
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Swedish L2 Learners’ acquisition of 
grammatical morphemes  

A cross-sectional study on how well Swedish Learners of English as a second language 
at upper secondary school use morphemes in their writing. 

Svenska elevers inlärning av grammatiska morfem.   
En tvärsnittsstudie om hur väl svenska elever på gymnasieskolan använder sig av 
engelska morfem i sitt skrivande.      
 
Hugues Samuelfolk 
 

Faculty: Fakulteten för humaniora och samhällsvetenskap 
 
Subject: Engelska 

Level: English III: Degree Project 

Credits: 15hp 
Supervisor: Linnéa Anglemark 
Linnéa Anglemark 
 

 
Linnéa Anglemark 
  

Examiner: Marie Tåqvist 
 
Term and year: Autumn 2017 



 

 

Title: Swedish L2 Learners’ acquisition of grammatical morphemes 

Titel på svenska: Svenska elevers inlärning av grammatiska morfemer.   
 
Author: Hugues Samuelfolk 

Pages: 28 

 

Abstract 

The main aim of this paper has been to examine if Swedish students at upper secondary 

school were able to use the morphemes The progressive –ing, The irregular past and The 

irregular third person. In addition, it has also addressed if the students examined in this essay 

were able to use some morphemes better than others. In addition, it concluded if the results 

found in this paper were in accordance with what other researchers have concluded.  

The paper is based on essays written by students at upper secondary school that can be found 

in The Uppsala Learner English Corpus, as well as essays written for the national test by 

students studying English 6. In the course of the study, it was vital to explain what the natural 

order actually is as well as what researchers who believe in it claim and what researchers who 

do not believe in it claim. Consequently, it becomes important to clarify the differences 

between a cross-sectional study and a longitudinal study.  

When analysing the essays the program Antconc was used. It is a free corpus analysis 

program that allows researchers to study several texts at once. Next, to determine if the 

students had acquired the morphemes, all obligatory contexts where the morphemes should be 

used were analysed manually.    

What can be concluded from this paper is that the three morphemes have not been acquired by 

the students who were examined in this paper. Students could use some forms of the 

morphemes; however, even in those cases the correct usage in percentage of the morpheme 

were often not above 85%. These results were quite like the ones found in studies conducted 

on students at secondary school; this indicates that students at both secondary and upper 

secondary school do not actually acquire these morphemes fully. What they do acquire are 

different forms of a specific morpheme that they probably use quite a lot in their writing.  

Keywords: Morpheme acquisition order, natural order hypothesis, L2 acquisition and 
learning, corpus, Swedish learners  



 

 

 

Sammanfattning på svenska 

Syftet med denna uppsats har varit att undersöka om svenska elever som studerar på 

gymnasieskolan kunde aktivt använda de engelska morfemen The progressive –ing, The 

irregular past och The irregular third person. Dessutom har uppsatsen också behandlat om det 

fanns morfemen som eleverna kunde använda sig bättre av. Den har även jämfört sitt resultat 

med vad andra forskare har hittat. 

 

Uppsatsen är bygd på essäer skrivna av elever på gymnasieskolan som finns att hämta i The 

Uppsala Learner English Corpus. Dessutom använder den sig av essäer skrivna av elever för 

det nationella provet i engelska 6. Under studiens gång var det viktigt att förklara vad The 

natural order är liksom vad forskare säger gällande denna teori. Följaktligen blir det viktigt att 

klargöra skillnaden mellan en tvärsnittsstudie och en longitudinell studie. 

 

Vid analysen av essäerna användes programmet Antconc. Det är ett gratis 

korpusanalysprogram som tillåter forskare att studera flera texter samtidigt. För att klargöra 

om eleverna hade förvärvat morfemen var det därefter viktigt att studera alla obligatoriska 

sammanhang där morfemen måste användas, vilket gjordes manuellt. 

 

Det som framgår är att eleverna som granskades i studien inte har förvärvat de tre morfemen. 

Eleverna kunde använda sig av vissa former av varje morfem, men även i dessa fall var den 

korrekta användningen i procent oftast inte mer än 85%. Detta resultat var ganska likt de 

studier som har granskat elever i högstadiet, vilket tyder på att elever i både högstadiet och 

gymnasiet inte förvärvar dessa morfem fullt ut. I de flesta fall kunde eleverna enbart använda 

olika former av morfemen.  

 

 

Nyckelord: Morfem förvärvsorder, naturlig ordning hypotes, andra språkinlärning, korpus, 

svenska elever. 
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1. Introduction and aims 
 

When a child first acquires a language, there are certain conditions that need to be met for him 

to successfully acquire this language. Initially, it is essential that the child is surrounded by 

people who are using the specific language; what is more, the child also needs to be permitted 

to use the language. This process of acquiring a language via interactions, and through trial 

and errors, is called cultural transmission (Yule 2017:191). Essentially, the language is 

acquired by the child when he is in an environment that actively uses the language. Once the 

very same child years later starts school, and attends lessons in a second, or foreign, language, 

the manner in which the now student acquires the language is quite different from when he 

acquired his L1. Often the student is not using the specific language in a natural social setting 

to communicate. Instead he is being taught by a teacher who focuses on such details as 

vocabulary and grammar (Yule 2017:209).  

 

While using a language, one always forms sentences that are made up of words, and every 

word contains morphemes. They are the pillars that uphold the word itself, and if one is not 

able to use them correctly it is impossible to be understood. It is through the process of 

applying different morphemes, as well as removing them, that language can be modified or 

extended. This characteristic is one of the factors that makes human language infinite. In 

order to be understood correctly, students who learn a new language need to acquire the 

morphemes of the new language and be able to use them correctly when they form sentences 

in written productions. 

 

1.1 Research questions  
 
What follows is an account of which questions the present paper will try to answer. 
 

• Are the students, who are being examined in this paper, able to use The progressive –

ing, The irregular past and The irregular third person, sufficiently enough for one to 

conclude that they have acquired them?  
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• Is there a difference in the usage of the morphemes when one is comparing the 

students who study English 5 (A), English 6 (B) and English 7 (C). If so what is the 

main difference?   

 

• Are the results drawn in this paper in accordance with the results that other researchers 

have concluded? 

