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Abstract     

This study seeks to uncover the perceptions of EFL students on English tenses mastery and 

their belief in that English tense mastery ensures better improvement in academic writing. 

The research was engaged in mixed method. Quantitative descriptive method was utilized 

to study the students’ perceptions on English tenses mastery to improve their English 

academic writing in numerical form and percentage. The qualitative method was focused 

on the reasons to the students’ low competence and their belief in the English tense mastery 

can lead to the quality of writing. The data collection used Google form in multiple choice 

and short answer forms. A total of 59 EFL students of English Department of Universitas 

HKBP Nommensen who took Academic Writing course participated in this research. The 

results show that: (1) most of the EFL students were familiar with all the names of the 

English tenses with a total of 62.7% (37 out of 59 respondents); (2) the most number of 

students (54.2 respondents) can employ some of the tenses in writing; (3) The main reason 

for the EFL students is unable to apply English grammar, particularly English tenses in 

writing practice was due to the lack of students’ English grammatical competence; (4) 

around 88.1% of the respondents (52 students) believed that mastering English tenses was 

the key to improve their writing skill. Accordingly, the teachers need to provide the effective 

method to advance the students’ competence in the uses of the English tense in writing. For 

the researchers, the research findings provide basic evidence to investigate the issues in the 

future. 
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Introduction     

One of the four language skills which is widely regarded as the most 

challenging for EFL students to master is writing. Writing ability is not just about 

learning the grammatical rules governing sentence patterns, but also about using 

those principles in writing (Blanchard & Root, 1994).  

 English tenses are inextricably linked to English grammatical rules and play 

a critical role in sentence structure (Aziz et al., 2020). Thus, EFL students interested 

in learning English must arm themselves with knowledge of the tenses and the 

ability to use them effectively in English communication. English tenses also play a 

critical function in producing a comprehensible text when it comes to written 

communication. However, the disparity in tenses between English (L2) and native 

languages (L1) has remained a source of contention, particularly in nations where 

English is a second language. 

 In the recent decade, study on writing issues has grown in prominence. 

Wang and Parr (2021) highlighted the difficulties faced by Chinese EFL students 

when it comes to writing, particularly when it comes to negotiating and establishing 

one's identity in academic writing. He stressed the essential function that the 

manner of negotiating writing plays in the writings of teaching practitioners. Nasseri 

(2020) used a variety of research methods to examine the lexical and syntactical 

difficulty of postgraduate academic writing among university EFL students. This 

study demonstrated that EFL students' writing is often subordinate in style, whereas 

native English writers produce phrasal structures. Bada and Ulum (2018) examined 

active and passive sentence forms in academic writing in greater detail. They 

contended that academic writing was controlled by active constructs.    

 The aforementioned research share a common concern with academic 

writing's grammatical patterns. Additionally, these research underscored the critical 

importance of sentence structure norms in academic writing (Jayanti, 2019; Azizah 

and Budiman, 2017;  Pasaribu et al., 2021).  

 English grammatical structures are divided into numerous sub-categories. 

The English tenses are one of the most perplexing aspects of writing, attracting 

scholars' attention. The number of studies focusing on tenses has expanded 

significantly over the previous decade. Numerous researchers have concentrated 

their efforts on the study of how the English tenses are utilized in English writing. 

Heryanti, Sucipto and Makmur, (2017) examined the most often occurring 

grammatical errors in narrative writing. They discovered that the dominant frequent 

grammatical blunders employed by EFL students were in their usage of English 

tenses when writing narratives. Rofik and Sahid (2019), Aziz, Fitriani and Amalina 

(2020), Harun and Abdullah (2020), and Pasaribu (2021) investigated the incorrect 

usage of tenses by university-level EFL students. They noticed that the errors made 

by university EFL students were frequently in the area of the application of English 

tenses in academic writing.  

 Fitria, (2020), and Masruddin (2019) also conducted more focused 

investigations on a particular English tense. They discovered that EFL students 
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struggle with the application of English tenses in writing. The aforementioned 

research on the English tense in writing all agreed on the importance of the English 

tenses in writing. However, EFL students struggled to master them in preparation 

for academic writing.  

