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ABSTRACT
Background: Mastering verbal tenses, especially those expressing aspect, in a second language 
presents a challenge as learners frequently link the semantic nuances of verbal forms in their 
second language (L2) to the characteristics of the verbal systems in their native languages (L1). 
This study explores the impact of L1 on the usage of the English Present Perfect (PP) among 
non-native speakers.

Purpose: In an effort to contribute to the ongoing research on the mechanisms governing the 
acquisition of English tenses, this study focuses on the variations that affect the usage of the 
PP in the writing of English learners. The investigation is particularly centered on university 
students whose L1 is Russian and Spanish, seeking to delve into the ways in which their first 
language influences the utilisation of the PP in their English writing.

Method: Analysis of L2 English by Russian and Spanish learners, based on corpora of 
argumentative essays written by undergraduate Russian and Spanish learners of English, 
controlled by a corpus of essays produced by native speakers of English; frequency and 
distribution of the PP in learner writings; examination of semantic contexts; identification of 
error types.

Results: The findings indicate that, despite a higher occurrence of the PP in texts produced 
by Spanish learners compared to Russian learners, the rate of errors in its application is 
nearly identical in both learner corpora. These errors are likely attributable to challenges in 
comprehending the functions of the PP and in distinguishing its semantics from those of other 
English tenses, particularly the Past Simple.

Conclusion: The study suggests that the increased prevalence of PP usage by L2 learners may 
be attributed to positive transfer from their L1 when it exhibits structures analogous to the 
English PP. Conversely, patterns indicative of, for example, undergeneralisation of semantic 
contexts suggesting the relevance of an action, or of overgeneralisation of adverbs compatible 
with the PP can be interpreted as evidence of negative transfer. The results of this study hold 
significance for language pedagogy, as they highlight potential challenges in acquiring the PP 
that learners from diverse L1 backgrounds may encounter.
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INTRODUCTION
The Present Perfect (PP henceforth) is 
one of most frequently used tenses in 
English, productive in every register, 
including academic prose (Biber et al., 
1999, p. 463). Even though the PP emerg-
es at quite early stages in EFL (English 
as a Foreign Language) courses, its ful-
ly-fledged system of uses, including the 
distinction between the PP and the Past 

Simple (e.g. I have been to Paris vs. I went 
to Paris in 2019), which causes most diffi-
culties for EFL learners, is mastered only 
at the most advanced levels of language 
proficiency (Housen, 2002a, p. 163; Davy-
dova, 2011, p. 4). The problems that 
students face when using the PP forms 
have been described by a number of 
researchers in the field of Second Lan-
guage Acquisition (van der Wurff, 1999; 
Housen, 2002b; Davydova, 2011, among 
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others). To give an example, Davydova (2011) conducted a 
study with learners with different L1 backgrounds (Russian, 
German, Hindi) and showed that only those speakers who 
had been studying English for a long period of time (more 
than 15 years) were able to “demonstrate the use of the PP 
consistent with descriptions found in traditional grammars 
of Standard English” (2011, p. 91). According to Davydova, 
this is explained by the fact that the PP has a complex sys-
tem of uses determined by its various semantic meanings. 
To investigate whether L1 transfer can explain L2 divergence 
at the syntax-pragmatics interface, Antonova-Unlu and Wei 
(2020, p. 2) suggest studying “at least two groups of partic-
ipants whose L1s are different in terms of the availability of 
this interface”.

The similarities and differences between learners’ target 
and native language are contended to have facilitating or 
inhibitory effects on the L2 acquisition process (Odlin, 2000). 
As far as the positive L1 transfer is concerned, according to 
Cai (2010), in the process of second language acquisition, a 
learner develops a set of associations with their L1 with fixed 
strengths, which are activated when a similar L2 pattern is 
learnt. As a result, L1 can play a positive role in its acquisi-
tion, triggering a positive transfer. However, as pointed out 
by Comrie (1976), L1 transfer tends to complicate the use of 
the PP in learners of English. Language transfer manifests 
itself in all subsystems of language including pragmatics, 
semantics, syntax, morphology, phonetics and orthography. 
Odlin posits that the phenomenon of transfer, or cross-lin-
guistic influence, is connected with “interlingual identifica-
tions, that is, the judgments that something in the native 
language and something in the target language are similar” 
(Odlin, 2008, p. 454). More recently, Fuchs et al. (2016) iden-
tified three trends which pertain to different aspects of L1 
and exert influence on the acquisition of the English PP. First, 
the use of the PP by L2 speakers of English is likely to be 
reduced if their native language lacks a formal or function-
al category corresponding to the PP (see also Bulut, 2011, 
pp. 225–226). Second, as also pointed out by Bardovi-Harlig 
(2000), L1 influence on the number of verb forms produced 
by learners or on the associations they have about the 
meanings of L2 verb forms is limited. Third, the semantics 
of particular verbs, for instance, so-called ‘telic achievement’ 
verbs, i.e. verbs with a defined end point, might cause the 

“non-target-like use of the Present Perfect” (see Collins, 2002, 
pp. 85–86 in this respect). However, it was shown in cor-
pus-based studies that when the learners’ native languages 
are typologically and structurally close to English, they do 
not always facilitate faster and more accurate production of 
the PP in L2 English (e.g., Eriksson, 2008; Davydova, 2011; 
Rogatcheva, 2014). For instance, it was demonstrated by 
Fuchs et al. (2016), who investigated the acquisition of the 
PP by L1 German learners, that native-language influence 
of this nature might support learners only at a later point. 
These authors suggest that the blockage of L1 influence can 
be explained by the complexity of the tense form, on the 

one hand, and the relatively low frequency of the PP in the 
input that the learners receive, on the other.

