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Mastery of English tenses is a fundamental component in achieving 

proficiency in English grammar. However, many senior high school students 

continue to face persistent challenges in understanding and using tenses 

correctly. This study aims to analyze the types and causes of students’ 

difficulties in learning English tenses at the senior high school level. Using a 

descriptive qualitative method, data were collected through classroom 

observations, student questionnaires, and interviews with English teachers. 

The findings reveal that the major difficulties encountered by students include 

confusion in differentiating tense functions, limited vocabulary, lack of 

practice, and interference from their first language. Moreover, instructional 

approaches that do not emphasize contextual usage also contribute to students’ 

misunderstanding. Based on the results, the study suggests that teachers adopt 

more communicative and contextualized strategies in teaching tenses, such as 

integrating grammar with speaking and writing activities. This research 

provides insights into improving grammar instruction to support better 

learning outcomes in EFL classrooms. 
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INTRODUCTION  

English is widely regarded as a global language and plays a crucial role in 

international communication, education, science, and technology. As a lingua franca, English 

facilitates cross-cultural dialogue and access to global knowledge (Crystal, 2019). In 

Indonesia, English is a compulsory subject in the national curriculum, particularly at the 

senior high school level, and is considered vital for students' academic and professional 

advancement (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2020). 

Among the core components of English grammar, tenses serve as a fundamental 

aspect that indicates the time of an action or state. Mastery of tenses is essential for students 

to construct meaningful and grammatically correct sentences in both spoken and written 

communication. As Richards and Schmidt (2015) note, tenses form the backbone of sentence 
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structure in English, allowing speakers to locate events in time and express complex temporal 

relationships. 

However, learning tenses poses a significant challenge for many senior high school 

students. The complexity of English verb forms, the differences between Indonesian and 

English grammatical structures, and the abstract nature of time representation contribute to 

students’ difficulties in understanding and applying tenses accurately. Indonesian students 

often experience “negative language transfer,” where their native language interferes with 

second language acquisition (Odlin, 2021). Numerous students struggle to distinguish 

between various tenses, choose the appropriate tense for a given context, and produce error-

free sentences. These difficulties often lead to poor performance in grammar assessments and 

hinder their overall language proficiency. 

Previous studies have highlighted that factors such as ineffective teaching methods, 

limited exposure to authentic language use, and insufficient practice can exacerbate students’ 

problems in learning grammar. For instance, Nasution and Sari (2022) found that many 

grammar lessons in Indonesian classrooms are delivered using rote memorization without 

contextual engagement, resulting in passive learning and low retention. Similarly, Putri and 

Wahyuni (2021) observed that students often lack opportunities for meaningful use of 

English outside the classroom, limiting their ability to internalize grammar rules. 

Despite these findings, there remains a need for deeper exploration into the specific 

types of difficulties students face when learning tenses, especially in the context of 

Indonesian senior high schools. As noted by Yunita and Tiarina (2023), studies focusing on 

learner-specific challenges in mastering English grammar are still limited and require further 

empirical investigation. 

Understanding these challenges is essential for developing effective instructional 

strategies that can support students in overcoming their learning barriers. This study aims to 

analyze the types and causes of students’ difficulties in learning English tenses at the senior 

high school level. By identifying the specific areas where students struggle and examining 

the underlying factors, this research seeks to provide insights that can inform English 

teachers, curriculum developers, and educational policymakers in improving grammar 

instruction and enhancing students’ learning outcomes. 

This study aims to analyze the types and causes of students’ difficulties in learning 

English tenses at the senior high school level. By identifying the specific areas were students 

struggle and examining the underlying factors, this research seeks to provide insights that 

can inform English teachers, curriculum developers, and educational policymakers in 

improving grammar instruction and enhancing students’ learning outcomes. 

Literature Review 

Definition of Tenses:  

Tense refers to the grammatical category that locates a situation in time. English has twelve 

tenses, which are categorized into present, past, and future, each with four aspects: simple, 

continuous, perfect, and perfect continuous (Azar, 2002). These tenses enable speakers to 

express temporal relations clearly and accurately. According to Comrie (2017), tense systems 
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help construct a coherent narrative by indicating the sequence, duration, and completion of 

actions. 

Importance of Tenses in Language Learning: 

Mastery of tenses is crucial for learners to communicate accurately and fluently. 

