past. | : [ :::s
Data Classification and Analysis e oy [ed
' that  whm
16 g0 0 o
oo i
Contexl arkers  Omammar  Graminar  |Be i fowm 3=
. Ok, Present fthink s wis FREY . Tmch
thank vou, houghs have have e
Tihink. It fbout  the |t = iy,
i v e i
z. ::* :::u Past events fince  |ams s was fmlm
the s lamived  plan planed differeng
nme | couldn'y from  we
it e
Auatralia, 1own
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But  the [Past ond [hesdt Lm 10, | Butnow | Past and I am [f hawe
probdem  fhen head am present md].r dlready  |already
that l had Ewdech b already, | i5 Bertle tsettled
H:éhmllch: present have anm is v had
i already
probizm i '-u
4 o Tive: in
Sk Ausiralia,
i o And then |
P hove oo
has problem
fuilies, with.:. 2
we  have weather
children, here,
s0 | am fpresen 1am atthough
also it 15
thinking believe spring,
abaut iy Inissed [ miss atthough
wife, | am if is winger
also or
thinking SUMTIET,
about my 1]
Wi m
:;:!d.ren.i Eﬁ;

feve : -
& i I It & med present % pod
e ; very " 1 when
mr:’-el-l‘ mean it is itk
iiigs B g
them bt perhely e
ety i cold when
miss e it is in
very wiriber and
much, it s pot

During  jpast Huring I Wi extremely
the fivst ot when
si% it 15 in
mwnfhs SUMMET.
achanlly 1
i very Deni
difficulf ba Mo | Expression [Obligator [ Lewics [omect neamect | Shoukd
adjust v Contexng | | Frammar  [Srammar | Be
with - a Marke
new H
athough - Fas = F 1 I wag here [Past 1951 it H waE
Australn Ims Hked o 1981 find fhind
i va have |1 and 1 find
different * fhink thaught el %
g of very  hard
Indonesa, risged time  for
Eolike it Em wim
very much |
bt ﬂ: .
sametimes !l‘lll‘tlu!'i
ah  you - Feslialin -
kaow | ? I you |present Hom't whsT't
have think e L isouglu piE e
my with  the |sbawl past it
Farvily, 1 Indanesian
have situstion
think. nmy speainlly
e for  the
kids  two cubre, |
chitdren gt the
in iy cultare
hamse shock ot
town , so the  time,
sametimas after  fow
I ossed mnths
them very Int=r |
izl don't e
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w B the 7 ¥ao...mow | | present oo el peall be wm
Ausseralian will L as
satumlion, used o
spicially with ‘amd |
for thi kope  that
wasiher, =11
and  the AMprove
way  hew my ability,
0] o kooking
CORUIIIG surrourdin
a5e. Among : B Australia
i % | Thar my |Past oad ™ best ry. [ihat was
3 My present ar the was v W's B wWis experietes  |then by conge (1 eould
experience  [thought time thomge become became . | can gee | present ks canm mw  |s=e
ol ot the time {abour past vas uhm | can Loy peaple people
1 wig’ vorked saw  that tie fes e
working ar Australian Mare
] people free
PESEUrant o s
;{'d then b3 express
5 very something
il e wous, W
o you sny
chiangn something
behavior be, te-day
because |
i :.;:s or o,
worked 1 s
Indonesia daF'E:r:m
wilhi
as el
IHANGEER g To express | peesent I
and  ben ye; ar no an
become to like
g chef in Angiralis
Australia, espacially
4 Cooking,  [presemt foesn't for ws is
YR VErY very  herd,
difficult, Ir Lot
daesn't Indantsian
matter 13 people can
life. o, think 1o
ha  ihat's take  lbe-
fife. - advaniage
5 | For meibe [presem hink of  the
o af ban
expETience :—E:““
1 think "
sl ' At IS-'I:I.
advaninge 10 | 'yes s |present 5
o lesmn straight 5
whim... forward
becnuse i and ‘mo’
o Ry is straight
pecgls
I forward
Indonésia alse,  bat
uhm 39 it iz not
iy { easy for
::'S’I e Indanesia
her: n peaple
6 | Andnow [ |Past now bome camy o set
come frean ot ot behavier
sgain in ?“'Bi’”“ like that.
Australin, ing,
e P e Parman
u;:f il Tt:lml.h ™o Expresswon  |Obligatos | Lexson | Correct  Jncorrect  [Should
| v Contex | | Gramimi [Gramnar  fBe
beginning manil Marke | ar
froam e
month o ] If you &6k | Presest, o come |ecaing
month | me"  my |ewplaing a 1
et the first . con't koubdn't  foan't
culture experience  |rememmber
o oo Bl
shoek. Australia,
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It was long
long  rime
...okay, I'll
yoia bt |
beliove |
couldnt
remember
all,