 

In a longitudinal study researchers gather data from subjects during a longer period: this is 

done at steady intervals. Researchers usually use this sort of study when they are trying to 

find out how specific linguistic features are developed or else changed during a specific 

period. Cross-sectional studies, on the other hand, are usually used by researchers when they 

want to study how subjects used different linguistic features during a specific point in time. 

These studies show the results of the changes, or else the development, that longitudinal 

studies analyse (Krashen 1981: 61). 

 

Thus, this paper, as it is a cross-sectional study, will only uncover the results of what the 

students have acquired up until the point they wrote their essays. Thus, it will determine how 

these students were able to use the different morphemes (Krashen 1981:61).  To do this, it 

will use texts from the Uppsala Learner English Corpus (ULEC) as well as additional texts 

written by students studying English 6. The texts collected from ULEC have been written by 

students studying English 5, 6 and 7, or in the case of the students who studied the course 

before 2011, English A, B and C.  

 

In addition, by studying previous research on the acquisition of specific morphemes by 

Swedish L2 learners, the paper will determine whether the result of its analysis is in 

accordance with similar research or if it contradicts the previous research. This will be done 

by comparing the results found in the paper with conclusions drawn by other researchers.  
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2. Background 
 

2.1 Studies concerning Natural order 	
 
In Methods and morphemes in second language acquisition Rosansky describes how the 

studies conducted by Dulay and Burt (1973, 1974) and Bailey, Madden and Krashen (1974) 

used the Bilingual Syntax Measure (BSM) to determine if L2 learners acquired morphemes in 

a natural order. The BSM is essentially a test where the questioner uses 6 to 7 cartoon 

pictures, as well as different questions that concerns these pictures. The pictures and the 

questions are later used to decide the subjects’ utterances (Rosansky 1976:412).  

 

Dulay and Burt studied 60 Chinese speaking children and 55 Spanish speaking children who 

were learning English as a second language. It seemed that the ESL learners that they studied 

acquired different morphemes in a similar order (Rosansky 1976:411). Correspondingly, 

Bailey, Madden and Krashen examined 72 adult ESL learners in a cross-sectional study in 

1974. The results of their study were that the learners, as in Dulay and Burt’s studies, showed 

some sort of order when they acquired the morphemes. 

 

Both these studies showed results that differed from the study done by de Villiers and de 

Villiers who by using two contrasting methods could prove that the order of acquiring 

morphemes that Brown (1973) found, in his longitudinal study, for L1 learners was quite 

accurate (Rosansky 1976:412). The children, in de Villiers and de Villiers’ study, were able to 

use the morphemes more accurately than the L2 learners in Dulay and Burt’s, as well as 

Bailey et al’s, studies. According to Dulay and Burt, the reason behind this is simply that 

children who are above 5 years old have advanced more cognitively; thus, it will be harder to 

acquire a new language. Whereas, when most children learn their L1 they are in the middle of 

the cognitive development and are also developing their language acquisition (Rosansky 

1976:411). 

 

Like the three studies described above, Larsen-Freeman (1975) conducted a cross-sectional 

study to measure the acquisition of different morphemes for ESL (English as a second 

language) students. However, she did not only use the BSM but operated with 4 additional 

measuring tools: an imitation task, a reading task, a writing task and a listening task. Her 
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conclusion was that the natural order was nothing more than an “… accuracy order for a 

specific task…” (Rosansky 1976:412). She was able to receive the same results as Dulay and 

Burt when she used the BSM measuring tool, but was only able to obtain the same results in 

the imitation task. According to Larsen-Freeman, to confirm that the research that used the 

BSM measuring tool is reliable one needs to use other measuring tools that provide the same 

results; otherwise one cannot be certain that what the researchers are finding is a “… general 

acquisition order” (Rosansky 1976:413).  

 

In Second language acquisition and Second language learning (1981) Krashen claims that the 

reason that Larsen-Freeman did not find a natural order in her other tasks was that they were 

so called monitored tasks. When one uses the BSM measuring tool the learners can act 

without being disturbed by, for example, the time limit and the need to focus on form. 

Accordingly, Larsen-Freeman’s other tasks, where the subjects are being monitored, do not 

allow the natural order to take place (Krashen 1981: 52). Thus, if one is to analyse Krashen’s 

opinion, researchers cannot measure the order of acquiring morphemes if the subjects are not 

allowed to show their knowledge in a monitor-free environment.  Continually, Krashen uses 

research he did with Sferlazza, Feldman, and Fathman to endorse his point. In this study, they 

found that it did not matter if the adult learners were learning English formally, as in some 

sort of school, or if they were acquiring the language informally; both groups showed a 

tendency towards acquiring morphemes in some sort of order (Krashen 1981: 52). Krashen 

believes that since the test did not inspire them to consciously monitor their answers, they had 

to rely on their acquired system (Krashen 1981: 53).  

 

His thesis, that the monitor-free environment is what enables second language learners to 

show how they acquire natural language, is however contradicted in the study he composed 

with Butler, Birnbaum, and Robertson (Krashen 1981: 53). In this study, the instruction to the 

students was that they were to write two texts in accordance with two different guidelines. 

During one occasion, they were supposed to write as much as they could during a time limit 

and focus on the quantity. Whereas in the other test they were supposed to write a text and 

focus on the quality of the text, thus idea was that they should “… go over their work 

carefully” (Krashen 1981: 53). Both tests showed that the students had some sort of natural 

order of acquiring morphemes; however, the environment and the instruction of the quality 

test seemed to form a condition for students where they had to be more monitored than during 

the other test.  
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Apparently both monitored and non-monitored tests can demonstrate the natural order of the 

acquisition of morphemes for L2 learners. Nevertheless, there are some researchers who argue 

that this natural order does not even exist.  Firstly, some scholars have the notion that the 

natural order of acquiring morphemes for L2 learners is just an artefact of the Bilingual 

Syntax Measure. In Rosansky (1976) she relays how the study that Dulay and Burt composed 

relied heavily on the BSM. The same can be said for the studies that Bailey et alt and Larsen-

Freeman did. Additionally, in Larsen-Freeman’s study she, as described above, conducted 

four other tests and only one of these showed a clear natural order (Rosansky 1976:410 - 

413). However, according to the studies that have also been described above, conducted by 

Krashen the natural order has appeared in studies that have not used the BSM at all.  