Since comparing the interlanguage of learners with the na-
tive and target languages has certain limitations, as men-
tioned by Odlin (2008), a number of scholars (e.g., Master, 
1987; Jarvis & Odlin, 2000; Helms-Park, 2001; Antonova-Unlu, 
2017) recommended conducting a comprehensive inquiry 
into the way in which learners with different native languag-
es use a target-language structure that is present in one 
native language but absent in the other. Master (1987) em-
ployed this method to study the use of articles in L2 English 
by students of various L1 backgrounds. Helms-Park (2001) 
examined the acquisition of causatives by speakers of Hin-
di-Urdu and Vietnamese. Antonova-Unlu (2017) focused on 
the acquisition of English spatial prepositions by L1 Russian 
and Turkish learners. However, Jarvis (2000) contended that 
to get more valid results, it is reasonable to use both meth-
ods; in other words, both inter-group heterogeneity and 
similarity between the interlanguage of the learners and 
their L1 should be considered.

In order to investigate the way cross-linguistic conditions af-
fect the use of the PP, in this study we investigated L1 effects 
on L2 usage of the PP by comparing use of this tense in the 
L2-English essays of native speakers of Russian (which lacks 
the PP), native Spanish (which has this form) and the essays 
of native English speakers. Our choice of a corpus-based 
methodology in this context does not obscure the necessity 
of exploring the transfer of verbal paradigms from alterna-
tive perspectives. Despite the vast body of psycholinguistic 
and neurolinguistic literature on transfer, studies specifical-
ly addressing the transfer of verb-tense categories are lim-
ited. In this regard, our knowledge is restricted to eye-track-
ing experiments investigating L1 influence on the L2 in 
predicates’ argument structure (e.g., transitive/intransitive 
patterns) in Shirai and Andersen (1995). Additionally, the 
so-called Aspect Hypothesis has been empirically examined 
in Odlin (2005). As claimed by Spada and Lightbown (1999), 
increasing learners’ awareness of cross-linguistic differenc-
es is likely to eliminate certain difficulties in the target lan-
guage. Therefore, research into linguistic transfer in the use 
of the PP might not only have certain theoretical importance, 
but also be beneficial for language pedagogy.

This study aims to contribute to the ongoing debate about 
what role, if any, L1 plays in the use of English PP by non-na-
tive speakers of English. This investigation is based on the 
analysis of specific and universal mechanisms underlying 
the occurrence of the PP forms in Russian and Spanish 
varieties of English. We compare two corpora of academic 
essays written by Russian and Spanish undergraduate stu-
dents, with the initial hypothesis that Russian learners of 
English will use the PP less frequently and make more er-
rors in its use than Spanish students because Russian lacks 
a tense straightforwardly equivalent to the English PP, while 
the Spanish paradigm of verbal tenses hosts a PP correlate.
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Although variation in the uses of the PP by native and 
non-native speakers of English has been approached in 
a number of works (e.g., Elsness, 1997; Hundt & Smith, 
2009; Davydova, 2011, 2012; Yao & Collins, 2012; Seoane & 
Suárez-Gómez, 2013; Werner, 2013, 2014), the findings are 
quite contradictory. For example, on the one hand, Davy-
dova (2011), who studied the uses of the PP in a corpus of 
non-native Russian, German and Indian varieties of English, 
and compared them with the London-Lund Corpus of Spo-
ken English (LLC), reported that the PP is underrepresented 
in the studied varieties of English compared to the corpus 
L1 English, which can be explained by the complexity of this 
strategy, so that L2 speakers appear to avoid using the PP 
due to its complexity and opt for the Past Simple instead. On 
the other hand, Yao and Collins (2012), whose analysis was 
based on selected components and registers of the Interna-
tional Corpus of English (ICE), concluded that the frequency 
of the PP in non-native varieties of English is comparable to 
that of the native varieties, with Indian English employing 
this form most often and Philippine English least often.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Use of the Present Perfect in L2 learner 
English

The use of the PP in learner corpora has attracted considera-
ble attention in the academia. For example, Bardovi-Harlig’s 
(1997) longitudinal study analysed Arabic, Japanese, Korean 
and Spanish learners’ oral and written data, and concluded 
that learners routinely confuse the PP forms with the forms 
of the Past Simple tense and the Present tense. Bardovi-Har-
lig claimed that this could be explained by the fact that the 
learners’ semantic knowledge of the PP was not established 
to the fullest in relation to the other tenses. Fuchs et al. 
(2016) investigated variation between the PP and the Past 
Simple in ESL (English as a Second Language) German learn-
ers’ data in an attempt to determine correlation between 
learner proficiency, mode (i.e. writing vs. speaking) and the 
use of the PP in their productions in English. In line with Bar-
dovi-Harlig (1997), Fuchs et al. found that the PP emerged 
quite late in L2 learner English, namely with those students 
that achieved an advanced level of proficiency and had an 
opportunity to use English as often as native speakers did. 
Another interesting finding in this study was that the PP is 
more common in writing. Mohammed (2019) investigated 
the use of the PP by Iraqi leaners of English and found that 
they faced difficulties with using the tense possibly due to 
insufficient training. Uno (2014) investigated the use of the 
English PP by Japanese learners of English and paid special 
attention to the inherent semantic aspectual properties of 
the verbs. The analysis evinced the lack of strong correlation 
between the use of the PP and the verbs’ lexical aspectual 
class (telic vs. atelic) in contexts with no temporal adverbials.

In other studies learners’ data are contrasted with native 
speakers’ productions. For instance, Rogatcheva (2012) 
compared the use of the PP in German and Bulgarian learn-
ers’ argumentative writing with productions by non-profes-
sional British and American writers. Her study confirmed the 
results reported by previous corpus-based investigations 
as regards the preference for the PP in British English. Be-
sides, significant differences were detected between Bulgar-
ian and German learner writing. Specifically, Bulgarian EFL 
learners’ texts were closer to those by British novice writers 
as far as the uses of the PP were concerned, while the fre-
quencies of the PP by German EFL learners were similar to 
those by American novice writers. Rogatcheva claimed that 
such differences could be explained not only by L1 influence 
but also by register effects, the latter not being relevant to 
the present discussion since we are only analysing academic 
texts.

