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Resumé 

 

Aspekt: En kontrastiv analyse af hvordan den engelske aspektkategori bruges af danske engelsk-

learnere og påvirkning fra transfer 

Dette speciale undersøger to grupper af danske learneres brug af den engelske aspektkategori og mulig 

transfer fra dansk til engelsk i den forbindelse. Aspekt er en Engelsk grammatisk verbal kategori som 

består af det kontrasterende par: progressiv og non-progressiv. På engelsk har man et obligatorisk valg 

imellem de to, men på dansk eksisterer aspektkategorien ikke og mulige aspektuelle elementer ligger 

inherente i de danske simple tider. I stedet kan man på dansk bruge leksikalske udtryk til at indikere den 

progressive betydning. Den progressive form dannes af den finitte form af verbet be + V-ing. Forskellen 

mellem progressiv og non-progressiv ses i dette eksempel: 

She is working  (progressiv) 

She works  (non-progressiv) 

Betydningen af den progressive form kan bl.a. være noget igangværende eller midlertidigt og den non-

progressive kan bl.a. bruges til beskrivelse eller faste vaner. I forbindelse med aspekt var det nødvendigt 

også at se på Aktionsart, som har med situationers leksikalske betydning at gøre. Ydermere beskrives 

transfer, overførelsen af modersmålets strukturer til andetsproget, i forbindelse med tilegnelsesrækkefølge. 

Inspirationen til specialet stammer fra en påstand fremført af Hjulmand og Schwartz (2009) om at danske 

learnere ikke bruger aspektkategorien korrekt, og at de anvender den progressive form i en for høj grad. Vi 

har derfor valgt at undersøge de engelske progressiv/non-progressiv former og danske learneres evne til at 

bruge disse korrekt, og i den forbindelse er det også interessant at se på om der opstår transfer ved 

oversættelse fra dansk til engelsk. Dette undersøger vi i en empirisk undersøgelse. 

Vores undersøgelse er foretaget på baggrund af to udvalgte grupper af danske studerende, som er 29 

gymnasielever og 16 cand.ling-merc. studerende fra CBS.  Det var vigtigt for specialet at teste to grupper 

af studerende med høj variation i sproglig kompetencer. Det var forventet at de studerende fra CBS ville 

have mere deklarativ viden end gymnasieeleverne, og at dette ville vise sig i respondenternes 

oversættelser. Vi brugte to britisk-engelske benchmark-oversættere, som tilsammen skulle fungere som 

det universale benchmark for analysen af  respondenternes oversættelser. 
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Respondenterne gennemførte en oversættelse fra dansk til engelsk, som bestod af en tekst der indeholdt 

verbalgrupper der var konstrueret specifikt med den hensigt at teste deres valg inden for aspektkategorien. 

Efter at have analyseret respondenternes oversættelser på verbalgruppeniveau, viste resultaterne at CBS-

respondenterne var bedre til at anvende aspektkategorien end gymnasierespondenterne. Desuden 

bekræftede oversættelserne vores teori om at CBS respondenternes højere sproglige færdigheder, og især 

deres deklarative viden, ville være dem til gavn i forhold til valget mellem de progressive og non-

progressive former. Derudover viste resultaterne at begge grupper af respondenter i mange tilfælde valgte 

at overføre de leksikalske udtryk som var til stede i nogle af verbalgrupperne. Dette var gældende både for 

gymnasieeleverne og de studerende fra CBS, selvom gymnasieeleverne stod for størstedelen af overførsler 

af leksikalske udtryk. Derudover viste analysen at en stor del af fejlene opstod sammen med adverbialer. 

Især verbalgrupperne med adverbialer som vedrører en midlertidig/habituel kontrast havde mange fejl. En 

gennemgang af alle disse førnævnte verbalgrupper viste at de studerende fra CBS har en bedre forståelse 

af denne midlertidig/habituel kontrast, som er en af de essentielle betydningsforskelle mellem de 

progressive og non-progressive former. I forbindelse med de fremtidige former, så vi problemer med 

respondenternes fortolkning af skal. Nogle af respondenterne, oftest gymnasierespondenterne, havde 

problemer med at vurdere hvornår betydningen af skal refererer til fremtid og hvornår den refererer til en 

nødvendighed. Den mest nævneværdige opdagelse i dette speciale var at der forekom transfer af den 

simple tid. Dette opstod i situationer hvor verbalgruppen egentlig skulle have været oversat med en 

progressiv form. Denne form for transfer forekom oftest blandt gymnasieeleverne. 
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1 Introduction 

This MA-thesis deals with one area of English grammar: the aspect category and its two opposing 

members, the progressive and the non-progressive.  

Aspect is a formal grammatical verbal category, which is obligatory in English, but does not exist in 

Danish. The aspect category is described by Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen (1997: 298) as the distinction 

between the progressive form which “serves the purpose of presenting a situation as being in progress, or 

unfolding, i.e. with internal focus” and the non-progressive form where “the speaker presents a situation 

as a fact, or a complete unit, i.e. with external focus”. It follows that the choice of one or the other will 

result in two different semantic interpretations. The distinction is best illustrated with an example: 

(1) He was working on a book   (the progressive represents the situation with internal focus) 

(2) He worked on a book   (the non-progressive represents the situation with external focus) 

In addition to the present definition, the progressive in English also has the ability to refer to temporary 

situations and limited duration. Furthermore, the aspect category is frequently discussed in connection 

with Aktionsart, which deals with the lexical situational characteristics of situations. The main situation 

types of Aktionsart are stative and non-stative situations, and these are important in the discussion of the 

progressive and non-progressive forms. 

New language learners often assume that the foreign language is structured in the same way as their own, 

which means that they will transfer the structure of their own language into the foreign language and the 

result is often transfer errors. Because the Danish and English languages have many similarities due to 

their Germanic roots, Danish learners of English may be inclined towards transferring elements from 

Danish into English. However, as mentioned, the two languages do not correspond in terms of the aspect 

category. 

Since the Danish language does not have an aspect category with an oppositional pair, Danish 

grammatical structures do not transfer into English within this category, and one must use other strategies 

to express similar semantic distinctions, which can be done through lexical means. Thus, since an aspect 

category is not part of the Danish language, Danish learners of English have little basis in their already 

existing grammar for using the progressive and the non-progressive appropriately in English.  

On the basis of this we propose the following questions as our area of research. 
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1.1 Research question 

 

1. Are Danish learners of English able to choose the appropriate member1

 

 of the aspect category in 

translation?  

2. To what extent does transfer shine through?  

 

In order to test this we selected two groups of respondents: pupils at gymnasium level and university level 

cand.ling.merc. students. Both groups are to complete a translation from Danish to English containing a 

range of semantic verb types, which are designed to test the respondents on their aspectual knowledge. 

The respondents and translation test will be further introduced in chapters 1.2.3.6 and 1.2.3.5 accordingly 

below. 

 

1.1.1 Hypothesis 

Given the fact that Danish has no formal grammatical aspect opposition, we would expect Danish learners 

of English to: 

1. have difficulties selecting the appropriate member of the pair relative to what needs to be 

communicated 

2. transfer Danish grammar into the English translation of the aspectual situations and specifically to 

transfer Danish lexical strategies to bring out the semantics inherent in the progressive member of the 

category.  

                                                      
1 We shall return to what is meant by ‘the appropriate member’ in 1.2.3.5  on our chosen collection 

method. 
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1.2 Method 

1.2.1 Applied terms and abbreviations 

Throughout this MA-thesis and in particular the analysis of the respondents’ translations, we have used a 

number of abbreviations of frequently used terms: 

B1  =  Benchmark 1 

B2  =  Benchmark 2 

CBS = Cand.ling.merc. students 

Gym  =  gymnasium pupils 

N-P  =  non-progressive 

NP  =  noun phrase 

P  =  progressive 

VG  =  verb group 

VP  =  verb phrase  

SLA  =  Second Language Acquisition 

 

Furthermore, it may be relevant to elaborate on the meaning of some of our applied terms: 

Aktionsart: The classification of the different subtypes of Aktionsart is referred to as the action category 

or lexical aspect by different theorists, but we will only use the German term “Aktionsart”, which appears 

to be the globally accepted term.  

Gymnasium: We have chosen to preserve this Danish term, since there is no exact equivalent in English, 

as the Danish and English educational systems are different. 

Non-progressive: The non-progressive form consists of all forms other than progressive and in order to 

exclude any misunderstandings by referencing to tense, we use the term non-progressive throughout this 
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MA-thesis. In reference to the Danish simple tense, we will however use the term simple form, since 

Danish does not have formal non-progressive forms. 

Non-stative: Different linguists use the terms dynamic or non-stative to describe situations, which are not 

stative, however, we will only use the term non-stative to refer to situations that are not stative, unless we 

refer to direct citations. 

 

1.2.2 Theory 

Theories of the aspect category and Aktionsart have been widely covered by linguists through the years 

and it follows that there is an extensive amount of material to cover if we want to gain a full understanding 

of the subjects. Similarly, the theories in SLA deal with elaborate discussions between the opposing 

researchers of the area. We will employ the theories of mainly Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen (1997), 

Comrie (1976), Palmer (1987), Leech (2004) and Conrad and Schousboe (1996) to shed light on the areas 

of aspect and Aktionsart, and the theories on SLA covered by Odlin (1989), Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005) 

and Bardovi-Harlig (2000). Among others, we used the theories of Davidsen-Nielsen et al. (1982) to gain 

knowledge about Danish learners of English. The mentioned linguists’ theories within aspect and 

Aktionsart seem to be widely published and are referred to in other works. The chosen theory is used to 

back up our translation test and the analysis of the results. 

 

1.2.3 Data collection 

Since we want to investigate the extent to which Danish learners of English at two distinct levels of 

learning have internalised the English aspect category and the extent to which they rely on Danish transfer 

strategies, we need actual data representing English produced by the two categories of learners, the 

gymnasium pupils and the cand.ling.merc. students. For that purpose, we have gathered two new, 

comparable sets of data which will serve as our empirical ground. 