Moreover, in a study that measured free speech for L2 learners the natural order of acquiring 

morphemes has also appeared (Krashen 1981:53). 

 

Another subject that researchers who disagree with the notion that there is a natural order of 

acquiring morphemes bring forth is that cross-sectional studies and longitude studies rarely 

display the same results. According to Krashen (1981), even though cross-sectional studies 

show how L2 learners use morphemes during a point in time, and thus cannot disclose other 

conditions such as overgeneralization and transitional forms that are also a part of language 

acquisition, they are still quite reliable. For what these studies determine is the results of the 

acquisition of the language itself. Cross-sectional studies are perhaps not able to demonstrate 

in what manner the learner acquired the morpheme but they can still establish the order of 

what has been acquired up until that point (Krashen 1981: 61). Which is essentially what this 

study will try to do; establish if the students who studied English at upper secondary school 

had acquired the different morphemes.  

 

 

2.2 Morphemes  
 

“The definition of a morpheme is a minimal unit of meaning or grammatical function” 

according to George Yule (2017:73). What exactly does this mean? For example, the words 

talks, talker, talked and talking include the morpheme talk, and the additional morphemes –s, 

–er, –ed and –ing. The difference between these two categories is that one, in this case talk, is 

a so called free morpheme; whereas, –s, -er, -ed and –ing are so called bound morphemes. 
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Free morphemes are morphemes that can stand alone and do not need additional morphemes 

to be grammatically correct; for example, new, dog and tour are free morphemes. On the other 

hand, bound morphemes are morphemes that cannot stand alone and are always bound to 

another morpheme; for instance, un–, –ed, –less, –ness (Yule 2017: 74).  

 

According to Khor (2012: 5), what has dominated the research concerning how morphemes 

are being acquired is the study on grammatical morphemes. Grammatical morphemes are 

essentially functional morphemes such as articles (a, the), prepositions (on, in), conjunctions 

(and, by) and pronouns (he, she). In addition, derivational morphemes and inflectional 

morphemes are also part of grammatical morphemes; however, whereas functional 

morphemes are free morphemes derivational and inflectional morphemes are bound 

morphemes. 

 

Derivational morphemes are morphemes that are used in order to create new words; for 

instance, –ment is a derivational morpheme since it can turn the verb agree into the noun 

agreement. Inflectional morphemes are morphemes that do not create a new word when it is 

joined by a free morpheme, however it indicates “… the grammatical function of a word… 

inflectional morphemes are used to show if a word is plural or singular, past tense or not, and 

if it is a comparative or possessive form” (Yule 2017:75). 

 

The morphemes that will be analysed in this paper are The progressive, The irregular past 

(came, fell, broke, sat, went, drank, lay and laid) and The irregular third person; i.e does and 

has. The reason that these morphemes were chosen was due to the fact that according to 

Owens (1994: 152-159) even though the morphemes are used by the L1 learners fairly early 

they are not fully developed until the learners are around 5 years old.  

 

In Young Swedish students’ knowledge of English grammatical morphemes, Bergvall (2006) 

determines that Swedish students at secondary school seem to have quite a few difficulties 

with The irregular past, The progressive -ing and The irregular third person. In order to 

determine the acquisition order for these students, she composed 3 different tests that would 

force the students to use the different morphemes. In the first test students were told to write a 

short essay concerning whatever they liked. In contrast to the students who wrote the essays 

that will be analysed in this paper, Bergvall’s students could use a dictionary when composing 

their essays (Bergvall 2006:9). In the second test students were told to write a story 
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concerning something that happened last summer. The idea behind this test was that students 

would use the past tense when writing about what has already happened. Bergvall wanted to 

test how students use The irregular third person (does, has) in the last test; thus, she made this 

group translate Swedish sentences into English. Contrary to the ULEC and the national test 

that will be reviewed in this paper, Bergvall tried to monitor what the students would be 

composing.  

 

The question that this paper will try to answer now is: are the students that are being 

examined in this study able to use these morphemes more sufficiently in comparison with 

students at secondary school? This will be done by comparing the results from Bergvall and 

the results found in this paper. 
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3. Material and Method 
   

3.1Material 
 

When one is to analyse grammatical morphemes for L2 learners it is essential that the 

researcher study which obligatory context the morpheme must be in to make the usage of the 

morpheme grammatically correct (Lightbown & Spada 2006:83).  But what is the obligatory 

context? Lightbown and Spada (2006) explain it as “… the place in a sentence where the 

morpheme is necessary to make the sentence grammatically correct” (Lightbown & Spada 

2006:83). Lightbown and Spada further explain this term by using the sentence ‘Yesterday I 

play baseball for two hours’. As yesterday is an adverb of time it creates an obligatory context 

for the verb play forcing it to take the past tense. Evidently, this sentence is ungrammatical 

since the verb is not in the past tense but in the present one (Lightbown & Spada 2006:83).  

Another example of an obligatory context that is found in the sentence is the noun two; it 

forces the noun hour take on the plural –s. 

 

In the present paper, the obligatory contexts for the above-mentioned morphemes are as 

follows: 

• The progressive -ing 

This morpheme is used to describe an action that is ongoing; and it contains an 

auxiliary verb (was, were, is, am, are, and will be) plus the main verb with the –ing 

suffix (Vannestål 2015:204 & 213 – 215). According to Owen (1994) the usage of the 

–ing form (without the auxiliary) is acquired quite early for English speaking children. 

Nevertheless, acquiring the –ing form with the auxiliary verb is something that is quite 

hard to acquire even for L1 learners (Owens 1994:152). 

 

• The irregular past 

Even though there are not a lot of irregular verbs in the English language; they are, 

frequently used and consequently it is quite important to know how to use them 

(Vannestål: 2015:192).  Owens (1994) explains that the first form of The irregular past 

that appears for L1 learners are came, fell, broke, sat and went (Owens 1994:155). 

Often the learners acquire these words but use them incorrectly; for instance, by using 

the regular –ed marker on the words creating words such as wented and felled. Adults 
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have also been shown to have some difficulty in using some forms of The irregular 

past, this is the case when it comes to words such as drank, lay and laid (Owens 

1994:155). 