Main Uses of the Present Perfect in English, 
Russian and Spanish
This section briefly describes the PP and its equivalents in 
Russian and Spanish and outlines the semantic contexts in 
which the PP is used in standard English. The comparison of 
the semantic contexts of the PP in L1 and L2 is also carried 
out in what follows.

The English Present Perfect

There are four unanimously recognised dominant semantic 
contexts of the English PP (Fenn, 1987; Winford, 1993; Tag-
liamonte, 2000; Huddleston & Pullum, 2002; Siemund, 2004; 
Radden & Dirven, 2007; Davydova, 2011):

(i)	 the resultative context, which denotes a past action 
that results in a change of state at the moment of 
speaking (sometimes known as ‘current relevance’), 
as in (3),

(ii)	 the so-called ‘extended-now’ context, with situations 
that started in the past and continue into the moment 
of speaking, in (4),

(iii)	 the experiential context, whereby a situation or an 
event occurred once or several times before the mo-
ment of speaking in cases when a definite time refer-
ence is not given, illustrated here in (5),

(iv)	 the recent past context, which involves a recent event, 
again without a reference to the definite time of the 
action, in (6).

(3)	 I have lost my keys somewhere.

(4)	 I have lived/have been living here for 3 years now.

(5)	 I have seen it many times.

(6)	 I have just taken my final exams.
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The Russian Present Perfect

The Russian verbal paradigm includes forms of past, pres-
ent and future, and for an overwhelming majority of verbs 
two aspects, perfective and imperfective, which allow speak-
ers to convey various meanings. The imperfective aspect is 
used for either an action in progress or a repeated action, 
for example, Ya chitayu knigu (‘I am reading a book’), while 
the perfective aspect in Russian denotes “a single complet-
ed action” (Wade1, 2002, p. 119), which, unlike the English PP, 
often occurs in the sentence with past references as long as 
it is presented as complete, for instance, Ya prochital knigu 
vchera (‘I read the book yesterday’). Researchers have high-
lighted the aspectual and temporal components of the per-
fect, and have stressed that the perfective meaning is over-
whelmingly a characteristic of the perfective aspect which 
is seen as one of the meanings of the past tense (e.g., Telin, 
1988). Maslov (2004) considers ‘perfectness’ as an aspectual 
semantic category which possesses certain temporal duali-
ty, a combination of two interconnected temporal plans in a 
predicate: the antecedent and the subsequent one.

Of all the forms in the Russian verbal paradigm, there is only 
one in which the occurrence of the past participle makes the 
construction comparable to the English PP tense: auxiliary 
verb be + past passive participle, e.g. Dom byl postroen dva 
goda nazad (‘The house was built two years ago’). Auxiliary 
be is subject to obligatory omission in the Present tense and 
is sometimes omitted in the Past tense. It is this construc-
tion that Comrie (1976, p. 58) categorised as corresponding 
to English perfectivity, despite the challenge of attesting 
the English PP in expressions conveying past tense and 
the regular occurrence of the corresponding Russian form 
with adverbials of time. As regards the semantic contexts 
the English PP is used in, namely, resultative, experiential 
and recent past, in the Russian language preterit is more 
frequently employed; for example, On napisal pis’mo (‘He 
has written a letter’) or Ona videla etot film ran’she (‘She has 
seen this film before’). By contrast, in the extended-now 
context, the Present tense is predominant, for instance, Oni 
rabotayut v etoi kompanii neskol’ko let (‘They have worked for 
this company for several years’). Therefore, since in Russian 
there is no special verb form that would discriminate the PP 
contexts, Russian speakers of English face difficulties when 
using this tense (Davydova, 2011).

1	 Wade, T. (2002). The Oxford Russian grammar and verbs. Oxford University Press.
2	 Real Academia Española. (2009). Nueva gramática de la lengua española. Espasa.
3	 The sense of ‘recentness’ that is part of the ‘past of present’ tense is rather variable, as it is measured differently depending on the 

characteristics of the process. For instance, a process such as llamar a la puerta (‘knock on the door, ring the doorbell’) can be regarded 
as a recent development in Spanish perhaps only hours after it has taken place. In fact, it would be very difficult to find a situation in 
which a Spanish speaker would select the ‘past of present’ tense a day after the event has taken place. In contrast, a process such as 
publicar un libro (‘publish a book, the coming out of a book’) is normally treated as a recent development.

The Spanish Present Perfect

Spanish has a PP form similar to the English one both with 
respect to form (present indicative of the auxiliary verb 
haber plus past participle of the main verb) and use. The 
specific features of the Spanish PP have been the focus of 
academic investigation by, among others, Comrie (1976), Le-
hmann (1982), Dahl (1985), Klein (1992), Bybee et al. (1994), 
Schwenter (1994), Dahl and Hedin (2000), Lindstedt (2000), 
Squartini and Bertinetto (2000) and Copple (2009). In a nut-
shell, in the comprehensive Nueva gramática de la lengua 
española2 the Spanish PP tense is classified as an ‘absolute’ 
tense since it is anchored to the present. It conveys two 
main interpretations: (i) anteriority (or, in Cartagena’s 1999: 
§45.1.2 words, “perfection”) with respect to a point in the 
present in contexts in which the event is assessed with ref-
erence to the present (i.e. experience or relevance perfect), 
as in Ha sufrido mucho en la vida (‘S/he has suffered a lot in 
her/his life’), and (ii) immediate past, in, for example, Arturo 
ha estado tres veces en Santiago en el último año (‘Arturo has 
been in Santiago on three occasions this year’), possibility 
still reaching the present. The Nueva gramática recognises 
that these prototypical values are subject to major dialectal 
variation, the PP being frequently replaced in Spanish with 
the Past Simple tense.