 

1.2.3.1 Considerations regarding data collection 

For the purpose of this MA-thesis, we considered two ways of collecting this data. Our first considerations 

concerned  text production, i.e. that the two groups of respondents were to compose an English text of 
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their own and then see if they used the progressive and the non-progressive correctly and how frequently 

they would use the progressive. However, it would have been difficult to go forward with that approach, 

because every text composed would be different and for that reason there would be little basis for 

comparison. It would also have been difficult to analyse the data consistently, as the occurrences of 

different semantic types could possibly vary greatly and we would not be able to predict how the 

respondents would compose their texts. Moreover, using this approach would leave us without a 

benchmark target text, which means that we would be unable to assess whether the given constructions in 

the composed texts were appropriate or not. The only advantage of text production was that it would not 

put any constraints on their performance and their produced texts would serve as a true representation of 

their language skills. On the basis of our considerations, we abandoned the idea of text production as a 

means of collecting our data. Subsequently, we considered the idea of having the two groups of 

respondents perform a translation test, where the respondents were to translate a text from Danish to 

English, comprising a range of clauses that was selected for the purpose of testing specific semantic types 

of the progressive and the non-progressive. As this method would bring consistency to the respondents’ 

texts and facilitate comparison of the data and make it possible to establish a benchmark target text, we 

decided on the translation test as our way of collecting the data.  

 

1.2.3.2 The types of data compiled 

In order to answer the research question, both qualitative and quantitative data are employed. The 

qualitative data are based on the translation test and the information retrieved from this test. The purpose 

of collecting this information is to achieve an understanding of the choices Danish learners of English 

make when translating within the aspect category. The quantitative data consists of a questionnaire, and 

the purpose is to collect information and compile statistics about the respondents. The questionnaire 

contains questions regarding the sex and age of the respondents, whether they are bilingual, whether they 

have attended school or lived in an English speaking country, how they rate their English proficiency level 

on a scale from 1-10, and which elements of the test they found difficult. Additionally, we asked the 

cand.ling.merc. students about their specialisation. These questions allow us to make statistics about the 

respondents, and these statistics will be used to identify any connections between the questionnaire data 

and the results of the translation test.  
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1.2.3.3 Considerations regarding quantitative data 

We could have asked the respondents more direct questions about their knowledge of the progressive and 

the non-progressive relationship. It might have been interesting to set up a focus group and have them 

elaborate on their knowledge of and familiarity with aspect. This information would facilitate a more in-

depth analysis of the choices that the respondents make in their translations in relation to their level of 

knowledge. However, using this approach would have ruined the purpose of the test, in which the 

respondents were not supposed to know what specific area of English they were tested in. It might also 

have been possible to have the respondents do the translation and conduct the interviews afterwards, 

which would not reveal the purpose of the translation until after completion. However, we do not expect 

the respondents, to possess enough knowledge about the progressive and non-progressive dichotomy to be 

able to explain in detail about their choices in their translated texts and for that reason, the result of such 

an interview might not have been useful for the purpose of this thesis. We shall return to the concept of 

knowledge in 1.2.3.6 on the respondents. 

 

1.2.3.4 Considerations regarding source text 

During the preparatory work for this thesis, we considered using a newspaper article for the translation 

test, with slight changes to suit the purpose of the test. However, we concluded that the genre of a 

newspaper article was unfitting, due to the fact that it has a high level of external focus. It follows that it 

would be difficult to modify the text to fit the purpose of testing the ability of the Danish learners of 

English to choose the correct member of the aspect category, and applying progressive forms to a 

newspaper article would also change its usual structure. 

We also looked at the possibility of using published fiction as our source text, which as opposed to a 

newspaper article usually has internal focus. However, there were too many disadvantages to this 

approach. Firstly, we did not want to change an already published work, as it would be quite difficult to 

select clauses and put them together to make a coherent source text. Secondly, if we were to keep a 

published fiction text in its original shape, then we would have difficulties getting the progressive / non-

progressive contrast that we needed for the test. 

The level of complexity of the source text was also contemplated, as it had to match both groups of 

respondents. We aimed for a reasonably low level of complexity in our source text, meaning that we tried 

to avoid difficult registers such as legal or economic language. The reason for this was that we needed to 
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produce a text that the gymnasium respondents would be able to understand and translate. In our opinion, 

the low level of complexity of the text does not influence the main purpose of the translation test. We 

decided it would serve this thesis best to use the same text for both groups of respondents, as it would be 

near impossible to make a comparison of the translations, including transfer errors, with two different 

texts. The groups of respondents will be introduced in 1.2.3.6. Tense was also contemplated, since the 

progressive is not usually found in the present tense in fiction (Longman 1999: 471), however, in order to 

keep the complexity level at a minimum, the present tense seemed to be the best choice.  

 

1.2.3.5 Our chosen collection method 

We have chosen to collect samples of learner language by means of an elicited translation. 45 Danish 

learners of English translate a Danish source text into an English target text composed of clauses where 

decisions need to be made about using the progressive and the non-progressive. The objective of the test is 

to find out whether Danish learners of English are able to choose the appropriate member of the 

opposition in their translations and if they make errors which seem to arise as a result of transfer. We shall 

return to what is meant by transfer in 2.2.3 on language transfer. The notion of the appropriate member of 

the aspect category must be seen in connection with each specific VG, and which member, the progressive 

or the non-progressive, corresponds to the semantics of that VG in accordance with the grammatical 

category of aspect.  

As we elaborated on in the previous section, a translation test was chosen because it was found to be the 

best way to test the progressive and non-progressive forms, and because it gives us basis for comparison 

of the test results.  

The source text used for the translation test is one that we have formulated for the purpose of this thesis 

and it is completely fictive. Different contexts were selected in order to bring out the contrasts between the 

various semantic types of the progressive and the non-progressive, which of course has brought a very 

large representation of progressive forms, relative to what is usually found in literary prose. This may 

have brought an element of artificiality to the text, which was unavoidable since our aim is to test the two 

members of the aspect category. The fixed source text enabled us to select a range of clauses covering a 

specific range of semantic types and make assumptions as to how the respondents might translate each of 

the types. Choosing to test only certain contexts might present the disadvantage that the chosen contexts 
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may not be representative of the respondents’ competence and therefore may not be helpful in reaching 

any strong conclusions. 

Our constructed source text is a fictional, written narrative of approximately one machine written page and 

the contents revolve around the character Walther and describe part of a day in his life. 

The text has 82 VGs, which are mainly in the Danish simple present, with instances of simple past, future 

and present perfect forms.  

Before issuing the source text to the respondents, a professional proofreader read through the text to 

correct grammatical and idiomatic issues. 

The source text is attached as Appendix I. 

 

1.2.3.6 Respondents 

The source text was translated into English by 29 pupils at their first year at Frederiksberg Gymnasium2 

and 16 first year cand.ling.merc. students3 at Copenhagen Business School (CBS). It is essential to this 

thesis that we contrast these groups as the pupils at gymnasium are at a point in their education, where 

they are about to receive intense grammatical training, whereas the students at cand.ling.merc. level are at 

their final stage of grammatical training. As a consequence, the pupils at gymnasium have very little 

declarative knowledge, whereas the students at CBS have substantial declarative knowledge. We assume 

that this difference in knowledge will become apparent when comparing the results of the translation test. 

We thought about using students at other levels of education, but we concluded that we would get more 

significant results by aiming for a large contrast in competence. We could have achieved a larger contrast 

with respondents at folkeskole4

 

 level, yet it is imperative that we use respondents, who we have reason to 

believe have the needed basis of English grammatical knowledge to complete the test. As a result, we did 

not choose this group of respondents.  

                                                      
2 The Danish gymnasium corresponds to the upper secondary level of education. 

3 Master of Art in International Business Communication (tertiary level of education). 

4 Primary and lower secondary level of education. 
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1.2.3.7 Benchmark target text 

Since we have decided to collect empirical evidence in the form of a translation test, it is essential that we 

have an authentic benchmark target text, with which that we can compare the collected data. Therefore, 

the text was translated by two native speakers of British English, who are proficient in Danish5

4.1

. Both 

native English speakers are associated with Copenhagen Business School. Their translated texts function 

as the benchmark target text. The benchmark target text is not a universal translation of the text, but for 

the purpose of this thesis we have treated it as such. Our considerations regarding the choice of native 

English speakers as opposed to Danes with proficiency in English as our benchmarks were that a native 

English speaker would be more likely to use the progressive and the non-progressive naturally. We can 

never be sure that someone who does not have English as a first, native language will be able to make a 

native-speaker distinction between the progressive and the non-progressive, especially one whose native 

grammar does not include the aspect category. This being said, the benchmark translators may be 

influenced by the Danish language. We shall discuss the benchmarks’ choices in more detail in section  

in the analysis of the VGs as well as in 4.2 the disagreements of the benchmarks are discussed. 

The benchmarks translations are attached as Appendix II. 

 

1.2.3.8 Execution of the test 

The two groups of respondents were given the same translation test, knowing only that they were tested on 

their English language skills. The pupils at gymnasium performed the test in class. As for the students at 

cand.ling.merc., we approached them in class in order to motivate them to sign up for the test. Afterwards, 

the test was sent by e-mail to the students who signed up, so they could carry out the test at home. The 

reason why the students did not perform the test on the spot was that it was an unrealistic approach when 

it came to the amount of time the lecturers were willing to provide in class. Furthermore, we had doubts as 

to whether the students would sacrifice their free time to show up and do the test on campus. Since we 

chose to let the students do the translation at home, we worried that the students who signed up would not 

feel committed to actually do the test. But we concluded that the students would be more inclined to 

perform the test after being approached in class, compared to not having received any personal motivation 

beforehand.  3 professors at CBS provided us with 5 minutes to present the test in 5 courses. In total 44 

people signed up, but only 16 students completed the task. 
                                                      
5 Kevin McGovern and Professor emeritus Robert Phillipson 
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The translation of the text was to be carried out in such a way that there was no time for preparation. 

When performing the test, the respondents were instructed not to use dictionaries, to complete the test in 

the course of a maximum of 45 minutes and write the time spent on their translations. Following the test, 

the respondents were to answer the questionnaire. The pupils were monitored while doing the translation 

in class, but since the students did the test at home, we cannot be sure that they complied with the defined 

guidelines. However, for the benefit of the analysis, we have treated the results from the perspective that 

they did. 

 

1.2.3.9 Treatment of collected data  

After receiving the translated texts, we examined and compared the texts with the benchmark target text in 

order to locate any deviations from the benchmark in the use of the progressive - non-progressive contrast. 