 

• The irregular third person 

As mentioned above, there are not many verbs in the English language that take the 

irregular form; however, do and have thus does and has are frequently found in the 

English language. These forms are used to describe an action that is performed by 

third person singulars; consequently, it is grammatically correct to say I do, but 

incorrect to say *he do. In this situation one must use the irregular verb does. L1 

learners find this morpheme hard to acquire fully and it is usually not developed until 

they are over 4.5 years old (Owens 1994:158).  Both do and have can be used as either 

an auxiliary verb or a main verb. Main verbs are verbs that can stand alone or else be 

used after an auxiliary verb (Vannestål 2015:169). To concretize main verbs one can 

describe them as verbs that indicate some sort of action, event or state. Auxiliary verbs 

on the other hand, are verbs that are not able to stand without a main verb. Since do 

and have can be used either as auxiliary verbs or else as main verbs, they are 

characterized as Primary auxiliaries. This is seen in the example below taken from 

Vannestål (2015:171): 
We have (auxiliary) had (main verb) a good time together.  

In this paper, a distinction between auxiliary and main verbs will not take place, 

consequently all uses of the verbs will be analysed.   

 

3.2 Method 
 

In order to conclude if the L2 learners were able to use the morphemes correctly, I counted 

each instance that the leaners used each morpheme in their separate obligatory context. Next, 

it was important to count the instances where the learners used the morphemes correctly; and 

after divide the results of correct usages with the total number of obligatory contexts 

(Lightbown & Spada 2006:83). This enabled me to determine if the L2 learners could use the 

morphemes correctly.   

 
The data collected from the ULEC contained essays written by students studying in both 

secondary school and upper secondary school. The teacher students studying at Uppsala 
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University collect these essays during their degree project; consequently, the corpus grows 

larger each year. Later these essays are used to produce ideas on how one would be able to 

teach grammar as well as contextualize grammar in class (Johansson & Geisler 2009:181). As 

a result, the corpus is used by both teacher students and researchers to study the knowledge 

that L2 learners have regarding several aspects of the English language.  

 

The essays that were used in this paper were all written by students who studied English 5, 6 

and 7. In addition to the ULEC, 23 essays written by students studying English 6 in the 

technical program were added to this study. The reason behind this was simply that the results 

found in the ULEC could now be compared to the results discovered in the additional essays. 

These essays were written by students who live in a town somewhere in Sweden, and the 

essays were written during the students’ national test. Before the writing exam the students 

had already had a reading comprehension exam where they read different texts about getting 

involved in various situations. The instructions that they had were as follows: they were 

supposed to choose to either write as someone who opposes the topics that were presented in 

their worksheet, or write an essay where they discuss topics such as In what situations in life 

do people have to decide to get involved or not. Since Skolverket will reuse this specific test it 

is subject to the law of secrecy (Offentlighets- och sekretesslagen chapter 17:4§). 

Consequently, an appendix of the specific test will not be enclosed in this paper. And finally, 

they had 100 minutes to write at the very least 300 words but not more than 600 words.  

 

The instructions that were given to the students who wrote essays in the ULEC were quite like 

those in the national test. Since the teacher students make up the instructions themselves they 

are a bit different but still quite alike; most students were told to write an essay consisting of 

200 – 300 words. The essays discussed everything from What would you do if you won 10 

million Krona on the lottery, do you believe in ghosts and what is your dream vacation. In 

contrast to the national test the students here did not have a time limit to keep. In both cases, 

the essays were written by computer but any form of spell check program was not allowed. 

 
If we follow Krashen’s assumption of monitored and non-monitored tests that was described 

in section 2.1, it is easy to determine that the national test is a more monitored test than the 

essays found in the ULEC were. However, it still allows the learners to write quite freely.  
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3.3 Collection of data and Ethical considerations 
 
 
In total 67 essays were analyzed in this paper; 23 essays from the national test, 8 from the 

ULEC for English 6, 26 from the ULEC for English 5 and 10 from the ULEC for English 7. 

To effectively analyze all these essays the program Antconc was used. Antconc is a free 

corpus analysis program that enables one to analyze multiple essays at once. The program 

enabled me to search for each obligatory context. To further explain this search I will use The 

progressive -ing as an example. By inserting the verb e.g. was, were, is, etc. plus ing with an 

asterisk in front, the program searched for every time this form was used in all the essays. 

Since the ing form is used in other instances that have nothing to do with The progressive I 

had to manually go through all the instances where the ing form plus the auxiliary verb was 

being used and then select just The progressive to analyze. It was during this analysis that I 

determined if the morpheme was used correctly or incorrectly.  

 

The essays collected from the national test have all been anonymized in order to protect the 

identity of the students. Furthermore, their texts as a whole will not be used in this paper only 

sentences, thus it will not be possible for readers of this paper to make out who the students 

are. In addition, where the students study is not revealed in this paper in order to further 

anonymize their identity. The essays collected from the ULEC do not provide the researcher 

with names. Each essay is coded with date of composition, register, year in school, what 

English course the student is studying, the age of the student, what program the student is 

studying as well as the gender of the writer.  

 

Since it is not of importance what gender each student has in this paper, the gender of the 

students will not be discussed. When referring to a generic person, the essay will use the 

pronoun he or the noun student, however it can still be referring to a she. 
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4. Analysis and results 
 

 

In this section of the paper the data that has been collected will be presented and analyzed. 

The data concerning the ULEC will first be presented in chronicle order e.g. English 5 to 7. 

Later, the data from the national test will be laid out and compared with data from the ULEC. 

 
 
4.1 The progressive 
 
4.1.1 ULEC students studying English 5 
 
According to Owens (1994) for one to assume that an L1 learner has acquired a specific 

morpheme the learner must be able to use the morpheme correctly 90% of the time in 

obligatory contexts. If we use this notion to analyze if students studying English 5 have 

acquired the morpheme one must conclude that they have only acquired The progressive 

forms am + ing and in will be + ing, as is shown in table 1. It is quite evident that these are 

the easiest forms of the morpheme to use, whereas were + ing is the hardest form to acquire 

and use properly. 

 
Table 1. Frequency of usage and correctness in percentages for ULEC students studying English 5 regarding The progressive. 
 