actually s
dealing.
with  my
chemistry
ared
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Oh yes |
think
bgsizally
we  have
simelar
Eeeling  at
the
begmning,
When |
luse  arvive
here 50 1
am 50
happny
hecause
that's  ane
ef (E11S
dream  To
shady
CVErIRAS,

right

Present
thaupht
ol pAst

at the
beginn
g

think

fave

eling
:
rrive
pim

bat's

feelings

nrrivesd
was
thar was

but  this
one is
mors
advanced
amd  more
specific
arei,
schood  of
chemistry
. B0 im
term of
knowledge
that 1 have,
before |
came here
eh just g0
differant

ndvance

have

Wwas
had

S, just
everything
for me 50
wonderful,
so | have

1
prihlen
bzeause
Everything
that I saw
just
EXTIIng,

right.

Present

thoweht
sheal past

Hw

L have w
sy just not
enough o
follaw  eh
ch o
folbaw  the
lechare  ar
all of the
subject in
chemistry
[:11=:1

Fast

Bt nfter
few month
el | dont
knaw how
to explam
that. & lot
af  thing
just Make
me

unrtismifoe
able.

Fresent
thaught
shout past

L oy 1w
think akwat
the thing
why  zav
for
[nstence,
i desling
with  my
gtudy my
ek prown
d i on
chemistry §
am u
chemisiry
teacher

Present

thowght

about past

think

tried
wis
1 was

amd on the
otber  hand
| reatly
have E
preblem

with with
limpansts

and a5
vou know [
am not an
English

teacher and
that  time
nyy English
50, | cmm
gy thal 1%
harmitde, it
i nal
enauph

Pasl,
addregses
nserview
[ in
presenl,
then past

1ave

WHE

WAE
WhE

andl | am
daing eh.
| am
Contings
my  shly
in
anwiber.

b

Fontinoe
H

Wil
congini

It wos

ckily |
can [ass
(pass) oo
the ELT's
tests sa |
can  Come
bere but |
don't think
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Further to the discussion. Several limitations
of this study would be pinpointed through this
paper. First, the test and analysis could have been
improved by more preparation beforehand. More
specific knowledge about the learner’s back ground
in English would have been useful in order to assess
their level of competency. Italso would have been
useful to have had a detailed list of grammatical
tense errors and lexical markers to look for in the
production test. This would have made the results
for the production test more accurate and
consistent. .

The other aspect that needs to be further
considered is it was difficult finding errors of tense
marking when each learner had such a different
style of English. These different styles also made it
difficult to decide who used too many words in
spoken English. Testing learners of English who
speak other languages would have made it clear
whether the problem of repetition and redundancy
was unique to Indonesians. A judgment testcould
have been given as well as the recognition test to
support the conclusions of the other tests as the
judgment tests the ability to correct grammar as
well as recognize it. The last one is inregard to
sample size which is to gain definitive results.
Despite the limitations above, I believe this study
has facilitated a pilot study. The results obtained

from this study indicate that the subject warrants |

further investigation,
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CONCLUSION

Although this study needs more evidence to
support why Indonesian speakers of English are
often accused of using too many words, using
repetition and redundancy, when they express their
thoughts, this study revealed that there are many
different reasons for the use of incorrect English
by Indonesian learners.

Firstly, there are errors that are the result of a
direct translation from an Indonesian context.
Secondly, there are errors related to the tendency
to use lexical markers. The use of lexical markers
makes the speech sound unlike English enough to
be considered an error. Thirdly, the Indonesian
tends to frequently expresses present tense in their
speaking. The most interesting reason for errors-
was interlanguage which seemed to account for
miost errors in the production test. In interlanguage
the Indonesian leaves out both grammatical and
lexical tense markers meaning that tense is often
lost in speech. When tense is taken out of a
dialogue, often the focus for the action is lost, this
makes it difficult for English listeners to understand.
While this report does not prove that interlanguage
without tense is the cause of many
misunderstandings and errors, it is evident from
the production tests that it is a possible cause.
Further testing of this theory could give more
evidence to support this claim. It is hoped the
results can give insights for language teachers in
understanding more about the diversity of their
learners and latter influence the ways how language
approach their grammar teaching, and the
contribution can be also extended to broader
communities needs and knowledge enhancing
language learning and teaching, and more
specifically teaching English in foreign language
classroom where problems arising are quite
complex and dynamic,
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