The deviations are counted as errors and discussed in our VG analysis, which are described in the 4.1 in 

the analysis of the test results. Then the differences in errors between the two groups of respondents and 

the benchmark target text were analysed to see if there were any significant differences in both the types 

and the amounts of errors made in the test. Deviations from the benchmark are counted as errors, but 

strictly speaking they may not be errors.  
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2 Theoretical framework 

This chapter deals with the theoretical framework that this MA-thesis is based on. It will outline the theory 

concerning the aspect category, including a section about Aktionsart, and it serves to describe and clarify 

the progressive and non-progressive dichotomy and the differences between the two members of the 

aspect category. As a constituent part of this, this chapter will look at the possible strategies that can be 

used to express the progressive in Danish. Furthermore, we will touch upon the theory of second language 

acquisition, transfer and transfer errors. 

 

2.1 Formal systems 

When researching the progressive and non-progressive forms, the aspect category has to be taken into 

account, but we also need to look into the formal system of Aktionsart. Aktionsart deals with the inherent 

temporal structure of a situation and aspect presents the different ways of viewing those situations (Croft 

2012: 31) and is by definition the principal subject of interest of this MA-thesis. The two are intertwined 

and therefore we need to look at both of them in this chapter.  

For the purpose of this MA-thesis, the theoretical framework will be outlined and discussed in this 

chapter. 

 

2.1.1 Aktionsart 

The notion of Aktionsart is difficult to explain in distinct terms. Many theorists have tried to define it but 

few have managed to formulate one clear definition. We will try to include the different theorists’ views in 

the next sections.  

Aktionsart literally means “kind of action”. As we described in the introduction above, Aktionsart 

involves situations and the inherent temporal structure of these. Comrie (1976: 7) defines Aktionsart 

related to the notion of inherent meaning as the “lexicalisation of the [relevant semantic] distinctions”.  
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2.1.1.1 Non-stative vs. stative 

As mentioned, not many linguists agree on what Aktionsart denotes exactly. Fundamentally, Bache and 

Davidsen-Nielsen argue that the main distinction is made between non-stative and stative situations 

(Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 192). Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen’s definition of non-stative 

situations is that they need a continual input of energy and usually involve change, whereas stative 

situations need no input of energy and stay the same (1997: 192).  

(3) She stood outside the door (stative)  

(4) He played tennis (non-stative)  

However, Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen’s definitions may not always be true. In terms of the real world 

situational view (which we shall further explain under subtypes), all situations must have some sort of 

energy in order to exist. For instance in the case of the state verb stand, we can construct a sentence in 

which the stative situation involves an input of energy and a change: 

(5) She stood there in the pouring rain  

Comrie (1976: 48-49) explains the idea that situations that are extended in time (durative situations) 

consist of different phases. Using Comrie’s idea of phases, we will try to explain further how a stative 

situation may involve change. If we imagine taking snapshots of the situation in (5) above, then each 

snapshot of this situation will be slightly different,  in that she is getting more and more soaked by the 

rain. This ‘snapshot idea’ is apparent in stative and non-stative situations in their basic sense, where 

snapshots of the stative situation will be the same and in non-stative situations each snapshot will be 

different (Comrie 1976: 48-49). By applying this approach, we see that there may be some exceptions to 

the theory of Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen. 

Comrie (1976: 49) also argues that stative situations may not involve change, but that they do not exclude 

the possibility of change either. Equally, he discusses the possibility that some dynamic situations do not 

involve change, and he comes to the conclusive characterisation that stative situations will continue unless 

something happens to change the state, and dynamic situations will only continue if they are continually 

subject to new input of energy. For instance if we look at the situation in example (6), it is evident that 

“she” has to keep on smiling so the situation stays non-stative. 

(6) She smiles at him 



 

17 | P a g e  
 

Another characterisation of the two types of situation is that a non-stative situation “happens” or “takes 

place”, and a state “exists” or “is true of someone or something” (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 

192). We generally agree with that notion, however, with the exceptions described above about change 

and energy. 

Conrad and Schousboe (1992: 58) similarly distinguish between stative and non-stative and they believe 

that together with atelic and telic (we shall return to this distinction in section 2.1.1.5), these are the two 

most important contrasting pairs in English semantics: “Stative predicates refer to situations which extend 

in time, and are homogenous throughout the period of their existence. They are not agent controlled” 

(Conrad and Schousboe 1992: 58). According to Conrad and Schousboe (1992: 58-59), non-stative 

predicates cover all other subclasses, such as non-stative situations, which are also referred to as 

“processes”, and momentary situations, which they also refer to as “events”. Both subclasses refer to 

actions which may be agent-controlled or not. While stative predicates are necessarily atelic, non-stative 

predicates may be either telic or atelic (Conrad and Schousboe 1992: 58-59). Leech distinguishes between 

states and events, and defines a state as “undifferentiated and lacking in defined limits” and an event as 

having “a beginning and an end”; it can be viewed as a whole entity, and can also make up one member of 

a sequence or plurality of happenings” (Leech 2004: 9).  

Furthermore, Bache and Davidsen Nielsen (1997: 197-198) make the distinction between non-stative and 

stative that non-stative situations require a human volitional agent, whereas stative situations do not have 

volitional agents. By this definition, objects may not appear as volitional agents in non-stative situations, 

instead they belong to the role of affected. This description of the role of the agent becomes relevant when 

discussing our taxonomy, as well as in the analysis of the respondents’ translations. 

 

2.1.1.2 Subtypes 

The names of the subtypes of non-stative and stative situations vary from linguist to linguist, however, in 

many cases they cover the same basic meanings. Our starting point was Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen’s 

(1997) subtypes, and from that we integrated other linguists’ writings on the subject.  

Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen note that to fully understand the subtypes of Aktionsart, then we must 

distinguish between “the real world” and “the world conceived by the speaker”, as there is both an 

objective and a subjective way of looking at a situation, which is seen, for instance, in “the bus stopped for 

a red light”, where the notion of “the world conceived by the speaker” would mean seeing this situation as 
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punctual, mainly caused by the verb stop, whereas “real world” perspective would entail a more durative 

situation of stopping, braking etc (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 194). The subtypes, defined below, 

are subtypes of the world as perceived by the speaker.  

 

2.1.1.3 Subtypes of non-stative situations 

Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen defines punctual, telic, directed, self-contained and iterative situations as the 

most important subtypes of non-stative situations (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 193). We have 

chosen to incorporate some of these into our taxonomy, and we will briefly explain what these subtypes 

denote according to Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen as well as other linguists. Where possible we have tried 

to connect the subtypes to the VGs in our source text. We have included the subtype telic in our taxonomy 

and we choose to look at the other subtypes merely as terms to tag onto situations, which have been 

affected by aspect. 

Telic situations are durative situations that develop towards a terminal point, and it is not possible to 

proceed beyond this terminal point, and without reaching its terminal point the telic situation is not 

fulfilled (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 193), as is seen in for instance: 

(7) He picks up the envelope   (Inspired by VG14: mens han samler kuverten op) 

(8) Walther puts on his jacket (Inspired by VG58: tager Walther sin jakke på) 

According to Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen, telic situations like in example (7) and (8) must have external 

(or neutral) representational focus which means that they need a non-progressive form. If we impose 

internal focus on such situations as in (9) (1997: 301), we place the terminal point outside the reference of 

the verb phrase and change the Aktionsart to directed (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 301).  

(9) He is moving to the door (Inspired by VG5: Han går hen mod døren) 

Telic situations are part of the telic/atelic distinction, which is discussed in section 2.1.1.5.  

Directed situations, like telic situations, develop towards a terminal point, but do not include the terminal 

point (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 193). An example of a directed situation could be (9) as seen 

above. In that situation we do not know whether or not Walther reaches the door. 
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Self-contained situations are situations that are durative and where there is no terminal or direction 

towards a terminal point. A self-contained situation can be stopped at any time, and still be fulfilled. Self-

contained situations are the most stative situations of the non-stative situations as in (10) by Bache and 

Davidsen-Nielsen (1997: 193): 

(10) James and George were sailing along the coast 

This situation can be halted at any time, and it would still be true that they sailed along the coast (Bache 

and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 193). We have not included this type in our analysis, since it seems that self-

contained situations can be “labelled” with one of the other types of situation.  

Punctual situations are situations that have no extension in time or very little extension in time, which also 

means that punctual situations have no internal structure (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 193). See 

these examples of punctual situations: 

(11) He dropped the envelope (inspired by VG6: men taber kuverten på vejen) 

(12) The phone rang only once (inspired by VG71: ringer telefonen med det samme igen) 

Comrie agrees with Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen on the fact that punctual situations are non-stative, 

because they involve a change of state and are therefore clearly dynamic (Comrie 1976:50). 

Iterative situations consist of several identical repeated subsituations, such as: 

(13) She knocked on the door five times 

(14) She is knocking on the door   (Inspired by VG8: og banker på) 

Iterative situations are in contrast to punctual situations, since punctual situations consist of one single 

action, whereas iterative situations consist of several repeated actions as already stated (Bache and 

Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 193). 

Furthermore, we have incorporated the subtypes of processes, activities, events and actions to our 

taxonomy, which we will elaborate on in section 2.1.3 on the taxonomy. 
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2.1.1.4 Subtypes of stative situations 

Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen also define the most important stative subtypes, and describes them as 

having relation of some sort (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 194). 

Intensive relations contain either a “description of an entity in terms of another (for identificatory or 

classificatory purposes) or an assignment of a property to an entity (characterization)”, as in for instance 

“Ottawa is the capital of Canada” and “Victoria is beautiful” (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 194). A 

Danish example from our own text could be: 

(15) The printer is difficult  (Inspired by VG48: Forresten, printeren er besværlig i dag)  

Here the adjective difficult is a property that is assigned to the entity the printer.  

Extensive relations describe a physical state, condition, location, position or possession obtaining for an 

entity. For instance (16) indicates a location. 

(16) The village lies in a dark valley (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 194) 

Another example could be: 

(17) The envelope contains documents (Inspired by VG3: Kuverten foran ham indeholder dokumenter) 

Attitudes reflect mental states including opinions, belief, knowledge and so on. For instance: 

(18) I love your homemade cakes (Inspired by VG39: Tak, jeg elsker dine hjemmebagte kager) 

Attitudes are differentiated from perceptions, which are related to sense visual as well as auditory: 

(19) I saw her clearly from my bedroom (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 194) 

A habit is a situation that happens so regularly that is can be perceived as being characteristic of someone 

or something. A habit can appear both in dynamic or stative situations and does not only include personal 

habits, but also eternal truths and abilities (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 195). An example of a 

habit is: 

(20) Walther sits in his office every night  

    (Inspired by VG1: Advokaten Walther sidder på sit kontor hver aften) 

Adverbial specification is, however, not always necessary, as an example might also be: 
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(21) She speaks English 

In this example, the term habit is not understood as in (20) above, but more as an ability of the speaker. 