Morphemes: 
The progressive 

Total correct 
usage: 

Total errors: Total instances: Total 
correctness in 
percentages: 

Was + ing 72 30 102 71% 
Were + ing 52 24 76 68% 
Is + ing 35 10 45 78% 
Are + ing 32 13 45 71% 
Will be+ ing 2 0 2 100% 
Am + ing 18 0 18 100% 

 
 

When it comes to were + ing it seems that the students did not know when to use was and 

when to use were. Consequently, they form sentences like: 
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(1) I were working on (Gy_1_S_64). 
 

(2) …the sun were shining (Gy_1_S_66). 
 

 
This correlates to when to use were instead of was as in these examples: 
 

(3) … me and my family was going to Miami, USA (Gy_1_S_121). 
 

(4) … flies was flying all around us (Gy_1_S_67). 
 

(5) … all of my friends was waiting outside (Gy_1_S_73). 
 

(6) I still remember that my hands was shaking (Gy_1_S_73). 
 
 
In these situations, the problem lay simply in lack of knowledge concerning Subject Verb 

Agreement since the verbs do not agree with the subjects in these sentences. However, in 

some instances it seems that students simply did not know when to use The progressive and 

when to use another form or tense. As in this example: 

 

(7) I was very happy becurse it was the firste car i was painting (Gy_1_Y_17). 

 

In this sentence, the student is telling a story about something that has already happened. 

However, instead of using the regular past and writing something like I was very happy 

because it was the first car I painted he uses The progressive instead.  

 
Overall, the morpheme is not being used correctly enough during the obligatory contexts for 

one to be able to conclude that these students have acquired the morpheme.  

 
4.1.2 ULEC students studying English 6 
 
If we analyse table 2, it becomes quite evident that like the students studying English 5, the 

one form of the morpheme that the students studying English 6 seemed to have the most 

difficulty with was were + ing. However, since the form was only used on two occasions 

when students were supposed to use the singular: “…hundreds of people was going to see me 

(Gy_2_Y_18).” and “… we was snorkeling nearly every day (Gy_2_S_68).” it is thus not 

really possible to determine if the vast majority of the students have acquired the morpheme 

due to lack of data.   
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Table 2. Frequency of usage and correctness in percentages for ULEC students studying English 6 regarding The progressive. 
 
Morphemes: 
The progressive 

Total correct 
usage: 

Total errors: Total instances: Total 
correctness in 
percentages: 

Was + ing 17 4 21 81% 
Were + ing 0 2 2 0% 
Is + ing 41 1 42 98% 
Are + ing 42 1 43 98% 
Will be+ ing 15 1 16 94% 
Am + ing 27 0 27 100% 

 

Regarding the form was + ing, students could use it quite accurately. As mentioned above, the 

difficulty that two students had was that they did not when to use were instead of was. 

Another problem that students had was that some students did not actually know when to use 

The progressive in general. In Vannestål (2015) The progressive is described as follows: 

The progressive (‘pågående’) aspect of a verb is typically used to describe that something is 

going on (‘in progress’) at the moment of speaking, was going on at some point in the future 

(Vannestål 2015:210).  
  
In the following example the student is not really indicating that something is ongoing: 
 

(8) … then i drove out the car at the special track and accelirated 3 times. the result was 
6,8 seconds 0-100 km/h. and then the day was ending (Gy_2_Y_15). 

 
What would have been better to use in this example would be the regular past –ed thus 
creating the sentence: … and then the day ended. 
 
 
Moving on, the students could use the forms is + ing and are + ing 98% of the time correctly. 

Thus, it is easy to determine that these students have acquired these forms of the morpheme. 

In addition, since these forms were the ones that were used the most, one could assume that it 

was because the students had already acquired it.  

 

As with the students who studied English 5, these students had no real problem with the form 

am + ing, nor the will be + ing form. The only mistake that was made concerned over using 

The progressive. This corresponds highly to what other researchers have found; for instance, 

in Grammatical Errors in Written Production by Swedish Learners of English Ida Norlander 

concludes that the errors the students she examined made was mostly “… cases of category 

substitution” (Norlander 2012:11). The simple present tense was for the most part replaced 

with the present progressive, which is something that is also seen in this paper. For example, a 
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student wrote “I tihink that if one assume that the world will be developing as fast as it has 

done the 10 latest years…” On this occasion, the student should just have used the simple 

form of the verb develop thus creating the sentence if one assumes that the world will develop 

as fast as it has done the last 10 years. Since the student is describing something that is 

permanent he should have used this form instead. Furthermore, if he wanted to make the 

description of something that is ongoing he could have used the is + ing form constructing the 

sentence if one assumes that the world is developing as fast as it has done the last 10 years 

which would make the sentence grammatically correct. 

 
 
4.1.3 ULEC students studying English 7 
 
When analyzing the students studying English 7 it becomes apparent that most of the 

morphemes were used correctly in their obligatory contexts, as seen in table 3. However, most 

of the forms are not used 90% of the time correctly, and thus it is not possible to conclude that 

these students are able to use the morpheme. 

 
Table 3. Frequency of usage and correctness in percentages for ULEC students studying English 7 regarding The progressive. 
 
Morphemes: 
The progressive 

Total correct 
usage: 

Total errors: Total instances: Total 
correctness in 
percentages: 

Was + ing 37 11 48 77% 
Were + ing 20 11 31 65% 
Is + ing 31 2 33 94% 
Are + ing 20 5 25 80% 
Will be+ ing 1 0 1 100% 
Am + ing 10 0 10 100% 

 
 
As with the other two groups of students, the errors made by these students regarding The 
progressive were mostly due to disagreements with the subject, or the subjects, and the verb. 
 

(9) Me and my brother was drinking evreyday, and was laughing all the time 
(Gy_3_S_72). 
 

(10) In 2007 me and my father was visiting pre-revolution Egypt (Gy_3_S_118). 
 

(11) I was about 11 years old and me, my mom, my mom's friend and her daughter who is 
about my age and one of my closests friends, was travelling between some of the 
islands by ferry (Gy_3_S_9). 

 
(12) … it were interesting (Gy_3_S_118). 
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(13) I think ghost are fascinating (Gy_3__S_58). 

 
(14) The are something about the Mediterranean, it's enchanted (Gy_3_S_9). 

 
 

Surprisingly all three groups seem to have problems with the was + ing and were + ing forms. 