Errors in tenses may lead to miscommunication and misunderstanding, particularly in 

academic or professional settings. Tenses also reflect the learner’s grammatical competence 

and fluency in using the language (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 2016). As noted by 

Thornbury (2019), the ability to use tenses appropriately is a key marker of language 

proficiency and a predictor of success in language exams and real-life communication. 

Furthermore, tense mastery is closely linked to cognitive development in second 

language acquisition. Ellis (2020) suggests that learners who develop a strong conceptual 

understanding of time and aspect are better able to transfer grammatical knowledge across 

different contexts. 

Previous Studies: 

Prior research by Mukminatien (2011) and Suryati (2017) highlights that most 

Indonesian students find tenses difficult due to their structural complexity and differences 

from the Indonesian language system. The morphological simplicity of Bahasa Indonesia, 

which lacks inflectional tense markers, contrasts sharply with the conjugation patterns 

required in English (Setiawan, 2021). Moreover, the influence of the mother tongue and the 

lack of communicative practice have also been identified as contributing factors. 

More recently, Harahap and Siregar (2023) emphasized that limited feedback and 

lack of personalized grammar instruction often hinder students’ improvement. In a study 

involving 120 Indonesian high school students, they found that only 37% could correctly use 

the present perfect tense in context, citing confusion with its form and function as a major 

barrier. In addition, Supriyadi and Mulyani (2022) pointed out that English tenses are 

frequently taught in isolation, which impairs students' ability to apply them in integrated 

language tasks. 

These findings underline the importance of contextualized grammar teaching and 

increased opportunities for meaningful practice. As the challenges are multifaceted ranging 

from pedagogical approaches to linguistic transfer, comprehensive intervention is necessary 

to address students’ difficulties effectively. 

 

METHOD  

This study employed a qualitative descriptive approach. The goal was to describe the 

phenomena of students’ difficulties in learning tenses based on their experiences and 

perceptions. Participants included 30 students from grade XI SK of senior high school of 

Panca Setya Sintang in Indonesia. The instruments used were: A questionnaire consisting of 

20 close-ended and open-ended questions; Semi-structured interviews with both teachers and 

selected students; Classroom observations to confirm and support findings. Data was 

collected over a period of two months through classroom visits, online interviews, and 
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distribution of questionnaires both digitally and manually. The collected data were analyzed 

using thematic analysis. Responses were categorized based on recurrent themes such as 

conceptual understanding, practice opportunities, and teaching methods. 

 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION  

Student Questionnaire Findings  

Out of 30 students:  

a. 83% found past perfect tense to be the most difficult  

b. 75% admitted to often confusing simple past and present perfect  

c. 65% said they lacked enough practice using tenses in real contexts  

 

Interview with Teachers  

Teachers reported that:  

a. Students often memorize rules without understanding the concept  

b. Many students translate directly from Indonesian, leading to errors  

c. Lack of exposure to authentic English materials hinders their learning  

 

Classroom Observation  

Observations indicated that:  

a. Teaching was largely grammar-focused, with limited contextual application  

b. Students were passive learners, few opportunities for communicative use  

c. Teachers often focused on rule explanation rather than application  

 

Discussion  

Conceptual Understanding  

One major cause of difficulty is that students learn tenses as isolated rules rather than 

seeing them in context. For example, the past perfect tense is often taught without linking it 

to narrative or storytelling contexts.  

Mother Tongue Interference  

The Indonesian language does not use tenses in the same way as English. Therefore, 

students find it hard to understand the need to distinguish between “I went” and “I have 

gone.”  

Lack of Practice  

Students reported limited practice outside the classroom. They rely mostly on 

textbooks and exercises rather than speaking or writing activities that require real-time tense 

use.  

Teaching Methods  



 

PARAPLU JOURNAL | Vol. 2, No. 3 (July) 2025 
490 

Traditional methods focusing on grammar drills are ineffective. Interactive and 

student-cantered methods such as role-plays, games, and storytelling are rarely implemented. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study reveals that senior high school students in Indonesia face multiple 

difficulties in mastering English tense. These include a lack of conceptual understanding, 

interference from the native language, insufficient communicative practice, and traditional 

teaching methods that emphasize rote learning over application. Some suggestion could be 

taken forwards such as: 

a. Teachers should adopt more interactive methods such as task-based learning, role-

playing, and contextualized grammar instruction.  

b. Students should be encouraged to use English in everyday communication and 

practice grammar in speaking and writing.  

c. Curriculum designers should integrate contextual grammar lessons rather than 

isolated rule memorization.  

d. Schools should support language exposure through English clubs, online 

communication, and multimedia.  
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