As pointed out by, for example, Gorbova (2015), the Spanish 
PP is increasingly used with specific temporal references in 
narrated chains of events, which suggests that this form is 
in a process of grammaticalisation known as ‘aoristic drift’, 
according to which it adopts semantic values bridging be-
tween the past and the present (see also Michaelis, 1998, p. 
10). Nevertheless, as the temporal interval indicated by the 
locative extends further from the present, the acceptability 
of constructing a Perfect utterance in Spanish diminishes. 
Expressions such as hace una hora (‘an hour ago’) or hace 
un momento (‘a moment ago’) are routinely combined with 
the Perfect, whereas a time locative such as la semana pasa-
da (‘last week’) accompanies the Perfect less often, and hace 
10 años (‘ten years ago’) is very unlikely to appear with it. 
The interrogative locative cuándo (‘when’) is very commonly 
used with the Perfect (¿Cuándo has llegado? ‘When did you 
arrive?’), probably because its interrogative nature is per-
ceived by Spanish speakers as strongly connected with the 
concept of ‘novelty3 worth communicating’. Consequently, 
Spanish PP and preterite tenses have been claimed to share 
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the same cognitive meaning (i.e. reference to the past) and 
can for this reason be treated as realisations of a “common-
ly underlying form” in the PP contexts (Davydova, 2011, p. 
50). In this vein, added to its reference to the past, authors 
like Harris (1982, p. 55) emphasise that the Spanish PP pre-
serves the pragmatically subjective meaning of “current rel-
evance”.

Present-Perfect Uses in Native and Learner 
English
This section describes points of convergence and divergence 
between the contexts in which the PP is used in L1 and L2 
English. Firstly, as pointed out above, in resultative contexts 
like (7) the perfective aspect of the Past tense is used in Rus-
sian, which “indicates completion of an action in the past 
(‘he made, has made, had made a call’)” and implies a result 
(Wade4, 2002, p. 111). In the same way, the Spanish PP may 
also express result (González & Quintana Hernández, 2018, 
p. 615), as illustrated in (8).

(7)	 Ona slomala ruku.

	 She break-Past-PERF arm

	 ‘She has broken / broke her arm.’

(8)	 He comido hoy.

	 have eaten today

	 ‘I have eaten today.’

Secondly, extended-now contexts pose difficulties for Rus-
sian learners of English because Russian conveys this mean-
ing via imperfective-aspect Present tense, as in (9):

(9)	 Ya zhivu v Moskve s 2000 goda.

	 I live-Present-IMPERF in Moscow since 2000 year

	 ‘I have been living/have lived in Moscow since 2000.’

Such interference from L1 Russian explains frequent errone-
ous utterances produced by Russian learners like *I’m stud-
ying French for five years (Davydova, 2011, p. 28). By contrast, 
in Spanish, as in English, the PP is used to denote an action 
taking place in a period of time including the present, that 
is, in so-called ‘past in the present’ time (Lavid et al., 2010, p. 
401), and can co-occur with compatible temporal adverbials 
(e.g. ahora ‘now’, hoy ‘today’, estos días ‘these days’), as in 
(10):

(10)	 No he dormido en toda la semana.

	 ‘I haven’t slept for a week now.’

4	 Wade, T. (2002). The Oxford Russian grammar and verbs. Oxford University Press.

Thirdly, in Russian, imperfective aspect in the Past tense 
is used in experiential contexts, as in (11). That is why, as 
mentioned by Davydova (2011), when talking about experi-
ence in English, Russian speakers frequently use Past Simple 
rather than the PP. In Spanish, the experiential context, like 
the extended-now one, is one of ‘present relevance’ and re-
quires the PP, as exemplified by (12).

(11)	 Ya smotrel etot fil’m dvazhdy.

	 I see-Past-IMPERF this film twice

	 ‘I have seen this film twice.’

(12)	 El autor de este drama no ha estado nunca en esta ciudad.

	 ‘The author of this play has never been to this town.’ 
(from Lavid et al., 2010, p. 403)

Finally, as regards recent-past contexts, despite “the subjec-
tive character of the notions of ‘relevance’ and ‘recentness’” 
(Lavid et al., 2010, p. 426), speakers of English and Spanish 
tend to agree to a large extent on what can be considered “a 
relevant piece of news” and thus use the PP to denote these 
actions quite similarly. Russian, by contrast, makes no dif-
ferences between events that happened recently and those 
from some time ago. In both cases imperfective aspect in 
the Past tense is used in Russian, as in (13) and (14).

(13)	 Ya nedavno videl druga.

	 I recently see-Past-IMPERF a friend.

	 ‘I have seen a friend recently.’

(14)	 Ya videl druga mesyatc nazad.

	 I see-Past-IMPERF a friend a month ago.

	 ‘I saw a friend a month ago.’

Lacking such a formal distinction between recent events 
and completed past events in their L1, Russian learners 
frequently use the PP in English when they describe events 
with definite time reference, as in (14). Also, erroneous uses 
of the PP with indications of time in the past are attested 
even more often in Russian learner writing, as in (15).

(15)	 I don’t think that Europe has done the right thing when 
they united in one. (from Davydova, 2011, p. 28)

It should be noted, however, that a similar error is also at-
tested in L2 English by Spanish learners. As Lavid et al. (2010, 
p. 426) point out, the presence of a time adverbial in the 
clause such as ayer (‘yesterday’) or la semana pasada (‘last 
week’) “does not prevent Spanish speakers from using the 
Perfect if they regard the process as charged with current 
relevance”, whilst Past Simple is mandatory with a specific 
temporal location in English.
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A Corpus-Based Analysis of L2 English by 
Russian and Spanish Learners
The studies mentioned in the previous sections pave the way 
for the investigation of the uses of the PP in L2 learner writ-
ing. Specifically, this paper undertakes the analysis of PP us-
age in academic essays in L2 English written by Russian and 
Spanish undergraduate learners, under the hypothesis that 
Russian students, who lack the PP category in their native 
language, will use the PP less frequently, will make more er-
rors and will use temporal adverbials more frequently when 
using the PP in comparison with Spanish students, since 
the PP is available in the Spanish verbal paradigm. Three 
research questions (RQ) are addressed in this paper:

RQ1:	 Which students use PP forms more frequently in their 
writing, Russian or Spanish learners?