If we move on to the is + ing and are + ing forms, it is quite apparent that all students 

studying English 6 and English 7 could use them quite sufficiently. When it comes to students 

in the first group, studying English 5, is + ing and are + ing show the same problems 

regarding Subject Verb Agreement as was displayed in the other form (were + ing, was + 

ing). For instance, students tend to write sentence like: 

 
(15) … they both is living in London (Gy_1_Y_16). 

 
(16) Me and my girlfriend is having the same kind of humor (Gy_1_S_87). 

 
(17) Because that is what movies and other programs is showing us (Gy_1_S_113). 

 
(18) Becouse it would be fun and se how averyone are living (Gy_1_S_64). 

 
(19) … but others are beliving that ghost are existing (Gy_1_S_113). 

 
(20) … people how se me think’s that the helicopter are going down (Gy_1_S_32). 

  
 

On the other hand, students seemed to be able to use The progressive form sufficiently when 

it was presented as am +ing and will be + ing. However, in the case of will be + ing the data 

concerning this form of the morpheme was quite limited thus it is impossible to give a 

conclusion regarding if students have truly acquired this form of the morpheme. Am + ing 

seems to be the easiest form of the morpheme to acquire and students could use it correctly in 

all obligatory contexts.  

 
In conclusion, the morpheme has not been acquired by the students. The main reason for this 

was due to disagreements with the subject and the verb.  

 
 
4.2 The irregular third person 

 
4.2.1 ULEC students studying English 5 and 6 
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Table 4 shows that students studying English 5 were only able to use does 60% of the time 
correctly and has 52% of the time correctly. 
 
Table 4. Frequency of usage and correctness in percentages for ULEC students studying English 5 regarding The irregular third person. 

 
Morphemes: 
The irregular 
third person 

Total correct 
usage: 

Total errors: Total instances: Total 
correctness in 
percentages: 

Does 26 17 43 60% 
Has 105 97 202 52% 

 
 
As seen in table 5, students studying English 6 had similar difficulties with The 
irregular third person. They could only use does 56% of the time correctly and has 
64% of the time correctly.  
 
Table 5. Frequency of usage and correctness in percentages for ULEC students studying English 6 regarding The irregular third person. 
 

Morphemes: 
The irregular 
third person 

Total correct 
usage: 

Total errors: Total instances: Total 
correctness in 
percentages: 

Does 5 4 9 56% 
Has 28 16 44 64% 

 

 

It seems that this morpheme is the most difficult to use for these two groups. Students 

studying English 5 and 6 simply did not know when to use do and when to use does, or else 

when to use have and when to use has. This led to the scores above where nearly half of the 

obligatory contexts were not used correctly. Sentences that students used were: 

 
(21) … he do it all the time (Gy_1_S_52). 

 
(22) … because if he do that (Gy_1_S_90). 

 
(23) … nice things he do on a match (Gy_1_S_52). 

 
(24) Whitch means that we does not have to look good (Gy_2_S_120). 

 
(25) I would also like to get a well payed job that does not mean much work (Gy_2_S_36). 

 
(26) There, enemies, grudges, quarrels and despise does not exist (Gy_2_S_68). 

 
(27) A place that I always has wanted to visit is Thailand (Gy_2_S_53). 

 
 
Similarly, for has and have students showed the same problems: 
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(28) … because he have lived in Hawaii (Gy_1_S_66). 
 

(29) … there he have teach himself (Gy_1_S_66). 
 

(30) … she have the sweetest smile a (Gy_1_S_87). 
 

(31) … it have to make sense (Gy_1_S_102). 
 

(32) As we all know, children has (Gy_1_S_102). 
 
These results correlate quite well to what the previous research has shown, mainly that 

Swedish students seem to have a great deal of difficulty when it comes to using this 

morpheme. Bergvall (2006:14 - 22) found that the students she examined were only able to 

use The Irregular Person 61% of the time correctly. These results are highly similar to the 

ones found in this section. 

 
4.2.2 ULEC students studying English 7 
 
In contrast to the other two groups students studying English 7 could correctly use the 

morpheme in most of the obligatory contexts, as seen in table 6. Nevertheless, when 

following Owens’ (1994) notion, it is quite clear that these students cannot use this morpheme 

fully.  

 
Table 6. Frequency of usage and correctness in percentages for ULEC students studying English 7 regarding The irregular third person. 

 
Morphemes: 
The irregular 
third person 

Total correct 
usage: 

Total errors: Total instances: Total 
correctness in 
percentages: 

Does 19 6 25 76% 
Has 78 20 98 80% 

 
When the students did not use the morpheme correctly the errors were, as seen with the other 

students, due to disagreements with the subject and the verb in the sentences. Following are 

some of the errors that were made by these students: 

 
(33) To cheat does not exist in his world (Gy_3_S_88). 

 
(34) For example does not zoombies exist in the reality (Gy_3_S_58). 

 
(35) I had a hard time persuading myself that ghosts does not exist (Gy_3_S_58). 

 
(36) According to the United Nations universal declaration of human rights does everyone 

have the right to life (Gy_3_S_10). 
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4.3 The irregular past 

 

4.3.1 ULEC students studying English 5 
 
In contrast to the other morphemes, the students studying English 5 seemed able to use The 

irregular past correctly in most cases, however not enough for one to conclude that they have 

acquired all this morpheme, as seen in table 7.   

 
Table 7. Frequency of usage and correctness in percentages for ULEC students studying English 5 regarding The irregular past. 

 
Morphemes: 
The irregular 
past 

Total correct 
usage: 

Total errors: Total instances: Total 
correctness in 
percentages: 

Went (the past 
go) 

328 40 368 89% 

Came (the past 
come) 

87 20 107 81% 

Fell (the past 
fall) 

0 0 0 0% 

Broke (the past 
break) 

1 0 1 100% 

Sat (the past sit) 27 0 27 100% 
Drank (the past 
drink) 

6 4 10 60% 

Lay (the past 
lie) 

0 0 0 0% 

Laid (the past 
lay) 

1 0 1 100% 

 

 

Went, sat and came were used satisfactorily enough, and it is quite clear that students know 

when to use The irregular past and when not to use it. Laid and broke were used only once 

thus it is impossible to conclude that these forms of the morpheme have been acquired by 

these students. Drank was not used that many times as well, even so students have not 

acquired this form of the morpheme. When the students used it they simply did not know how 

and when to use the regular tense or else The irregular past: 

 

(37) One day we going to pigparty in another place in Rhodes, there we eat food and drink 

and dance greecedance (Gy_1_Y_41). 
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To make this sentence grammatical one would need to use The irregular past and write ate 

food and drank instead. Similarly, the same problem occurs in the following example: 

 

(38) You could just start talking to anybody and everyone accepted you and shared food 
and drink with you (Gy_1_S_73). 