Conrad and Schousboe (1992: 64) also give the example (22), which refers to a personal habit, however, it 

may not to be understood in the everyday sense, but instead in its philosophical meaning, where it is 

equivalent to (23). 

(22) He smokes 

(23) He’s a smoker 

We shall return to a more extensive account of habituality in section 2.1.2.5.  

We have chosen to use some of Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen subtypes of stative situations in our 

taxonomy, which we will elaborate on in our taxonomy, section 2.1.3. 

 

2.1.1.5 Telic/atelic distinction 

As explained earlier, the telic/atelic distinction is a very important element when determining the 

semantics of a situation. According to Conrad and Schousboe, telic verbs tend towards a goal, whereas 

atelic verbs do not have to wait for a goal to be realised, but are realised as soon as they begin (Conrad and 

Schousboe 1992: 57). Many verbs may occur both as telic and atelic.  

(24) John smoked (atelic)  

(25) John smoked a cigarette (telic).  

The telic/atelic distinction is tied to the whole predicate and not only to the verb. Conrad and Schousboe 

use the following approach when distinguishing between the two terms atelic and telic. “If one was 

VERBing, and was interrupted while VERBing, has one VERBed?” If the answer is yes, the predicate is 

atelic. If the answer is no or uncertain, the predicate is telic (Conrad and Schousboe 1992: 57). In the case 

of sleep, the answer would be yes whereas it would be no if we put the verbs die or drown into the 

question (Davidsen-Nielsen 1990: 214). A telic predicate is defined by Conrad and Schousboe as a 

predicate that denotes actions and activities that all have a natural terminal point. An atelic predicate 

denotes actions without a natural terminal point (Conrad and Schousboe 1992: 57-58).  

(26) I died for a long time  
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(27) I slept for a long time 

These examples illustrate a way of testing if a verb has telic or atelic qualities is by putting a durative 

adverbial after it: (26) does not work, however, (27) works fine. 

 

2.1.2 Aspect 

As mentioned Aktionsart deals with the inherent temporal structure of a situation and aspect presents the 

different ways of viewing those situations (Croft 2012: 31). Aspect must not be confused with tense, 

which expresses the temporal location of situations (Conrad and Schousboe 1992: 55). The aspectual view 

of time reference may or may not be grammaticalised in a language. In the English language, aspect is a 

grammatical verbal category (Comrie 1976: 6), whereas in Danish, one must lexicalise aspectual 

reference. In English, the aspect category distinguishes between the progressive and non-progressive 

forms. This distinction is obligatory, meaning that the forms cannot be used interchangeably.  

Under aspect, perfective and imperfective aspect is often discussed, which we will also do in the next 

section. 

 

2.1.2.1 Perfective and imperfective aspect 

Perfective and imperfective aspect is often part of discussions on the progressive and non-progressive 

forms, and some linguists believe they are connected. Perfective and imperfective aspect are terms that 

also occur in studies of other languages, among others Russian, and other Slavonic languages also have a 

distinction between perfective and imperfective aspect (Conrad and Schousboe 1992: 55).  

The concept of perfective and imperfective aspect has been debated fiercely among linguists, and it has 

proven difficult to agree on the correct definition of these two contrasting concepts. One linguist that has 

tried to do that is Comrie, and he defines perfective aspect as a situation that is viewed as a whole without 

considering the internal structure of the situation and the phases that make up the situation. On the other 

hand, imperfectivity does consider the internal structure of the situation (Comrie 1976: 16). 

Bache also states that from a basic point of view, one could say that imperfectivity is viewed with 

progressive forms and perfectivity with non-progressive forms (Bache 1986: 4-5), however that seems to 
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be a generalisation of the terms, and Bache also mentions that this assumption is not always correct, as a 

habit in the non-progressive would not be viewed as perfective as in: 

(28) She sleeps in the room next door (Bache 1986: 5-6) 

We have chosen not to apply the imperfective/perfective distinction to our analysis, since our main focus 

is on the English progressive and non-progressive forms. 

 

2.1.2.2 The progressive and the non-progressive forms 

The following sections seek to point out the semantic distinctions between using the progressive and non-

progressive forms, and to shed light on which elements affect their use. The progressive/non-progressive 

distinction in English has a very wide range of usages, some of which we will describe in this section. 

Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen define the progressive as “presenting a situation as being in progress, or 

unfolding, i.e. with internal focus”, and the non-progressive as where “the speaker presents a situation as a 

fact, or a complete unit, i.e. with external focus”. A clear example of the distinction between the two 

forms is:  

(29) It was raining in Dublin 

(30) It rained in Dublin”  (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 298).  

The sentence in the progressive refers only to the middle phase of the situation without any start or finish 

and has internal focus, whereas the non-progressive sentence is viewed from start to finish, but pays no 

attention to the internal structure of the situation (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 298).  

The progressive is constructed by a form of the verb to be and an -ing form of the main verb (be + V-ing) 

within the same verb group, as in is working, was working, will be working, has been working and so on. 

Among others, the progressive is also called durative, temporary, continuous, expanded (Leech 2004: 18) 

by different linguists. However, we use the term progressive in this thesis, while the other terms may be 

used to describe the features of the progressive form. 

Palmer also states that the basic use of the progressive is to indicate that an activity is going on at a 

particular point in time, and that the activity may both precede and continue after the mentioned point in 

time (Palmer 1987: 54). Leech considers the most important function of the progressive to be to refer to 
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temporary situations, activities or goings-on: “The temporary situation includes the present moment in its 

time-span, stretching for a limited period into the past and into the future.” (Leech 2004: 19). When 

contrasting the progressive and non-progressive forms, the distinction between the two will, in many 

cases, portray the progressive form as unfinished, and the non-progressive as a completed activity. Palmer 

admits that the contrast between unfinished and completed does not hold entirely.  

(31) I was painting the house this morning  

(32) I painted the house this morning  (Palmer 1987: 55) 

Example (31) demonstrates the unfinished progressive form and (32) the completed non-progressive, 

however Palmer notes that one could question the completion of the non-progressive form in (32) by 

asking “What, the whole of it?” (Palmer 1987:56). 

Conrad and Schousboe state that the difference between the simple and expanded (progressive) forms 

cannot be explained in terms of time. 

(33) Emma was walking slowly  

(34) Emma walked slowly  

(33) and (34) may refer to the exact same time and action. But they refer to the action in two different 

ways (Conrad and Schousboe 1992: 59). “The use of a simple form indicates that “the situation is viewed 

as perfective (in its entirety, as a whole)”, whereas “with the imperfective (i.e. progressive) form … the 

situation is viewed in its middle” (King, 1983, p. 133) (Conrad and Schousboe 1992: 59). 

The progressive form can indicate duration (see 2.1.2.3 on duration below) and that the situation need not 

be complete. This is best illustrated by ‘event verbs’, which signal a change from one state to another.  

(35) the bus is stopping  

(36) the bus stops! 

The utterance in (35) means that the bus is slowing down towards a stop as opposed to (36), which 

indicates that the bus arrives at a state of rest (Leech 2004: 20). The progressive example (35) is no 

guarantee that the bus is going to come to a complete halt. Leech argues that the distinction is more 

noticeable in the past tense.  
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(37) I read a book that evening  

(38) I was reading a book that evening   (Leech 2004: 20).  

We will elaborate on which verbs tend towards the progressive or non-progressive in section 2.1.3.2. 

There are also special cases of politeness (pragmatic softener), where the progressive is used:  

(39) We were wondering if…  

This could be because the progressive is more tentative or because of the ‘lack of commitment’ it can 

express – the speaker has not committed himself completely to the hope in (39) and the listener of the 

message has better opportunity to politely refuse an offer that is made with the progressive (Leech 2004: 

29-30) 

 

2.1.2.3 Duration 

The nature of the progressive is durative, and the purpose of the non-progressive is to report. In spite of 

this, it is also possible to use the non-progressive with verbs with inherent durative meaning and exhibit 

duration in that way (Palmer 1987: 55). It is demonstrated in these examples by Palmer (1987: 55):   

(40) I read all morning 

(41) I worked for a long time  

Arguably it may be the adverbial, and not the verb, that enhances the durative meaning, however, it is 

important to note that the constructions are not incompatible with durative adverbials.  

(42) He died for a long time  

Incompatibility between the verb and adverbial is evident in examples such as (42), where the verb die 

does not have an inherent durative meaning.  

The durative element of the progressive form may influence verbs in different ways. The progressive form 

stretches the time span of an ‘event verb’ as in (43), but compresses the time span of a ‘state verb’ as in 

(44) 

(43) She is giving birth   
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(44) You’re being obnoxious.  

Leech stresses that this is a matter of “psychological rather than real time” (which we introduced as 

“world as perceived by the speaker” and “real world” in section 2.1.1.2 on subtypes of Aktionsart) and 

that it is possible for the same incident to be described using both the progressive and the non-progressive. 

It depends on the speaker’s point of view (Leech 2004: 19):  

(45) I raise my arm! 

(46) I am raising my arm  

These examples illustrate the difference between ‘instantaneous present’ and duration, as the simple form 

indicates sudden movement and with the progressive it is a gradual one (Leech 2004: 19). In terms of 

unlimited and limited duration, the difference between the progressive and the non-progressive can be 

illustrated with these examples by Leech (2004: 20):  

(47) My watch works perfectly (permanent state –‘my watch is generally reliable’)  

(48) My watch is working perfectly (temporary state –may mean ‘my watch is not generally reliable’) 

(49) I enjoy the seaside 

(50) I am enjoying the seaside 

And examples from our VGs: 

 (51) I live with my brother (permanent residence)   

(52) I am living with my brother (temporary residence) (Inspired by: VG30: Jeg bor hos ham i øjeblikket) 

Along with the temporary meaning of the progressive form, there is a notion that the state in (48) is 

‘actual’ and ‘particular’, which means that the speaker is often talking about something happening in the 

moment of speech (Leech 2004: 20). 
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2.1.2.4 Temporal frame 

Conrad and Schousboe (1992: 60) quote Jespersen and his ‘frame-theory’ in their explanation of the non-

progressive/progressive distinction. Swan refers to the same notion of temporal frame as a ‘background’ 

situation or action (2005: 68). 