RQ2:	 What semantic contexts prevail with the PP in Rus-
sian and Spanish L2 productions?

RQ3:	 Which students make more errors in their uses of the 
PP? Which errors can be described as independent 
of the learners’ L1, and which can be explained by L1 
transfer?

METHOD

Data
The analysis of the use of the PP was conducted on two 
corpora of argumentative essays written by undergradu-
ate Russian and Spanish learners of English. A third corpus 
of essays produced by native speakers (NS) of English was 
used for control purposes. WriCLE (Written Corpus of Learn-
er English; Rollinson & Mendikoetxea, 2010) was collected 
at the Universidad Autónoma de Madrid and contains L1 
Spanish students’ essays written for the academic-writing 
module of their English Language course in the first  and 
third year of the degree in English Studies. Their level of 
language proficiency was determined with the help of the 
Oxford Quick Placement Test, which the learners took at a 
time close to the writing of the essays. The test scores range 

from 57 to 90 with the mean score being 72. According to 
the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR), 
these results can be interpreted as proficiency levels rang-
ing from B1 to C1. REALEC (Russian Error-Annotated Learner 
English Corpus; Vinogradova, 2019) is a collection of essays 
written by L1 Russian undergraduate students from the 
Higher School of Economics (HSE University) as part of their 
English examination at the end of the university course of 
English. This examination is conducted in the International 
English Language Testing System (IELTS) format and its re-
sults show that the learners’ proficiency in English ranges 
from B1 to C1. Therefore, in terms of proficiency levels of the 
students, the L2 corpora are comparable and can serve the 
purposes of the current study. The third corpus, LOCNESS 
(the Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays), was compiled 
at the Centre for English Corpus Linguistics (CECL), Univer-
sité Catholique de Louvain, and comprises three types of 
texts: British pupils’ A level essays, British university stu-
dents’ essays and American university students’ essays. Ta-
ble 1 provides more information about the corpora.

Method and Procedure
The first stage of the analysis involved the identification of 
all the instances of the PP in the corpora. The texts were 
annotated with part-of-speech tags through TreeTagger 
(Schmit, 1994, 1995). A basic Python code was used to re-
trieve combinations of has/’s or have/’ve plus past participle 
within a two-token distance, so that forms like has already 
begun and have at last received could be considered. The fol-
lowing uses of the tokens has/’s and have/’ve with the past 
participle had to be removed:

˗	 has/have to be done (It has to be done now)

˗	 has/have got/gotten to do something (You have got to 
know it)

˗	 perfect forms of the modals (It must have been)

˗	 causative uses has/have something done.

The frequencies and the distribution per corpus of PP ex-
pressions in the three corpora are displayed in Table 2.

As regards the method, usage of the PP has been investi-
gated by reporting statistically significant differences be-

Table 1
Sizes and Contents of the Corpora Used in the Study

Spanish corpus Russian corpus Corpus of English native speakers

Name WriCLE REALEC LOCNESS (the Louvain Corpus of Native 
English Essays)

Type of texts Argumentative essays ranging 
from 500 words up to 2,000 

words

Argumentative essays of ap-
proximately 250 words

Argumentative essays of approximately 
500 words

Size (words) 801,000 833,000 324,000

Size (texts) 716 2,973 710
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tween the corpora. In our more qualitative analysis, 500 PP 
examples were selected randomly in each corpus with two 
objectives in mind: the analysis of the uses of the PP across 
the four semantic contexts described above, and the identi-
fication of erroneous uses. Finally, temporal adverbials cate-
gorised by Davydova (2011) as conveying current relevance 
(never, ever, always, just (now), today, in my life, lately, often, 
before (now), at present, up till now, so far, (as) yet, already, 
during these # years past, here with, since, for, in/over {the} 
recent) were searched via AntConc (Anthony, 2014)5 with the 
objective of detecting cases where other tense forms were 
used instead of the PP.

RESULTS

On Frequency Significance
Differences between the Russian and Spanish corpora were 
tested for statistical significance. The significance of the 
differences in frequencies was calculated with chi-squared 
tests and p-values. For values ≤5, the Fisher exact test was 
used for calculating p-values. Statistical significance was 
conventionalised as follows: 0.1% level when p≤.001, 1% lev-
el when p≤.01 and 5% level when the significance of the var-
iation is reported by a p-value ≤.05. Firstly, the frequency of 
the PP is significantly higher in the Spanish corpus (χ2 rang-
es from 1796.20, when compared to the Russian corpus, to 
121.86 with respect to the NS corpus; p≤.01, df=1). Secondly, 
the ratios of the PP per verbal form demonstrate that the 
Russian corpus contains the lowest number of PP forms per 
total number of verbs.

Semantic Contexts of the PP
As already mentioned, the qualitative analysis of the data in-
volved the random selection of 500 sentences with PP forms 
from each of the three corpora. In particular, for each corpus, 
randomised lists of examples were generated by Microsoft 
Excel, out of which we selected the first 500 instances from 

5	 Anthony, L. (2014). AntConc (Version 3.4.4) [Computer Software]. Tokyo: Waseda University.
6	 Regarding diatopic variation, two key points are noteworthy. First, the reliability of inter-coder assessments remains unaffected by 

the coder’s British/American variety of English. This is ensured by the double-checking of the categorisation of the semantic contexts 
carried out by native English and American informants. Second, despite the reported distinctions between the two varieties of English 
concerning the use of the PP in the resultative context, our overall results remain unbiased. This impartiality is guaranteed by the 
random selection of data and the balanced representation of British and American essays in the corpus (British pupils’ A level essays: 
60,209 words, British university students’ essays: 95,695 words, American university students’ essays: 168,400 words).

each corpus. The examples were manually classified into 
five groups according to the semantic contexts identified 
above: resultative, experiential, recent past, extended-now 
and other. The last category (‘other’) comprises the instanc-
es of erroneous use of the PP that cannot be categorised 
among the other semantic contexts, as in example (16):

(16)	 Independent on the amount of money humans have had, 
they always try to make the world around them pretty 
(Rus).