 Numerous scholars have examined how English tenses are used in academic 

writing by EFL students. However, little research has been conducted on EFL 

students' perceptions on the English tenses, notably on their competency and 

conviction in English tense mastery.  

 Several researchers have done studies on the area of the students’ 

perspectives in writing strategies. Yunus et al. (2018) and Nordin, Zabidin and 

Kamaluddin (2019) explored the EFL students’ awareness and perception on the 

stage prior to writing as the writing strategy. In the similar vein, Fauzan and Ngabut 

(2018) uncovered the EFL students’ viewpoint on the application of flipped learning 

strategy in class of writing. Referring to the studies, it is obvious that the EFL 

students’ perspectives on the English tenses practice in academic writing are still 

covered and unexplored. Accordingly, the students’ voice how they struggled to 

employ the English tenses in writing needs to be listened. 

 

Method     

The research employed a mixed method approach. The research used a 

quantitative descriptive method to examine students' assessments of their ability to 

grasp English tenses in order to improve their English academic writing. This 

method aims to analyze data and provide it in numerical and percentage form 

(Cresswell, 2014). The qualitative method was utilized to ascertain the reasons for 

students' lack of proficiency in the usage of English tenses in Academic Writing.  

 The study enrolled 59 students from Universitas HKBP Nommensen's 

English Department who took an Academic Writing class. The research data consists 

of EFL learners' perceptions of their competence in the English tenses and if mastery 

of the English tenses can guarantee the development of the learner's academic 

writing skills. 

 The data was collected by giving learners questionnaires via an online 

survey using Google Forms with the following link: 

https://forms.gle/8F2PHi5TNjNaZdm8. The quantitative questionnaires include: (1) 

whether students know all of the names of the English tenses; (2) whether students 

know how to use the English tenses in academic writing; (3) whether students make 

mistakes when using tenses in academic writing; and (4) whether students believe 

that mastering English tenses will improve their academic writing skills. In addition, 

the following qualitative questions were addressed via Google form: (1) which 

tenses the students find difficult to employ in academic writing; (2) the students' 

opinion on whether mastering English tenses may help them improve their writing 

ability. The Google form was used to collect research data since it is easier and faster 

to collect data than the manual or direct technique, as well as because of the corona 

virus (covid-19) outbreak.  

https://forms.gle/8F2PHi5TNjNaZdm8
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 The quantitative data analysis was carried out in a methodical manner using 

Google Forms. The outcomes were copied and pasted into the report. In the 

meantime, qualitative data analysis was guided on the basis of interactive data 

analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

 

Results     

The study reveals three significant findings: descriptions of students' understanding 

of English tenses, students' challenges with English tenses, and students' view that 

mastering English vocabulary can help them enhance their academic writing skills. 

 

The students’ English tenses mastery  

 Fitria (2020) and Rofik and Sahid (2019) emphasized the necessity of mastering 

English tenses in English writing. One sign that EFL students were aware with 

English tenses was that they were required to learn at least the 16 names of the 

tenses. According to this study, the majority of EFL students who took an academic 

writing class claimed to know all of the names of the English tenses, with 62.7 % (37 

out of 59 respondents) claiming to know them all. However, around 28.8% of 

respondents admitted to being unable to memorize all of the names of the tenses. 

Surprisingly, about 8.5 % of the respondents (5 students) said they didn't remember 

all of the English tenses' names (see diagram 1). They were expected to learn at least 

some of the names of the English tenses as EFL students in the English Department. 

However, it's possible that a small percentage of respondents misunderstood the 

question and provided such responses. 

 

 
Diagram 1. The students’ familiarity of English tenses 

 This research indicates that understanding English tenses is regarded as a 

barrier for EFL students' English writing ability. This is consistent with the findings 

of Harun and Abdullah (2020) in Malaysian primary school locations. According to 

the researchers, the most difficult challenge that EFL students had in English writing 

was the use of English tenses. Even the students were unfamiliar with the English 

tenses' names.  