When the progressive is used, it creates a temporal frame that usually surrounds an event or moment. With 

the present progressive, the point of reference is ’now’. The progressive form can indicate simultaneity as 

in (53), also called time-inclusion, as opposed to the non-progressive in (54), which indicates a sequence 

as in ‘the stirring took place after I had entered’: 

(53) He was stirring in his sleep when I entered  

(54) He stirred in his sleep when I entered  (Conrad and Schousboe 1992: 60) 

Simple tense verbs in main clauses are often framed by the progressive in a subordinate noun clause as in 

(55). With simultaneous happenings where two progressive past verbs are put next to each other, there is 

no ‘frame’ (Leech 2004: 23), since both activities are happening at the same time as in (56): 

(55) I asked him what he was thinking about” (at the time I asked him) 

(56) She was putting on nail polish, while she was talking on the phone 

 

2.1.2.5 Habituality  

In connection with determining the concept of habituality, some linguists view habituality as iterativity, 

which basically means that a situation is being repeated. This is misleading as repetition is not sufficient in 

order for the situation to be viewed as habitual (Comrie 1976: 27), although iterativity seems to be an 

important part of expressing habituality. When a situation is repeated a limited number of times, each 

occurrence can be viewed as a separate situation. An example that disproves the view of habituality as 

being iterative only could be:  

(57) The lecturer stood up and coughed five times (Comrie 1976: 27).  

Although there is repetition in this situation, it is not possible to say that it is a habit and something the 

lecturer does often. Habituality only indicates situations which last for an extended period of time and 
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where the repeated situation is not incidental, but characteristic of the entire period of time (Comrie 1976: 

28).  

Habituality occurs both in non-stative and stative situations (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen), and it is our 

assumption that a habitual situation maintains the Aktionsart in spite of its transition from non-habitual to 

habitual as in (58) and (59), where (58) is non-stative compared with the same situation as a habit in (59), 

which is also non-stative. 

(58) She danced  

(59) She (always) danced 

The progressive can be used to express habituality that lasts for a limited period of time (Comrie 1976: 37) 

as in: 

 

 (60) The professor is typing his own letters while his secretary is ill (Quirk et al. 1985: 199).  

 

With this kind of construction the temporariness applies to the habit itself, but we may also find situations, 

where the temporariness is attached to each occurrence of the habit:  

 

(61) Whenever I pass that house the dog’s barking (Leech 2004: 33).  

 

Since temporariness is a natural element of the progressive form and is therefore found in most 

nonhabitual progressive constructions (Bache Davidsen- Nielsen 1997: 303), it is only natural that the 

inherent temporariness of the progressive turns a habit in the progressive into a temporary habit as in (62):  

(62) I’m taking dancing lessons this winter   

(63) I’m taking dancing lessons   (Leech 2004: 32) 

Temporary habits often contain adverbials to express limited duration, but it may not be necessary, as the 

progressive form itself creates the understanding that it is a situation that only holds for a limited period of 

time in (63) (Leech 2004: 33). A habitual adverbial may, however, be necessary in order to make the 

habitual sense explicit as in (62) and to eliminate reference to the progressive in its usual sense as in (63) 

(Palmer 1987: 33). On the other hand, some linguists firmly believe that habituality cannot be combined 

with the meaning of the progressive, and that one can only bring out these features by the help of 
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adverbials, whereas non-progressive forms usually do not need an adverbial to express habitual meaning 

(Palmer 1987:57).  

A progressive temporary habit can be overruled by adding adverbials such as always and forever as in 

(64): 

 

(64) You’re always wrecking our machines  (B1, VG51: Du ødelægger altid vores udstyr).  

 

A construction of this sort eliminates the temporary sense and instead it expresses annoyance (Bache and 

Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 303) or a “subjective feeling of disapproval” (Quirk et al. 1985: 199).  

 

Compared to the progressive temporary habits, the non-progressive expresses normal habitual situations as 

in (example with she dances) as well as what is known as “timeless truths” such as: 

 (65) Oil floats on water  (Palmer 1987: 61).  

 

2.1.2.6 Future 

There are several ways of indicating future, and each has its own meaning and usage.  

In this section, we will elaborate on five ways of referring to the future, and these five future references 

are demonstrated well in this list constructed by Leech (2004: 55): 

• Will (or shall) + infinitive: The parcel will arrive tomorrow. 

• Be going to + infinitive: The parcel is going to arrive tomorrow. 

• Present progressive: The parcel is arriving tomorrow. 

• Simple Present: The parcel arrives tomorrow. 

• Will (or shall) + Progressive infinitive: The parcel will be arriving tomorrow. 

Leech (2004: 67) lists the future constructions on a level of certainty ascribed to the future happening, 

where be going to and present progressive be + V-ing are the least certain and will/shall + infinitive and 

will/shall + progressive infinitive are the most certain. 

Will (or shall) + infinitive is the most common and neutral way of referring to the future (Swan 2005:186) 

(Hjulmand and Schwartz 2009:194), with will + infinitive being a more frequent structure than shall 
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(Leech 2004: 56). Will (or shall) + infinitive refers to “possible future events that are not already decided 

or on the way”, so in general will (or shall) + infinitive is used to predict something in the future, and is 

not used when the future event is certain (Swan 2005: 186). In such situations, one could use be going to + 

infinitive to express current plans to do something in the future, and this construction is also appropriate 

when the future reference is based on current evidence, for instance:  

(66) Look at the sky. It’s going to rain!” (Swan 2005: 189).  

These two usages of be going to + infinitive refer to “future outcome of present intention” and “the future 

outcome of present cause”. With the use of be going to + infinitive, one can, however, not be sure that the 

future activity will actually take place (Leech 2004: 58). 

The present progressive is used to indicate something being in progress at some point in the future. 

Similar to be going to + infinitive, the present progressive can indicate a future event that is anticipated in 

the present (Swan 2005: 61):  

(67) I’m going to visit my father at the hospital later (intention) 

(68) I’m visiting my father at the hospital later (arrangement)  

In  (67) be going to + infinitive relates the speaker’s present intention to do something in the future, 

whereas in (68) the present progressive indicates a plan that is already established in some past context 

regardless of how the speaker feels about it now (Leech 2004: 62). 

Another thing that be going to + infinitive and the present progressive have in common is that they do not 

necessarily need an adverbial to convey future reference, however out of context, situations may appear 

ambiguous in meaning for instance: 

(69) I’m taking Mary out for a meal (Leech 2004: 62) 

The situation may refer either to the present or the future. As a consequence, an adverbial is often needed 

to make the future reference explicit (Palmer 1987: 64), and this is also true, when the simple present is 

used to refer to the future. 

When the simple present is used to refer to the future, it represents the future as a fact and attributes the 

same degree of certainty that we do to present or past events (Leech 2004: 65). Future activities in the 

simple present refer to plans and arrangements that cannot be altered. Let us compare the degree of 
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certainty between a situation in the present progressive as in (70) and a situation in the simple present as in 

(71). 

(70) We’re starting for Istanbul tonight  

(71) We start for Istanbul tonight 

Will/shall + progressive infinitive can refer to a temporary situation in the future, where the progressive 

form acts as a temporal frame around the future happening. 

Need and must may also be combined with future time, and when used in this manner, the meaning of the 

modal verbs in their usual sense, which in this case is obligatory, will be carried into the future time 

(Leech 2004: 96). Another construction with is commonly seen in future constructions is about to + 

infinitive, which is an acceptable way of indicating a future event that is coming up shortly (Swan 2005:  

3). 

Finally, it is relevant to mention one way of expressing futurity, which is constructed by a finite form of 

the verb be followed by to + infinitive as in: 

(72) The documents are to be sent to the court  (Inspired by VG4:som skal sendes til retten) 

Future reference in this way is similar to the simple present, in that the construction refers to a future 

happening by way of a plan, however, it does lack some of the certainty associated with the future simple 

present (Leech 2004: 70). 

 

2.1.2.7 The progressive vs. -ing forms 

This section seeks to point out the difference between –ing forms and the progressive, and that the 

construction of the progressive form is just one of the usages of –ing forms.  

The term -ing form is the casual reference to the formal English gerund form of the verb. Gerunds are 

verbs that are used as nouns as with dance in:  

(73) I like dancing  

They can be put in any place in a sentence and often occur when the verb is immediately after a 

preposition as in: 
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(74) I’m looking forward to seeing you 

The present participle is also often referred to as the -ing form. The present participle has several uses. It 

can be used as the main verb, where the auxiliary verb is conjugated, as we see with the progressive form. 

It can be used as an adjective (interesting), adverb (Being a bit peckish, she ate), and it can be used in 

reduced relative clauses as in:  

(75) I have handymen renovating my house.  

This multiple-use of the term -ing form may cause confusion for learners of English.  

The difference between the gerund and the present participle: 

(76) I like driving fast cars (gerund) 

(77) He is driving really fast (present participle) 

Comrie notes that even though the -ing form is an important part of the progressive in English, an -ing 

form used without the auxiliary be in a finite construction does not necessarily carry progressive meaning, 

but only simultaneity with the main verb, for instance: 

(78) Knowing that Bill was on holiday, I burgled his house (Comrie 1976: 39).  

 

2.1.2.8 Danish and the progressive 

As mentioned previously, in English grammar a choice must be made between the progressive and the 

non-progressive in every verb phrase. The category is, in other words, obligatory. Danish has just one set 

of verb forms that are used both about activities in progress, which correspond to the English progressive 

forms, and about eternal truths and permanent habits, which correspond to the English non-progressive 

forms (Hjulmand and Schwarz 2009: 193). For instance, when you say jeg spiser in Danish it can be used 

both in a non-progressive habitual sense and in a progressive current temporary sense in English. 

    I eat (regularly) 

 Jeg spiser  

    I am eating (now) 
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In Danish, progressive or non-progressive meaning can be expressed depending on the context (Davidsen-

Nielsen et al. 1982: 53), so in that sense, there is no need for any aspect markers, as can be seen in: 

(79) Hvad sidder du og laver? –Jeg læser en bog (I’m reading…) 

(80) Hvad får du ellers tiden til at gå med? –Jeg læser en masse bøger (I read…) (Davidsen-Nielsen et al. 

1982: 54).  

The Danish language offers some lexical strategies which carry a meaning similar to the progressive in 

English. Danes may use the following expressions as durative aspect markers:  

- sidde og, ligge og, stå og, gå og, køre og + verb (Davidsen-Nielsen et al. 1982: 55) 

- være ved at + verb (Davidsen-Nielsen et al. 1982: 55) 

- være i gang med at + verb 

In Danish we can use adverbials, such as bedst (som), for tiden/øjeblikket, netop and lige, which refer to a 

particular point in time to enhance the progressive meaning, and when they are used in a sentence or 

clause in Danish, the progressive is normally used in English (Hjulmand and Schwarz 2009: 193-194). An 

example of this is VG30 (Jeg bor hos ham i øjeblikket). 