To ensure methodological reliability, the categorisation of 
the examples was carried out by native (Russian or Span-
ish) linguists and confirmed by native non-linguist speakers.6 
The former made the final decision in a few instances of dis-
agreement. The results are given in Tables 3 and 4.

Overall, it was found that there is a significant variation in 
the use of the PP in all sematic contexts across the three 
languages except the experience one. As shown in Table 3, 
in the three corpora the PP is most frequently used in the 
resultative context. However, in the Russian students’ texts 
this context is attested less often than in the Spanish stu-
dents’ and native speakers’ texts (p<.001). The PP is more 
frequently used in recent past, extended-now and experi-
ence contexts in the Russian learners’ essays than in the oth-
er corpora. The differences were found to be statistically sig-
nificant for recent past (both when compared to the Spanish 
students’ and the native speakers’ texts) and extended-now 
(only with the Spanish learners’ essays), but not for experi-
ence. The differences in the uses of the semantic contexts of 
the PP between the Spanish students’ and the NS texts were 
found not to be statistically significant.

Erroneous Contexts with the PP
At the next stage of the analysis, we investigated the erro-
neous contexts with the PP in the Russian and Spanish cor-
pora. As reflected in Table 5, it was found that the number of 
erroneous uses of the PP among the 500 randomly selected 

Table 2
Raw and Normalised Frequencies (in brackets) per 100,000 Words of all Verbs and the PP Forms in the Corpora

Number of verb tokens PP instances PP/number of verb tokens ratio

Russian corpus 134,375 (16,131.45) 959 (115.13) 0.007

Spanish corpus 117,352 (14,650.69) 3,792 (423.41) 0.032

NS corpus 54,699 (16,882.41) 1,044 (322.22) 0.019
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examples in the two corpora is almost the same (29 cases in 
the Russian corpus vs. 34 cases in the Spanish corpus).

First, both Spanish and Russian learners tend to use the 
PP extensively instead of the Past Simple, especially with 
definite past expressions (see examples (17) and (18)). Sec-
ond, the following most common type of error is the use 
of the PP instead of the Simple Present (18% i.e. 5 cases in 
the Spanish corpus, and 38% i.e. 11 examples in the Russian 
corpus) – see examples (19) and (20). Third, there is a larger 
variety of tense forms that would be appropriate instead of 
the PP in the Russian students’ texts than in the Spanish 
corpus. Apart from Past Simple and Present Simple, there 
are examples where Past Perfect or would+perfect infinitive 
should have been used (see examples (21) and (22)).

(17)	 … but in last years another terrorist group, called Al Qae-
da, has murdered a lot of people in the famous attempt in 
Madrid in 2004 (Span).

(18)	 For example, last year in the social network “Vkontakte” 
public page “Just do it” has become really popular (Rus).

(19)	 That is, they enjoy to hangout with friends on a Friday or 
Saturday night, going to clubs and discos, and so on, until 
the sun rises and a new day have come (Span).

(20)	 Unfortunately, original disk with music or film have cost 
about 15-20 dollars per disk (Rus).

(21)	 I’ve worked for an year in HP company and it helped me 
to fulfill need of my current professors and to avoid mis-
understanding with them (Rus).

(22)	 [Firstly, food import gives the opportunity for the popula-
tion of the country to taste the foreigh products that can’t 
grow in their country because of the different reasons, 
such as climate or the lack of resources.] For instance, 
people in Russia have never had a chance to taste banan-
as, oranges and another exotic fruits without the import 
of products from Africa as an example (Rus).

Subsequently, we analysed the examples with the temporal 
expressions listed in the Data and method section in order 
to detect sentences where other tense forms were used in-
stead of the PP. In the Russian corpus 68 sentences were 
identified, which amount to 23% of all contexts with specif-
ic temporal adverbials. The Spanish corpus contains 19 in-
stances of this sort, which make only 4% of the contexts with 
temporal adverbials. Table 6 displays the raw frequencies 
and the proportions of tenses that were used by the learn-
ers instead of the PP in the two corpora.

Table 3
Raw Frequencies and Percentages of the Mains Uses of the PP

Recent past Extended-now Experience Result Other

Russian corpus 50 (10%) 86 (17%) 61 (12%) 290 (58%) 13 (3%)

Spanish corpus 23 (5%) 52 (10%) 47 (9%) 368 (74%) 10 (2%)

NS corpus 11 (2%) 68 (14%) 44 (9%) 377 (76%) 0

Table 4
Significance Tests of the Variations in Table 3

Semantic con-
texts

Overall Russian vs. 
Spanish

Russian vs. 
NS

Spanish vs. 
NS

chi-
square p-value df chi-

square p-value df chi-
square p-value df chi-

square p-value df

Recent past 30.19 <.001 2 9.99 .002 1 25.21 <.001 1 3.68 .055 1

Extended-now 9.77 .008 2 9.15 .003 1 2.22 .136 1 2.13 .144 1

Experience 3.62 .164 2 1.23 .268 1 2.06 .151 1 0.05 .826 1

Result 42.81 <.001 2 26.35 <.001 1 33.30 <.001 1 0.34 .562 1

Other - - 2 0.18 .6731 1 - - 1 - - 1

Table 5
Proportions and Raw Frequencies of Tenses Replacing the PP in Spanish and Russian Learners’ Essays

Past Simple Present Simple Past Perfect Would + perfect infinitive

Spanish corpus 29 (82%) 5 (18%) – –

Russian corpus 15 (52%) 11 (38%) 2 (7%) 1 (3%)
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Not surprisingly, the most common tense that is used where 
the PP would be appropriate by both Russian and Spanish 
learners is Past Simple (see examples (23) and (24)). The 
striking observation here is that Russian learners underuse 
the PP in its prototypical contexts much more often that 
Spanish learners, the frequency of present tenses being 
similar to that of the past tenses. The second most popular 
tense used instead of the PP is Present Simple, illustrated in 
(25) and (26):

(23)	 Historically, women were always better at house-keeping 
or cooking (Rus).