 

4.3.2 ULEC students studying English 6 
 
In contrast to the students studying English 5, the students studying English 6 were not able to 

use the form of the morpheme as correctly. Table 8 shows that Came was used incorrectly 

45% of the time, and went was used 24% of the time incorrectly.  

 
Table 8. Frequency of usage and correctness in percentages for ULEC students studying English 6 regarding The irregular past. 

 
Morphemes: 
The irregular 
past 

Total correct 
usage: 

Total errors: Total instances: Total 
correctness in 
percentages: 

Went (the past 
go) 

35 11 46 76% 

Came (the past 
come) 

12 10 22 55% 

Fell (the past 
fall) 

1 1 2 50% 

Broke (the past 
break) 

1 0 1 100% 

Sat (the past sit) 5 0 5 100% 
Drank (the past 
drink) 

0 0 0 0% 

Lay (the past 
lie) 

0 0 0 0% 

Laid (the past 
lay) 

0 3 3 0% 

 
These errors were mostly due to not knowing when to use the regular form and when to use 

the irregular one. 

 
(39) When I was 8 years old I come home from school one day (Gy_2_Y_18). 

 
(40) When I come home my mother said to me that a person from sociala (Gy_2_Y_18). 

 
(41) Before Nadia come to the thing she had to tell me she took a cup of coffe 

(Gy_2_Y_18). 
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However, there are some instances where the students do not actually know how to use the 

verb itself. For example, a student would translate the Swedish verb gick which could be 

translated into went but the English verb cannot be used as the student uses it “… i dont regret 

i went to sport class (Gy_2_Y_18).” In Swedish however, one could easily say Jag ångrar 

inte att jag gick i en sportklass. To convey what the student is trying to express in English one 

would have to write something like I don’t regret studying sports in school. 

 
In another instance a student used the regular –ed when he was supposed to use the irregular 

verb: 

 
(42) It was so cool how it well preserved it was just becaus the ash had lied there like a lid 

on the village (GY_2_S_120). 
 

(43) On the fith day we lied at the beach again and my legs got burnd (Gy_2_S_120). 
 

(44) The second day we lied at the beach and went swiming (Gy_2_S_120). 
 
 
As fell was only used two times it is not possible to draw a conclusion on whether the form of 

the morpheme has been acquired. 

 
 
4.3.3 ULEC students studying English 7 
 
The students studying English 7 used The irregular past good, but since the forms which 

received above 90% in total correctness had very few instances of usage it is not possible to 

conclude that they have been acquired. Table 9 shows that the forms that the students used the 

most were went and came.  

 
Table 9. Frequency of usage and correctness in percentages for ULEC students studying English 7 regarding The irregular past. 

 
Morphemes: 
The irregular 
past 

Total correct 
usage: 

Total errors: Total instances: Total 
correctness in 
percentages: 

Went (the past 
go) 

94 23 117 80% 

Came (the past 
come) 

23 3 26 88% 

Fell (the past 
fall) 

1 0 1 100% 

Broke (the past 
break) 

0 0 0 0% 

Sat (the past sit) 0 0 0 0% 
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Drank (the past 
drink) 

3 0 3 100% 

Lay (the past 
lie) 

0 0 0 0% 

Laid (the past 
lay) 

1 0 1 100% 

 
 
 
The instances where the students made the most errors were largely due to not knowing when 

to use The irregular past. In the following examples the main error here is the word choice 

that the students use: 

 

(45) When I went up from the water it rained as hell (Gy_3_S_9). 
 

(46) We went to Arlanda and took a plane which went around 15:00 to turkey 
(Gy_3_S_118). 
	

This type of error can also be viewed in the following example. A student is trying to explain 

that he was not placed in the same class as his friends, however instead of writing that he was 

not placed in the same class he writes “I didn't came in the same class as my friends 

(Gy_1_S_67)” In this case the student is actually translating the Swedish words komma in 

which if one would to literally translate it would mean came in. However, in the context of 

what the students is trying to explain you cannot use these words, to indicate what the student 

is trying to explain one must write something like placed in the same class as my friends.  

 

 
 
4.4 Analysis of the national test 

 

When analysing the data from the students who did the national test there are some things that 

one must keep in mind. These students study the technological program at upper secondary 

school; consequently, they use English in other subject, in web design for instance. It is quite 

important to improve abilities in English in an engineering context when one is attending the 

program, which is why it is stated in the objectives for the program’s examination 

(Skolverket: 2011:51-52). Even though the usage of the different morphemes is quite small in 

the national test essays it is still quite essential to compare the data taken from the ULEC with 

data from another source. 
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4.4.1 The progressive 

In the case of The progressive, like the other students, is + ing and are + ing were the forms 

that were used the most and the forms that the students could use most correctly, this is seen 

in table 10 below. However, the morpheme is not being used correctly 90% of the time. The 

only form that is being used 100% of the time correctly is Am + ing, however it is only used 

once and thus it is impossible to determine if the students have acquired it. In addition, was + 

ing was the one form that the students had the most difficulties with, in this instance a student 

used was instead of were “kids was playing in a tree in central park…”  

Table 10. Frequency of usage and correctness in percentages for students who did the national test in English 6 regarding The progressive. 
 
Morphemes: 
The progressive 

Total correct 
usage: 

Total errors: Total instances: Total 
correctness in 
percentages: 

Was + ing 2 1 3 67% 
Were + ing 3 1 4 75% 
Is + ing 13 2 15 87% 
Are + ing 20 4 24 83% 
Will + be + ing 0 0 0 0% 
Am + ing 1 0 1 100% 

 
 
4.4.2 The irregular third person 

 

Studying table 11, it becomes quite apparent that these students are not able to use The 

irregular third person 90% of the time correctly. Nevertheless, as with the students studying 

English 7 who wrote essays in the ULEC, these students seemed to able to use The irregular 

third person correctly most of the time when it was portrayed as does. However, when it 

comes to has students had quite a few difficulties to determine when to use have or has.  