Durst-Andersen and Herslund talk about transitive and intransitive uses of Danish verbs, and how 

prepositions can change clauses. They have set up action, activity and state verbs in examples that show 

the different ways to convey aspect in Danish. They argue that the same Danish verb may be used to 

convey action and activity readings as in:  

(81) Han skrev brevet på en time  (He wrote the letter in an hour) 

(82) Han skrev på brevet i en time  (He was writing the letter for an hour)  

       (Durst-Andersen and Herslund 1996: 78).  

As we see in (82) above, the combination of på with the verb skrive indicates that the terminal point was 

not reached, instead the act of writing is extended. In (81) the verb takes no preposition. We have applied 

this type of construction in VG62 (Han spiser af kagen på vej ud af døren) in which the preposition should 

imply a progressive form. 
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It is claimed by Davidsen-Nielsen et al. (1982: 54) that once Danish learners’ attention has been drawn to 

the existence of the distinction between the progressive and non-progressive aspect in English, they tend 

to use the progressive form where a non-progressive form should be used. We shall go further into the 

developmental sequences of the acquisition of the progressive meaning in chapter 2.2.1 on developmental 

sequences. 
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2.1.3 Taxonomy 

 

On the basis of the theoretical framework, we have proposed our own taxonomy, which is a representation 

of our chosen subtypes. The purpose of the taxonomy was to assist us in determining the types of 

Aktionsart that the situations in the VGs belong to. We have chosen the generic term non-stative in place 

of what several theorists have termed dynamic, in order to have a contrasting pair between stative and 
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non-stative which is our main distinction. We have chosen to use the stative subtypes, extensive relations, 

intensive relations, perceptions and attitudes as proposed by Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen, since they 

cover the stative sense well. They seem to divide into two groups, one with relations and one with mental 

states, which is why we have added broader terms to distinguish them from one another. Under non-

stative, we applied the distinction between telic and atelic situations. Telic is used by Bache and 

Davidsen-Nielsen but we think that is important to consider the binary opposition of telic and atelic. In our 

opinion, every non-stative situation is either telic or atelic. Atelic situations are divided into processes and 

activities. Apart from the obvious distinction, they differ on the presence of an agent role. Telic situations 

are divided into events and actions, which are distinguished on the same terms as atelic situation. 

In terms of the agent role, it is possible to use the term agentivity, which concerns the volitional agent 

(typically animate). As we see it, it requires an agent as the instigator of an action or activity. In other 

words, for a situation to involve agentivity both intention and activity needs to be present. 

 

2.1.3.1 The progressive and stative/non-stative situations 

As mentioned in section 2.1.1.2, many of the subtypes proposed by Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen can be 

used as terms to identify situations as they appear when they are affected by the progressive aspect. We 

have already outlined the oppositional pairs stative/non-stative and progressive/non-progressive, and 

therefore we will now relate this to our taxonomy.  

The progressive has the ability to change the situational focus of the different subtypes. It can for instance 

shorten the duration of stative situations, making them non-stative, however, not all of them can be 

changed, as seen in VG77 (Vent, jeg har dårlige nyheder). Consider:  

(83) Wait, I have bad news  

(84) *Wait, I’m having bad news  

In VG48 (Forresten, printeren er besværlig i dag) the progressive also changes the subtype from intensive 

relation to activity: 

(85) By the way, the printer is difficult today 

(86) By the way, the printer is being difficult today  
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Attitudes may also be changed with the progressive as in VG26 (og jeg håber):  

(87) I hope  

(88) I am hoping  

The progressive form changes the situation to an activity and also gives (88) a tentative or polite meaning, 

which implies a temporary sense of hope. It also has the ability to lengthen the duration of non-stative 

situations as in VG49 (Walther griner): 

(89) Walther laughs 

(90) Walther is laughing 

A sentence in the progressive cannot be punctual, as punctuality indicates no extension in time. The 

progressive adds duration to punctual situations, making them iterative as in VG54 (Telefonen ringer ude i 

forkontoret): 

(91) The telephone is ringing in the secretary’s office  

In terms of telic situations, the progressive can change the Aktionsart to directed, as mentioned in 2.1.1.3  

on non-stative subtypes. The progressive form can never be combined with telicity, as it does not include 

the realisation of a terminal point, however, it may very well mention a terminal point, which may or may 

not be realised at some point outside of the situation we are presented with such as in example (9) (he is 

moving towards the door).  

The compatibility of situations and the progressive are in certain instances dependant on the inherent 

quality of the verb, which we shall look into in the following section. 

 

2.1.3.2 Verbs 

Within the categories of Aktionsart and aspect several linguists, such as Leech (2004) and Palmer (1987), 

have chosen to focus on the inherent Aktionsart of verbs and how they tend to work with either the 

progressive or the non-progressive. Some linguists have tried to label the different verb groups ‘punctual 

verbs’ (hit, drop and crash) and ‘attitudinal verbs’ (believe, suppose and assume), however, this is 

misleading according to Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen (1997: 195), because most verbs do not belong in 

just one type of situation. They are able to switch between different types of situations depending on the 
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context, as in the examples (number) and (number), where the verb freeze is used about an action and a 

habit (eternal truth).  

(92) She froze at the sight of him 

(93) Water freezes at 0°C. 

Even verbs that are very stative in meaning such as know can be used in a non-stative situation as in (94) 

by Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen (1997: 195) 

(94) Roger at once knew what was wrong 

Know belongs to a category of verbs that are completely idiosyncratic (Comrie 1976: 38), where the 

progressive is not applicable. In the case of know we can say (95) but not (96): 

(95) I know something 

(96) I’m knowing something  

In general, Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen believe that Aktionsart is connected to situations and not verbs. 

Of course lexical verbs are important features in a situation, but it is not the only thing one must pay 

attention to when analysing a situation (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 195-196). Leech also 

mentions that verbs are generally neutral, and can switch from ‘state’ to ‘event’ or vice versa. He labels 

the verbs ‘state verbs’, ‘event verbs’ and so on, even though he is aware that they strictly should not be 

called that. But he feels that the expressions are useful, and does not try to avoid them. He stresses that the 

meaning of ‘state/event verbs’ is ‘verbs being used to refer to an event/a state’, which is why he always 

uses quotation marks with the labels (Leech 2004: 9). In our opinion the inherent quality of a verb does 

matter when looking at which situations they can function in, since in situations that cannot appear with 

the progressive form it is often caused by the verb’s lack of compatibility with limited duration. 

We shall now go further into verbs with stative and non-stative tendencies, seen in connection with the 

progressive and non-progressive forms. While most verbs have the ability to switch between stative and 

non-stative situations, this is not always the case with the non-progressive and progressive, because not all 

verbs function with the progressive form. Comrie states that “lexically stative verbs can be used to 

describe non-stative situations and appear in the progressive, whereas non-stative verbs do not lose their 

ability to be in the progressive by being used statively” (Comrie 1976: 36). This makes sense since it is 

not possible to create progressive meaning with stative verbs without changing the situation, whereas non-
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stative verbs work both with the progressive as well as the non-progressive. One example where a stative 

verb is used non-statively is:  

(97) I’m understanding more about quantum mechanics as each day goes by (Comrie 1976: 36) 

Understand is usually a state, but in this instance, but in this instance the progressive turns it into a 

developing process. 

Palmer refers to live and stand as verbs of stance and says that this group of verbs in situations in the 

progressive, contrasted with the same situation in the simple present, brings out a distinct difference 

between the progressive and non-progressive forms. The non-progressive is a permanent state, whereas 

the progressive gives the impression of temporary state (Palmer 1987: 72): 

 

(98) I live with my brother 

(99) I’m living with my brother  (VG30: Jeg bor hos ham i øjeblikket) 

 

As demonstrated by examples such as (97), (98) and (99), the progressive in English today has far wider 

usage than the original notion of progressivity, since the progressive form aside from its basic progressive 

features has evolved towards being able to express temporary states or contingent habitual situations 

(Comrie 1976: 38). 

Now we will try to provide a perspective of different groups of verbs and their relation to progressive or 

non-progressive forms. 

Groups of verbs that are usually not seen with progressive form are referred to as ‘anti-progressive verbs’ 

by Leech (2004: 25). There is a clear tendency towards ‘state verbs of having and being’ (Leech 2004: 27) 

such as be, contain, cost, deserve, have and own, being used in constructions with non-progressive forms, 

and the same groups of verbs is referred to as ‘verbs of state’ by Palmer (1987: 71). A reason why the 

stative verb meanings are unlikely to be seen in situations in the progressive form may be that they are 

“inimical to the idea that some phenomenon is ‘in progress’” (Quirk et al. (1985: 198). Verbs with special 

reference to stativity such as possess and contain are usually not seen with the progressive form, however, 

in cases where these verbs are used with non-stative reference to show progress or a change of state, it is 

possible to combine them with the progressive such as in VG3 (Kuverten foran ham indeholder 

dokumenter): 



 

40 | P a g e  
 

(100) The envelope in front of him contains documents 

(101) The envelope in front of him is containing documents 

Another group of verbs that is also usually seen with the non-progressive is what Palmer (1987: 72) refers 

to as ‘private verbs’, which Leech further divides into three subgroups. These three groups of verbs are: 

‘verbs of inert perception’, such as feel, hear, see which denote passive perception (Leech 2004: 25), 

‘verbs of inert cognition’ such as believe, think, know, which refer to a passive mental state and finally 

‘verbs of attitudes’ such as hope, like, love (Leech 2004: 26). It is possible for some of these verbs to 

appear in the progressive in specific contexts, however, with a change in verbal category (Leech 2004: 

25), it follows that the Aktionsart will also change (Quirk et al. 1985: 202). Consider the difference 

between the following situations in accordance with the subtypes described in the taxonomy: 

(102) The printer is difficult 

(103) The printer is being difficult 

These situations are related to VG48 (Forresten, printeren er besværlig i dag), and show the difference 

between the verb be used in a progressive and non-progressive form. The Aktionsart of the non-

progressive situation is intensive relations, and when the situation is changed into the progressive form 

then it becomes an activity. So for any ‘anti-progressive verbs’ to work with the progressive form, they 

must be changed into an Aktionsart that corresponds with the progressive form, for instance activity or 

process (Quirk et al. 1985: 202). 