(24)	 Cannabis, which was known at the same time in both Chi-
na and Antique Greece for 15.000 years,… (Span).

(25)	 There are lots of crashes in recent years (Rus).

(26)	 To sum up, there are many arguments concerning the 
safety of the world since the war against terrorism began 
(Span).

In the next stage of the investigation we focused on the sub-
stitutes for the PP which demonstrated a higher percentage 
of errors in sentences with temporal adverbials in the two 
learner corpora. The results are given in Table 7.

The results evince different patterns. While the most com-
mon semantic context requiring the PP in the Russian cor-
pus is talking about recent past, in the Spanish corpus this 
context accounts for the smallest number of errors (p<.001), 
while the extended-now context was the most problematic 
for Spanish learners (p=.0121 when compared to the Rus-
sian students’ texts).

The choice of tenses used instead of the PP by Russian and 
Spanish students also seems to be quite different, as reflect-
ed in Table 8, where we have also tested the statistical signif-
icance for all the variations.

In the resultative context, the most popular choice in the 
Russian learner texts was the Present Simple tense (p=.0013 
when compared to the Spanish), illustrated in (27). By con-
trast, in the Spanish corpus, Past Simple is more frequently 
used in this case, as in (28). However, this difference was not 
found to be statistically significant.

(27)	 But the influence on human consuming such produce and 
animal meat is not studied yet.

(28)	 However, it seems to me that this does not have to be di-
rectly related with the wearing of the veil, as I already ob-
served above.

A significant difference was revealed for the experience con-
text, where Past Simple was more frequently used by the 
Russian students (in (29)).

(29)	 Unfortunately, only few people felt themselves really hap-
py (Rus).

	 Another noticeable difference is related to the re-
cent-past context, where Russian students sometimes 
use Past Simple or Present Continuous, but the most 
common choice for both groups of learners is Present 
Simple:

(30)	 In recent years there are a wide range of crashes of planes 
(Rus).

(31)	 Secondly, lately the world lives terrified by the fear of a 
war in which nuclear weapons could be used (Span).

DISCUSSION

This study has focused on the usage of the PP by Russian 
and Spanish learners of ESL through the quantitative and 
qualitative analysis of comparable University essays. The 
selection of L1 Russian and L1 Spanish students meets justi-
fication in this investigation in light of the systematic differ-
ences between the two languages: whereas Russian lacks 
a tense paradigmatically equivalent to the English PP, the 
Spanish paradigm contains a PP tense structurally identical 
to the corresponding English verbal tense. In consequence, 
this study involving L2 English produced by Russian and 
Spanish students constitutes a perfect context to check 
transfer issues as well as L1 influence on L2.

As regards the first research question ‘Which students use 
the PP more frequently in their writing, Russian or Spanish 
learners?’, the data have revealed, first, that the PP is more 
common in the Spanish learners’ texts than in the Russian 
corpus, therefore confirming our hypothesis that Russian 
students, who lack the PP tense in their native language, 
use this tense form less frequently. In this respect, we agree 
with Fuchs and Werner (2018) that transfer from native 
languages that lack a structure similar to the PP in the L2s 
might be responsible for lower PP frequencies in the latter 
varieties. By comparison, transfer from L1 languages that 
have a structure similar to the English PP might explain why 
in some L2 varieties the PP is more frequent (see Fuchs et 

Table 6
Proportions and Raw Frequencies of Tenses Replacing the PP with Temporal Adverbials

Past Simple Present Simple Past Continuous Present Continuous

Spanish corpus 14 (74%) 3 (16%) – 2 (10%)

Russian corpus 42 (61%) 24 (36%) 1 (1%) 1 (1%)
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al., 2016, pp. 248–249). This thesis gains support from the 
evidence that our study has evinced a much lower ratio of 
PP forms in REALEC than in the corpus of native speakers 
of English, and even a much higher ratio of PP forms in 
the Spanish corpus in comparison with native uses, which 
prompts a need for additional investigation into the fre-
quency of the PP in Spanish L1. It should be mentioned that 
cross-linguistic influence also manifests itself in terms of the 
identified errors connected with the use of other tenses in-
stead of the PP in the Russian students’ essays which can 
be explained by limited associations that the learners have 
about the form that is absent in their L1 (e.g., Bardovi-Harlig, 
2000).

Second, as far the semantic contexts in which the PP forms 
are attested are concerned (second research question: 

‘What semantic contexts with the PP prevail in the two cor-

pora?’), the data demonstrate that, although the resultative 
context prevails in the three corpora, in the essays by the 
Russian students the distribution of the PP instances is more 
even across the four semantic contexts than in the texts 
written by the Spanish and the native students. Extending 
the interpretation derived from the overall frequencies of 
the PP outlined in the preceding paragraph, the uniform dis-
tribution of the PP in the Russian dataset finds rationale in 
the absence of a native PP in Russian. This absence does not 
constrain the utilisation of this verbal tense within particular 
semantic contexts, thereby facilitating its unmarked usage 
by Russian learners.