 The second indication of the tenses mastery is the EFL students’ competence 

to employ the English tenses in writing. As one part of English grammar, the tenses 

should be mastered by the students prior to the writing practice. The research 
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findings exposed that the most number of students were able to employ some of the 

tenses in writing. This group was represented by 54.2% respondents (32 out of 59 

students. The number of students claimed that they know how to employ the English 

tenses in writing was around 33.9% of respondents (20 students). However, around 

11.9% of respondents (7 students) revealed that they cannot employ the tenses at 

all in academic writing (as seen in diagram 2). 

 

 
 

Diagram 2. students’ ability to use English tenses 

 

 This remark was surprising, given that they are at least capable of writing in 

one or two tenses. Following clarification with the pupils, they clarified that the 

queries were misunderstood. They could write in a variety of tenses, including 

simple present and simple future. 

 This finding implies that the majority of students were unfamiliar with English 

tenses and how to use them effectively in academic writing. This appears to be the 

primary concern in nations where English is taught as a foreign language, such as 

Indonesia and other South East Asian countries (Pasaribu, 2021; Harun and 

Abdullah, 2020;  Yunus et al., 2018). 

  

The students’ difficulties in using English tenses 

 One of the language skills is the ability to write that the majority of EFL students 

struggle with (Grabe & Kaplan, 2014). This is also evident in students' responses to 

the issue of whether they make errors in their academic writing practice when it 

comes to tense usage. Diagram 3 illustrates students' perceptions of grammatical 

faults in the use of tenses throughout academic writing practice. Around 55.9 % of 

students admitted to making errors in their use of English tenses during writing 

practice. The remaining students, 44.1 %, reported to have made fewer tenses 

errors while practicing academic writing. 
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Diagram 3. The frequency of errors in using the English tenses  

 This finding corroborates the students' prior comments, indicating that the 

majority of students were unfamiliar with the names of the English tenses and their 

use in writing. The primary reason for EFL students' inability to apply English 

grammar, particularly English tenses, in writing practice may be a lack of students' 

English grammatical competence (Harun and Abdullah, 2020;  Azizah and 

Budiman, 2017;  Bada and Ulum, 2018;  Heryanti, Sucipto and Makmur, 2017) , 

particularly in the area of English tenses use (Fitria, 2020;  Masruddin, 2019;  

Rofik and Sahid, 2019). 

 Further investigation is to expose the type of English tenses that the students 

were unfamiliar with and know how to use them in writing. The research data were 

obtained by interviewing them through Google form.  The data analysis  show 

interesting findings that most of the students were familiar with the simple tenses, 

however they found it difficult to practice the perfect tenses, and perfect continuous 

tenses. They struggled to use the tenses in academic writing. This findings indicate 

that the students practiced simple tenses, such as simple past, simple present, and 

simple future, more often in academic writing than other types of tenses. Therefore, 

they were more capable of using simple tenses in academic writing practice. Table 

1 demonstrates the students’ competence in using English tenses in writing. 

 

Table 1. Students’ Competence in Using English Tenses. 

 

No Tenses N % 

1 Simple Past, Present, Future 

Tenses 

58 98.31 

2 Past, Present, Future Continuous 

Tenses 

45 76.27 

3 Past, Present, Future Perfect 

Tenses 

22 37.29 

4 Past, Present, Future Perfect 

Continuous Tenses 

4 6.78 

 

 The findings indicate that all pupils were familiar with the application of the 

simple tense such as simple present, simple past, and simple future (98.31%).  
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Moreover, the students were slightly uncomfortable with the past, present, and 

future continuous tenses (76.27%). However, they seem struggle to apply the past, 

present, and future perfect tenses (37.29%). Finally, only few students were familiar 

with the past, present, future perfect continuous tenses (6.78%). This conclusion 

indicated that the majority of students remained puzzled about how to employ 

tenses in their writing practice. As a result, the students need to focus more on how 

to use tenses in all of their practices. Jayanti (2019) also emphasized the need of 

proper tense usage in writing. Prior to the writing exercise in English, EFL students 

should demonstrate their understanding of English tenses. 

 The inability of certain EFL students to master English tenses was due to a 

variety of factors. Aziz, Fitriani and Amalina (2020) argued that the failure was 

mostly due to the dissimilar systematical concepts between the Indonesian and 

English languages in regarding conjugation factors. Heryanti, Sucipto and Makmur 

(2017) and Jayanti (2019) both emphasized the EFL students' lack of grammatical 

grasp of English tenses in application writing. 