This notion also makes sense, as ‘activity verbs’ such as drink, eat, play, rain and work are one of the 

groups of verbs that are often used with the progressive. Leech notes that ‘activity’ is not a satisfactory 

term for these verbs, as not all of them entail human occupation. But they do all refer to something that is 

going on.  

(104) What are you doing? I’m writing a letter (Leech 2004: 24). 

‘Process verbs’ such as change, grow and deteriorate tend to be used with the progressive, because 

processes usually have some duration (Leech 2004: 24). Expressions with adjectivals and adverbials such 

as less and less, more and more, better and better may work well to indicate decrease or increase of 

activity with the progressive (Palmer 1987: 56) processes. This is seen in two of our VGs: 

 (VG79) Det går dårligere med din far 
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(VG80) Åh nej, det er ellers gået bedre og bedre med ham de sidste par dage 

Some verbs can be used with both the progressive or non-progressive form. According to Leech (2004: 

27) they are called ‘verbs of bodily sensation’ such as feel, hurt and itch. Apparently, there is no change in 

meaning between using the progressive or non-progressive form:  

(105) I feel tired  

(106) I am feeling tired   (VG28: for jeg føler mig allerede træt) 

This is true in basic terms, although there is of course a difference when looking at the contrast between 

feeling tired in general as with example (105) and feeling tired right now, but only temporarily, as with 

example (106). Feel as bodily sensation is a notion of internal sensation, whereas feel as a verb of 

perception denotes external sensation as in this example by Leech (2004: 27):  

(107) I can feel a stone in my shoe 

As mentioned in 2.1.3.1 on the progressive and non-stative/stative situations, with ‘momentary verbs’ 

such as knock, nod and tap, which in their basic meaning do not have any duration, the progressive form 

adds duration, and the situation is not momentary anymore, but instead a series of occurrences (Leech 

2004: 24). It follows that the progressive form of these verbs also changes the Aktionsart to a type of 

situation that is compatible with internal focus (Bache 1986: 20). 

(108) He nodded 

(109) He was nodding   (VG13: Walther nikker) 

With ‘transitional event verbs’ such as – arrive, die, leave and stop, the progressive form refers to the 

approach to the transition instead of the transition itself. The difference between the progressive and non-

progressive forms with this type of verb is best expressed in these examples by Leech (2004: 24):  

(110) He died (the transition already occurred)  

(111) He was dying (his is approaching the transition) 
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2.2 Second language acquisition 

The study of second language acquisition (SLA) is the study of learners acquiring other languages than 

their mother tongue. Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005: 3) separate it into two senses: the act of learning a 

second language and the field of study of how learners acquire a second language. We use the term SLA 

to cover both senses in this section. Furthermore, even though it is called second language acquisition, it 

does not just cover the second language that is learned but also the third, fourth and so on. Most of the 

empirical research that gives us the understanding of SLA that we have today has been carried out roughly 

within the last 40 years (Ritchie and Bhatia 2009: 3-4). The field of SLA uses methods of research from a 

number of disciplines including linguistics, sociology, sociolinguistics, psychology, psycholinguistics and 

education. Because of this, research offers a wide account of the field, but it has also sometimes resulted 

in a failure of communication between scholars of the different approaches. SLA involves both 

examination of the universal aspects of second language learning and the individual differences of the 

learners where you find contextual and personal factors that explain the differences in how fast a language 

is learned and the ultimate level of attainment of the different learners. There has been more focus on the 

universal aspects in research and scholars tend to spend less time looking at the individual differences 

(Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005: 3-4).  

Two different views on language acquisition are behaviourism and mentalism. The theory of 

behaviourism concerns the assumptions that language is a set of habits that we acquire through imitation 

of our environment. In the acquisition of a second language these habits may obstruct the acquisition of a 

new set of habits. In that connection it also deals with a hypothesis that contrastive analyses will help 

identify the problem areas. Bjerre and Ladegaard refers to a list compiled by Lado, which sets out the 

most common similarities and differences between a native language and a second language (Bjerre & 

Ladegaard 2007:25-26). Among others it refers to situations where there are no similarities between 

usages in the two languages, which is the case with the English progressive aspect category, for which 

Danish has no grammatical counterpart. The mentalist theory deals with the idea that language emerges 

naturally and develops without any influences. Mentalists state that language seems to be learned in a 

specific order, and research has shown that there is a high degree of accordance between the order in 

which children learn their mother tongue and the order in which the second language is learned. In other 

words the mentalists prioritise mental development over external input. The behaviourist argues that 

native language is important, whereas to the mentalist it is not (Bjerre & Ladegaard 2007: 28). While we 

find the mentalist theory of learning a language in a specific order useful since it may have facilitated 

detecting the acquisition order of the progressive, we have also applied elements from the behaviourist 
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theory as regards our contrastive analysis of the differences between the Danish and English languages 

within the aspect category. 

 

2.2.1 Developmental sequences 

An important area of SLA is developmental sequences (or acquisition order), which involves the notion of 

the order in which languages are learned. In connection with the two theories mentioned above, the 

mentalists think that we learn the second language in the same order regardless of our individual 

differences, whereas the behaviourists argue the opposite (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005: 74). A number of 

cross-sectional studies with second language learners carried out in the 1970s, showed that there was a 

regular order of accuracy for the English grammatical morphemes. By grouping the morphemes together 

according to accuracy, the researchers could set up an acquisition hierarchy. Spanish, Japanese, Chinese 

and Arabic second language learners, both children and adults, were part of the study, and the hierarchy 

was not influenced by their first language, age or setting. However, the acquisition order obtained in oral 

tasks did not match the order in the written tasks (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005: 74-75), which shows that the 

way in which the studies were carried out had an influence on results. The study showed that the 

progressive is one of the forms with the highest accuracy level (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005: 74-75). This is 

also evident in an article by Andersen (1991: 305) where he states that early research of morphology 

shows that learners acquire the progressive form before the past irregular and the third person singular -s 

inflection. Studies show that at any time before complete acquisition of all three, the progressive -ing 

morpheme will be used more accurately than the other two. However, some longitudinal studies have 

produced more mixed and thus inconclusive results about the acquisition order of morphemes (Ellis and 

Barkhuizen 2005: 75).  

It may be interesting to take a brief look at some of the results compiled from an analysis of second 

language acquisition that concerns the progressive form. For instance, Bardovi-Harlig found that the 

progressive form is learned in this order:  

Process (activity →accomplishment)→iterative→habitual or futurate→stative progressive (→pragmatic 

softener) (Bardovi-Harlig 2000: 429). 

This shows us that the first progressive form to be learnt is processes and activities, and that corresponds 

well with a survey, also by Bardovi-Harlig (2000: 237), which showed that the progressive is often 

associated with activity situations by learners. Furthermore, early acquisition stages of the progressive 
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form among learners of English are characterised by constructions of V-ing without the auxiliary 

(Bardovi-Harlig 2000: 113), and this may also apply to Danish learners (Hjulmand and Schwartz 2009: 

193). 

As mentioned in section 2.1.2.8 on Danish and the progressive, there are also instances of Danish learners 

overusing the progressive, which may be because they think it sounds like ‘real’ English when they use 

the form. This is in part what Davidsen-Nielsen et al. (1982: 53) say with their theory that “the Danish 

learner has difficulty in associating the correct type of aspect with the aspect markers or absence of them, 

and he therefore produces verb phrases which express an inappropriate aspect.” They have also developed 

the theory of ‘translation’ stages, where new learners are focused on ‘how to say it’ in their native 

language and then transfer that into the target language, and the advanced learners begin to think in the 

target language (Davidsen-Nielsen et al. 1982: 31).  

According to Davidsen-Nielsen et al. (1982: 53) the progressive form, or continuous tense, is taught 

intensively in language classes because it is considered different from Danish, and in the process, the non-

progressive forms are neglected, because they are considered similar to the Danish ones. Demonstrating 

the progressive form in the classroom by asking What am I doing now? results in the learner identifying 

the progressive in English with the simple form in Danish and using the progressive form in cases where 

they should have used the simple form (Davidsen-Nielsen et al. 1982: 53). In a situation such as this the 

progressive form is appropriate, as it deals with something in progress at the moment of speech. However, 

as mentioned in the previous paragraph, it may be more plausible that the Danish learners come to 

associate the question with activity in general instead of the temporary current happening, and in that way 

they may generalise the progressive. Davidsen-Nielsen and Harder (2001: 31) also state that the fact that 

Scandinavian languages do not have progressive verb forms means that Scandinavian elementary students 

often generalise the English simple forms, whereas intermediate students use the progressive forms too 

much caused by intensive teaching. However, a survey shows that only about 5% of all verb phrases are 

progressive (Biber et al. 1999: 461), which may serve as a guideline for Danish learners of English. 

 

2.2.2 Learner language 

When studying SLA, one of the key terms is learner language. This is the oral or written language 

produced by the learner. Researchers use the produced samples of learner language to establish the 

learner’s competence. There are many different definitions of competence but in general they involve 
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underlying systems of linguistic knowledge. Analysing a learner’s underlying linguistic knowledge can be 

done by examining the relationship between competence and performance. Linguistic knowledge is 

divided into implicit (procedural) and explicit (declarative) linguistic knowledge (Ellis and Barkhuizen 

2005: 5-6). We will proceed by using the terms procedural and declarative knowledge. Procedural 

knowledge is subconscious and similar to the knowledge we have of our mother tongue that we can use in 

spontaneous production. Declarative knowledge is conscious, and based on information that we 

consciously extract, such as facts. With declarative knowledge, the learner has conscious awareness of the 

same schemas as with procedural knowledge, however, with procedural knowledge the information is 

internalised so that is ready for automatic use (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005: 5-6). For a comparable 

situation, declarative knowledge could refer to information retrieved from looking something up in a 

dictionary or a book on grammar, whereas procedural knowledge would embody internalised information 

on for instance how to spell a word or grammatical elements about your native language that you know, 

but perhaps cannot explain. Although researchers are unsure of the role of declarative knowledge in 

language acquisition and language use, they agree that procedural knowledge is what shows the 

competence of a learner (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005: 5-6). In fact, Richie and Bhatia say that “all studies 

of ‘acquisition’ are studies of implicit learning” (2009: 319), and the linguistic competence that we wish to 

ascertain is also procedural. In the execution of our translation test, dictionaries or any other grammatical 

aids are not allowed, which facilitates focus on the respondents’ procedural linguistic knowledge. 