With respect to the third research question ‘Which students 
make more errors in their use of the PP? Which errors can 
be described as independent of the learners’ L1, and which 
can be explained by L1 transfer?’, the proportion of er-

Table 7
Percentages and Raw Frequencies of Semantic Contexts where the PP is Replaced with Another Verbal Alternative in Spanish and 
Russian Essays

Russian Spanish p-value

Result 14 (21%) 3 (16%) .0006

Experience 12 (18%) 4 (21%) .0040

Extended-now 18 (26%) 11 (58%) .0121

Recent past 24 (35%) 1 (5%) <.0001

Table 8
Raw Frequencies and Significance-Test (df=1) Results of Tenses Replacing the PP in Spanish and Russian Essays per Semantic 
Context

Russian Spanish Chi-square p-value

Result Past Simple 5 2 – .1152

Present Simple 9 1 – .0013

Present Continuous 0 0 – –

Past Continuous 0 0 – –

Experience Past Simple 12 4 – .0040

Present Simple 0 0 – –

Present Continuous 0 0 – –

Past Continuous 0 0 – –

Extended-now Past Simple 13 8 3.81 .0508

Present Simple 4 1 – .0764

Present Continuous 1 2 – 1

Past Continuous 0 0 – –

Recent past Past Simple 8 0 – –

Present Simple 15 1 – <.0001

Present Continuous 0 0 – –

Past Continuous 1 0 – –
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rors favouring the PP over other tenses is alike in the two 
learner corpora, while the number of examples that use 
verbal forms other than the PP in contexts in which the lat-
ter would be more appropriate is higher in the texts by the 
Russian students. There are two ways to explain this find-
ing. Firstly, early research into PP uses in learner English re-
vealed two types of errors: (i) overgeneralisation of the PP in 
Simple-Past contexts where the temporal adverbials should 
co-occur with the Past Simple, and (ii) undergeneralisation, 
when the Past Simple is used in the PP contexts where the 
temporal adverbials highlight the relevance of the action, 
which calls for the use of the PP. Thus, what makes the PP 
additionally difficult is that learners do not have to struggle 
only with its formal and functional properties, but also its 

“semantically close neighbors”, among which the Past Sim-
ple is a formidable adversary (Bardovi-Harlig, 1997, p. 376). 
Errors caused by this twofold operationality of the PP can 
also be justified by the fact that the functional distinction 
between the PP and the Past Simple is commonly delayed 
in L2 teaching, as pointed out by, for example, Klein (1995, 
p. 47), Housen (2002a, p. 163) and Odlin and Alonso Vázquez 
(2006, p. 54). Secondly, drawing from our experience as EFL 
professionals, we suggest that most of the incorrect uses of 
PP in Russian learner writing can be explained by L1 nega-
tive transfer, particularly, by the conventions of Russian ac-
ademic discourse, which regularly give support to the use 
of the Present tense in describing past events. It was also 
found that, despite the fact that in the Russian and Spanish 
learners’ texts the most common tense the PP is confused 
with is the Past Simple, the Russian students tend to display 
a larger variety of errors connected with the use of other 
tenses instead of the PP. It is assumed that this can also be 
explained by L1 influence, namely, limited associations that 
the Russian learners have about the PP which is absent in 
their L1.

Our data also revealed that even though the Spanish lan-
guage possesses the form of the PP, the number of errors 
the L1 Spanish learners make when using the English PP is 
comparable to that made by the L1 Russian learners, which 
might suggest that the positive transfer from their L1 does 
not take place in this case. This finding is in line with An-
tonova-Unlu and Wei’s (2020) conclusion, who studied the 
use of the accusative case in Turkish by L1 Russian and L1 
English learners. The authors hypothesised that, provided 
that context-dependent definiteness exists in English, the L1 
English users of L2 Turkish would have an advantage over 
the L1 Russian participants and make fewer errors with the 
use of the accusative case. However, it was found that the 
L1 English learners were not able to transfer their L1 knowl-
edge to their L2 at the interface domain. In a similar vein, in 
the multifactorial analysis of the PP as opposed to the Past 
Simple, Werner et al. (2021) demonstrated that the Chinese 
and German learners’ native linguistic backgrounds do not 
influence their uses of the PP and the Past Simple in English. 
Their study concluded that universal linguistic factors are 
more essential in the acquisition of the two tenses under 

consideration than L1-specific ones, despite the typological 
differences between the two languages.

CONCLUSION

This study has delved into the utilisation of the Present Per-
fect (PP) by Russian and Spanish learners of English, scru-
tinising transfer patterns between their respective native 
linguistic frameworks (given that Russian lacks the PP, while 
Spanish possesses a PP correlate) and the English verb para-
digm. In summary, our findings indicate that, while positive 
transfer explains the overall availability and actual use of the 
PP by learners, other factors aligned with negative transfer 
may elucidate the disparities between native usage and the 
learners’ realisations. Positive transfer is substantiated by 
the heightened deployment of the PP by L1 Spanish learn-
ers, whose native language incorporates this form. Notably, 
the PP is more prevalent in the Spanish essays than in the 
native writings. Conversely, the similar frequency of errors 
across the two L2 corpora suggests that positive transfer 
alone cannot comprehensively account for the learners’ use 
of this verbal tense. Indeed, our data have revealed tenden-
cies toward both overgeneralisation (e.g., of adverbs com-
patible with the PP) and undergeneralisation (e.g., of the 
identification of semantic contexts conveying the relevance 
of action), providing grounds for considering the applicabil-
ity of negative transfer hypotheses.

The previous findings lead us to the conclusion that this 
study has contributed to a linguistic domain that involves 
the intersection of syntactic and pragmatic domains that 
potentially pose challenges for learners. The novelty of this 
investigation is justified by its research goals, methodology 
and the potential application of the results. Firstly, to our 
knowledge, this is the first contrastive examination address-
ing the materialisation of the PP in sentences produced by 
Russian and Spanish learners of English, whose linguistic 
structuring of the verbal paradigms differs markedly. Sec-
ondly, in terms of methodology, we have undertaken a com-
prehensive comparison of both native and non-native lin-
guistic productions, rather than focusing solely on one type 
of text. Finally, concerning the potential utilisation of the 
findings in a teaching environment, ESL teaching can lever-
age the reported results. The difficulties identified in the use 
of the PP by learners with diverse L1 backgrounds can serve 
as a foundation for developing learning materials tailored to 
their specific needs.

As far as the limitations of this research are concerned, we 
compared the use of the PP only in two varieties of L2 Eng-
lish. Our immediate goal is to provide a fuller picture of the 
use of the PP in learner English by widening this study’s em-
pirical linguistic evidence with data from other L1 varieties 
that demonstrate diverse structuring of their verbal para-
digms.
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