 

 
Diagram 4 the students’ belief in English tenses mastery leads to the improvement of their academic writing 

skills. 

 The data indicate that most of the students considered that mastering English tenses 

was necessary for improving their writing abilities. Thus, prior to the writing practice, 

they must teach grammatical knowledge of English tenses.  

 This study addressed several essential concerns concerning EFL students' 

proficiency with the English tenses and their perspectives on the critical roles of the 

English tenses in academic writing. To begin, the majority of students were unfamiliar 

with the English tenses and how they were used in academic writing. This issue was 

presumed to have arisen as a result of the students' lack of English grammatical 

knowledge and the Indonesian language's differing concept of tenses. Thus, it is critical 

for EFL teachers or lecturers to provide answers to this difficulty prior to students 

engaging in writing practice. 

 The crucial function of English tenses in academic writing was also acknowledged 

by students as a necessary component of academic writing success. As a result, students' 

belief should improve as their proficiency with the English tenses improves.  
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EFL students’ belief in mastering English tenses can improve academic writing 

skills 

 It is also necessary to expose the students' voices in their belief that knowing 

English tenses can help them improve their academic writing skills. According to the 

study's findings, 88.1 percent of respondents (52 students) stated that knowing 

English tenses was critical to improving their writing ability. However, 

approximately 11.9 percent of respondents (7 students) expressed reservations 

about the premise that mastering English tenses should result in an improvement 

in their academic writing ability. The data for this finding are depicted in Diagram 4. 
 

Conclusion     

 The research purpose was to ascertain EFL students' perspectives on their 

English tenses competence in academic writing practice and how English tenses 

mastery was perceived to be a critical component of students' writing skill 

improvement. The research revealed that most of students lacked basic knowledge 

of the English tenses and were unfamiliar with their use in academic writing. 

However, the majority of students agreed that mastering the English tenses would 

help them enhance their writing abilities. 

 The research findings have implications for English teaching practice, 

particularly in the area of academic writing instruction. Prior to the writing exercise, 

English teachers or lecturers should consider the vital importance of English tenses 

mastering for EFL students. Teachers must provide an effective technique for 

students to develop their proficiency in the use of the English tense in writing. For 

academics with an interest in English writing research, the research findings serve 

as a foundation for future investigation of the challenges. 

 Apart from the research's notable findings, it does have several limitations that 

should be addressed in future research. The sample size should be raised to ensure 

the correctness of the data analysis outcomes. More difficult qualitative questions 

must be addressed in order to elucidate the causes for students' inability to learn 

English tenses and their application in writing. Thus, further research on the 

application of English tenses in writing practice is yet productive to be examined 

quantitatively and qualitatively. The enormous amount of research data should be a 

primary issue for scholars interested in doing replicative research in the future. 

 

References   

Aziz, Z. A., Fitriani, S. S., & Amalina, Z. (2020). Linguistic Errors Made by Islamic 

University EFL Students. Indonesian Journal of Applied Linguistics, 9(3), 733–

745. https://doi.org/10.17509/ijal.v9i3.23224 

Azizah, U. A., & Budiman, A. (2017). Challenges in Writing Academic Papers for 

International Publication among Indonesian Graduate Students. Journal of 

English Education and Linguistics Studies, 4(2), 175–197. 

https://ojs.iainkediri.ac.id/index.php/jeels/article/view/405 



IDEAS, Vol. 10, No. 1, June 2021 

ISSN 2338-4778 (Print) 

ISSN 2548-4192 (Online) 

97 
 

Bada, E., & Ulum, O . G. (2018). Utilization of Active and Passive Constructions in 

English Academic Writing. Journal of Human Sciences, 15(1), 413–421. 

https://doi.org/10.14687/jhs.v15i1.5256 

Blanchard, K. L., & Root, C. B. (1994). Ready to Write: A First Composition Text. In J. 

Dresner (Ed.), Library of Congress (Second). Addson-Wesley Publishing 

Company. 