 
Table 11. Frequency of usage and correctness in percentages for students who did the national test in English 6 regarding The irregular third person. 
 
Morphemes: 
The irregular 
third person 

Total correct 
usage: 

Total errors: Total instances: Total 
correctness in 
percentages: 

Does 18 6 24 75% 
Has 52 32 84 62% 
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Below are some instances where the students did not know how to use has or have: 

(47) How the news is reported have also change. 
 

(48) The increase of media consumption have also increased the hate and propaganda that 
people are sharing. 

 
(49) Today, whoever who wants to share information with others on the internet have also 

the opportunity to do it… 
 

(50) Ok there have always been news… 
 

(51) All of this means that even if the news have become a riddled with news that nobody 
needs… 

 
(52) This does not mean however that the news have become completely redundant… 

In these sentences, the verb does not agree with the subject making the sentence 

ungrammatical. As with the other groups, the rule of Subject Verb Agreement is something 

that the students lack knowledge in. 

 
4.4.3 The irregular past 

In contrast to the other three groups it seems that this group of students have not acquired any 

form of The irregular past, this can be viewed in table 12 where most obligatory contexts are 

below 50% in correctness. However, since their task was to write about getting involved in 

people’s life most students wrote in the present tense or else the future tense. Thus, the 

instances where The irregular past was needed were reduced which makes it impossible to 

draw any sort of conclusion regarding if the students could use the morpheme satisfactorily.  

 
Table 12. Frequency of usage and correctness in percentages for students who did the national test in English 6 regarding The irregular past. 
 
Morphemes: 
The irregular 
past 

Total correct 
usage: 

Total errors: Total instances: Total 
correctness in 
percentages: 

Went (the past 
go) 

4 4 8 50% 

Came (the past 
come) 

1 1 2 50% 

Fell (the past 
fall) 

2 0 2 100% 
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Broke (the past 
break) 

0 0 0 0% 

Sat (the past sit) 0 0 0 0% 
Drank (the past 
drink) 

0 0 0 0% 

Lay (the past 
lie)  

0 0 0 0% 

Laid (the past 
lay) 

0 0 0 0% 
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5. Discussion and conclusions  
 

In the section that follows, I will present how my research questions have been answered in 

the paper. I will also adress different strengths and shortcomings of the paper. 

 

In section 2.2, I described how Bergvall (2006) did a similar study to the one I have just done. 

Like the results found in Chapter 4, the students that she studied were not able to use these 

specific morphemes in most of the obligatory contexts. The irregular past was used correctly 

78 times out of 128 obligatory contexts consequently the students used the morpheme 

correctly 61% of the time. The progressive was used correctly 53% of the time and The 

irregular third person was used 24% of the time correctly (Bergvall 2006:14 – 22). In 

conclusion, students at secondary school had not acquired these morphemes yet. 

 

The students who wrote the essays that have been reviewed in this paper seem to have the 

same difficulty in using these specific morphemes. Lack of knowledge concerning Subject 

Verb Agreement was the biggest reason why the errors accrued. This could be demonstrated 

in The progressive and in The irregular third person. If one is to draw some sort of conclusion 

regarding the problem with Subject Verb Agreement it seems that students have not learned 

how to use these rules and when to apply them properly. This relates quite well to what other 

researchers have found, which is also one of the paper’s strengths. However, it also correlates 

with one of the paper’s shortcomings which is the low number of data. This makes it 

impossible to generalise if most Swedish students at upper secondary school would have 

received the same result if they were also examined.  

 

Nevertheless, in A Courpus Based study in Morpheme Acquisition Order of Young Learners 

of English Khor (2012) describes how the students at secondary school that he studied had 

difficulties when it came to having the subject and the verb agree with one and another in a 

sentence (Khor 2012:23). In addition, Norlander (2012: 20) also concluded that the errors the 

students in her study mostly made concerned concord. Consequently, it would seem that the 

results drawn in this paper correlate quite well with what have been concluded in other 

papers.  
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Since one of the biggest shortcomings in this paper is that it does not answer why these 

students had such difficulties with Subject Verb Agreement, it will be essential that 

researchers organize a longitudinal study where they follow the language development of 

students studying English at upper secondary school. Such a study could also answer the 

question why is + ing and are + ing were the easiest forms to acquire by the students. 

Whereas, was + ing and were + ing were some of the hardest to acquire.  Additionally, this 

kind of study would be able to unravel why students studying English 7 were able to use The 

irregular third person quite accurately in comparison to the other groups.    

 

Turning now to the national tests, even though they were more monitored than the essays 

found in the ULEC, it was still less monitored than the essays that Bergvall (2006) used in her 

study. Yet both studies showed similar results; that the students examined in this essay and 

students at secondary school have not acquired these specific morphemes. Additionally, like 

the students examined in this paper, the students in secondary school seemed to have the most 

problem with The irregular third person, whereas both The irregular past and The progressive 

received higher percentage in correctness of usage. It would seem that both monitored and 

non-monitored tests demonstrate similar results regarding if students had acquired the specific 

morphemes.  

 

Out of all the morphemes reviewed in this paper The progressive and The irregular past are 

the morphemes that most students could use more sufficiently. This could be seen in nearly all 

the forms of the morphemes that were analysed. It was only the last group, the group who 

wrote essays for the national test, who did not get as high of a percentage in correctness of 

usage in comparison to the other groups. However, as discussed in the paper the data 

concerning their usage of the morpheme was not enough to draw any conclusion. 

 

On the other hand, students who wrote essays for ULEC and who studied English 5 and 6 

could only use The irregular third person around 50% of the time correctly. Whereas the 

ULEC students who studied English 7 and the students who wrote papers for the national test 

were able to use the morpheme around 70 – 80% of the time correctly. This would suggest 

that these students were able to use The progressive and The irregular past in most cases, 

whereas The irregular third person is the morpheme that is the most difficult to use. 
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However, as I mentioned in Chapter 4, if we use Owens’ (1994) notion that in order to 

conclude that a learner has acquired a morpheme he must be able to use the morpheme 

correctly 90% of the time we cannot draw the conclusion that any of the students who wrote 

the essays reviewed in this paper have acquired these morphemes. What can be said is that the 

students know how to use some forms of the morpheme but not really the entire morpheme. 
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