Cresswell, J. W. (2014). Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Method 

Approaches (Fourth). SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Fauzan, A., & Ngabut, M. N. (2018). EFL Students’ Perception on Flipped Learning in 

Writing Class. Journal on English as a Foreign Language, 8(2), 115–129. 

https://doi.org/10.23971/jefl.v8i2.792 

Fitria, T. N. (2020). Error Analysis Found in Students’ Writing Composition in Simple 

Past Tense of Recount Text. ADJES: Ahmad Dahlan Journal of English Studies, 

7(1), 39–54. https://doi.org/10.29240/ef.v4i2.1154 

Grabe, W., & Kaplan, R. B. (2014). Theory and Practice of Writing. In C. N. Cadlin (Ed.), 

Theory and Practice of Writing (First). Taylor & Francis. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315835853 

Harun, H., & Abdullah, M. K. K. (2020). Errors in Writing Made by Malaysian Rural 

Primary School Pupils. Studies in English Language and Education, 7(2), 438–

456. https://doi.org/10.24815/siele.v7i2.17009 

Heryanti, R., Sucipto, M. H., & Makmur, M. (2017). The Analysis of Common 

Grammatical Errors in Writing Narrative Essay of English Study Program 

Students At Jambi University. Edukasi: Jurnal Pendidikan Dan Pengajaran, 4(2), 

83–92. https://doi.org/10.19109/ejpp.v4i2.1674 

Jayanti, A. D. (2019). Students’ Writing Ability on English Descriptive Text at Grade 8 

in SMPN 33 Padang. 3(1), 71–94. 

http://journal.iaincurup.ac.id/index.php/english/article/view/843 

Masruddin, M. (2019). Omission: Common Simple Present Tense Errors in Students’ 

Writing of Descriptive Text. Ethical Lingua: Journal of Language Teaching and 

Literature, 6(1), 30–39. https://doi.org/10.30605/ethicallingua.v6i1.1114 

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative Data Analysis. In Library of 

Congress (Second, Vol. 2). SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Nasseri, M. (2020). Is Postgraduate English Academic Writing More Clausal or 

Phrasal? Syntactic Complexification at the Crossroads of Genre, Proficiency, and 

Statistical Modelling. Journal of English for Academic Purposes, 49(4), 1–24. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2020.100940 

Nordin, N. A., Zabidin, N., & Kamaluddin, P. N. H. (2019). Students’ Perception on the 

Use of Free Writing in Overcoming Writing Anxiety. UiTM Institution Repository, 

2(2010), 1–11. http://ir.uitm.edu.my/id/eprint/29884/ 

Pasaribu, A N, Pasaribu, T. K., Hutauruk, M. N., & ... (2021). Error in Students’ Thesis 

Writing: Syntactical and Morphological Error Analysis. Budapest International 

Research and Critics Institute-Journal (BIRCI-Journal), 4(4), 8695–8704. 

http://bircu-journal.com/index.php/birci/article/view/2818 



Arsen Nahum Pasaribu 
EFL Students' Perception on English Tenses Mastery in Improving English Academic Writing 

98 

Pasaribu, Arsen Nahum. (2021). A Common Error Analysis in Students’ English 

Narrative Writing. Linguistic, English Education and Art (LEEA) Journal, 4(2), 

436–445. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.31539/leea.v4i2.2338 

Rofik, A., & Sahid, S. (2019). Structuring Tenses of English by Islamic Higher 

Education Students: A Case Study at Universitas Sains Alqur’an. International 

Journal for Educational and Vocational Studies, 1(1), 25–30. 

https://doi.org/10.29103/ijevs.v1i1.1391 

Wang, M., & Parr, G. (2021). A Chinese Doctoral Student’s Experience of L2 English 

Academic Writing in Australia: Negotiating Practices and Identities. Journal of 

English for Academic Purposes, 49(4), 1–28. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2020.100944 

Yunus, M. M., Hashim, H., Sulaiman, N. A., Sulaiman, W. S. M., Richmond, R. L., Jarail, 

S., & Royal, N. (2018). Students’ Awareness and Perceptions towards “Pre-

Writing Stage” as a Strategy in Writing Directed Essay. Creative Education, 

09(14), 2215–2223. https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2018.914162 

  
 