The means of looking into someone’s mind to see how they use their knowledge during a language task is 

not obvious. However, it can be done to some extent, and it has been attempted with magnetic resonance 

imaging, which enables researchers to see what part of the brain is activated during the performance of a 

language task. However, while this technology is evolving, researchers use other means to detect learners’ 

competence (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005: 6). It is done by looking at how a learner performs a language 

task. Researchers argue about what kind of performance is the best through which to show linguistic 

competence. For instance, some believe in showing the learners some sentences and letting them decide 

whether they are grammatically correct or not. However, even if he points out the grammatically correct 

sentences, he may not be able to use the grammar correctly, for instance in free production. Others believe 

in collecting samples from production of learner language. It follows that results from the two kinds of 

analyses often produce different results (Ellis and Barkhuizen 2005: 6), and furthermore, there are other 

factors to acknowledge, such as the individual variations of each learner.  
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2.2.3 Language transfer 

The term ‘transfer’ has caused confusion among linguists as to how this term should be used and what it 

means. Odlin’s definition of transfer is: “Transfer is the influence resulting from similarities and 

differences between the target language and any other language that has been previously (and perhaps 

imperfectly) acquired.” (Odlin 1989: 27).  We use this definition of transfer for our analysis and we see 

the notion of “any other language that has been previously (and perhaps imperfectly) acquired” as the 

native language and our only basis of comparison to the target language. In our opinion the differences 

and similarities between native and target language may cause the learner to carry over features of the 

native language into the target language, which may or may not end in successful transfer.   

Odlin argues that differences between a native language and a foreign language do not necessarily have to 

lead to difficulties in learning a foreign language (Odlin 1989: 17), and that differences between two 

languages is not enough to predict difficulty with SLA. As regards transfer, however, there is a notion that 

learners of a second language that is similar to their native language will have a higher occurrence of 

transfer, compared to learners whose native language is less similar to the second language. This makes 

sense, since the learner will have difficulties transferring native structures into a foreign language that has 

different structures, and therefore he will abandon this approach (Davidsen-Nielsen 1990: 5-6). This is 

also interesting when comparing Danish and English because these two languages are alike in many 

respects, as they derive from the same Germanic root (Davidsen-Nielsen et al. 1982: 69), and therefore 

share some grammatical elements, however when it comes to the aspect category, they are not similar. 

Through time, many linguists have been sceptical about the influence of transfer and have questioned 

contrastive research. One claim made by linguists is that all learners acquire language in the same order, 

mentioned in section 2.2 under second language acquisition, which means that transfer cannot be 

significant. On the other hand, Odlin is of the opinion that contrastive analyses have proven the 

significance of transfer in several areas of language, since studies have shown that cross-linguistic 

influences leads to acquisition differences for learners with different native languages in areas such as 

grammar and vocabulary (Odlin 1989: 24). 

It is possible to speak of two types of transfer: positive and negative transfer (Odlin 1989: 36). Positive 

transfer refers to situations where similarities between the native language and the target language 

influence language acquisition in a positive way, in that the structures of the native language can be used 

in the target language without the implication of errors. This is, for instance, the case when there are 

similarities in syntactic structures between two languages, as this can help the acquisition of grammar 
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(Odlin 1989: 36). Negative transfer concerns situations, when elements in the native language lead to 

errors in the target language when transferred (Odlin 1989: 26). It is our opinion that positive and negative 

transfer is helpful in determining the kind of transfer that is made in the respondents’ translations.  

 

3 Empirical findings 

This chapter contains a discussion of the data derived from the questionnaire. We will present the data, 

and see if there are any connections between the questionnaire and the respondents’ translations. 

Furthermore, the derived data will be used to define the respondents’ language skills. We will also present 

a relevant structure containing descriptions of the VGs, as well as a realisation of the error percentage for 

the two groups of respondents. Lastly, we mention caveats that are relevant when viewing the respondents 

translations. 

 

3.1 Respondents  

3.1.1 Results from the questionnaire 

As mentioned, the data for this thesis was compiled from 29 respondents at gymnasium level and 16 CBS 

respondents studying cand.ling.merc. 

The quantitative information that is reviewed in this section was collected through a questionnaire. The 

questionnaire concerns information regarding the respondents’ age and gender, their rating of their 

English skills, bilingualism, whether they have previously lived or gone to school in an English-speaking 

country, specialisation for the students at CBS as well as general comments regarding difficulties with the 

translations: 

The gymnasium respondents are between 15-17 years old, whereas the CBS respondents are between 22-

31 years old, however, the majority of the CBS respondents were in their mid-twenties. 

In terms of gender, 44.82 % of the gymnasium respondents are male, and 55.17 % are female. 

Furthermore, 37.50 % of the CBS respondents are male, and 62.50 % are female. 
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The respondents were asked to rate their English skills on a scale of 1-10, the gymnasium respondents 

rated themselves from 5-9 with an average of 6.4, and the CBS respondents rated themselves from 6-9 

with an average of 7.7. 

On the questionnaire, 1 gymnasium respondents (3.44 %) and 8 CBS respondents (50.00 %) answered that 

they were bilingual. We are, however, convinced that these respondents misunderstood the question. This 

is based on their translations and other information given in connection with the test. None the less, there 

are 5 persons among both the gymnasium respondents and the CBS respondents who have lived or gone to 

school in an English-speaking country. Among the gymnasium respondents gym23, gym26, gym27, 

gym28 and gym29 said that they had lived or gone to school in an English-speaking country, however this 

only became apparent in gym23’s translation, who had the lowest percentage of errors overall, among the 

gymnasium respondents. There was no tendency towards low percentages of errors among the CBS 

respondents who had lived or gone to school in an English-speaking country, except in one instance 

(CBS4). In fact, the three CBS respondents with the lowest percentage of errors overall (CBS1 6.09 %, 

CBS2 4.87 % and CBS8 6.09 %) had never lived or gone to school in an English-speaking country. 

We also asked the CBS respondents about their specialisation, which ranged from English and 

communication, European studies, translation and interpretation and intercultural market studies. 

However, there was no connection between specialisation and the percentage of errors. 

Only 24.13 % of the gymnasium respondents completed the entire translation, and the ones that did finish 

used the entire 45 minutes to complete the task, except for one respondent (Gym23), who used 43 

minutes. 87.50 % of the CBS respondents completed the translation and they spent between 10-45 minutes 

on the task with an average of 25.3 minutes. The fact that the majority of the gymnasium respondents did 

not finish the translation may be caused by a combination of the text being too difficult compared to their 

language skills and the length of time that was allotted for the translation. As mentioned earlier, we did 

consider the level of complexity of the text, so that it would fit both groups of respondents as well as work 

for the purpose of testing the aspect category. We do not feel that we could have lowered the level of 

complexity of the text any further, as this would have made it more difficult to construct VGs that we 

needed for the test. One may also argue that the enormous amount of pressure that the gymnasium 

respondents were under while translating may have affected the results. 

Furthermore, we asked the respondents what they found most difficult about the task. Many of both the 

gymnasium respondents and the CBS respondents mentioned not having a dictionary at their disposal, 

spelling and converting Danish phrases into English as the biggest problems. It may seem from the 
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comments made by the CBS respondents that they were quite concerned with not translating literally from 

Danish into English, and trying to adapt Danish phrases to the English translation. The CBS respondents 

also indicated that they had difficulties in translating Danish significant fillers such as lige, ellers and vist. 

Furthermore, 6 CBS respondents mentioned that they had difficulties translating the Danish word 

håndværkere (B1: builder. B2: workmen), and one mentioned that it he would have preferred it specified, 

what kind of håndværkere was mentioned. A few of the CBS respondents did also mention that they were 

dubious about how to translate certain tenses in the text. 

The comments made by the gymnasium respondents point towards a focus on other elements such as word 

endings, word order and coherence of the English text and especially spelling and not knowing what 

certain words are called in English were the major problems for the gymnasium respondents. This tells us 

that the gymnasium respondents are still battling with basic grammatical elements. Therefore, it may be 

argued that the gymnasium respondents lack the ability and knowledge to be concerned with complex 

grammatical functions of the text. They seem still to be in the phase of learning how to build a text 

grammatically, and perhaps are lacking in understanding of meaning.  

 

3.1.1.1 Level of acquisition 

One important element that we considered when reviewing and analysing the data was the difference in 

achieved level of acquisition of the two groups of respondents. The characterisations of the respondents’ 

levels of acquisition are measured partly from our existing knowledge about language acquisition and 

partly from the data we collected from our own respondents. The levels within both groups of respondents 

do, of course, vary due to several individual differences (as described in 3.1.1 above on our questionnaire 

responses), however, we have described the two groups’ respective levels in general terms below, in 

accordance with what we found in their translations. 

The gymnasium pupils are at a stage, where they have received English education for approximately 6 

years in the Danish folkeskole and have just advanced to the Danish gymnasium level. At this stage, their 

level of acquisition extends to the construction of most tenses, aspect, and to some extent, the application 

of these. They do, however, make frequent spelling errors and are inconsistent in the appropriate use of 

tense and aspect, furthermore, their vocabulary is not thoroughly developed yet.  
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The CBS respondents are at their first year of a master in English, and they are supposedly at a stage of 

near fluency in English, having had 13 years of educational training or more in the English language as 

well as practical experience. This group is perhaps more differentiated with respect to experience with the 

language, however it is our point of view that they are expected to be at or above a level of near fluency at 

this point in their education. At their stage, the CBS respondents are well familiarised with tense, aspect 

and generally all parts of English grammar and they also have a substantial vocabulary. They should not 

make any errors in respect to spelling or form, however, we observed that some of the CBS students do 

make spelling errors and had difficulties with specific vocabulary and are not always consistent in the 

appropriate use of aspect.  

The translation test proved some of our predictions regarding the respondents’ language skills and it is 

apparent from the collected data that the CBS students are at a higher level of acquisition than the 

gymnasium pupils, as was also expected. Furthermore, it was evident from the questionnaires that the 

CBS respondents had more declarative knowledge as they were able to elaborate on the grammatical 

elements that troubled them in their translations. It also follows that since the CBS respondents were more 

successful in their translations as regards production of language, they also possess a higher level of 

implicit knowledge as they are able to use their internalised knowledge in practice. It was, however, 

surprising to find that the CBS respondents not only struggled with simple spelling errors and so on, but 

also with the appropriate use of aspect. 

 

3.2 VG overview 

The VGs have been classified into numbers (VGXX) in order for us to analyse the respective VGs on their own. For 

the purpose of facilitating a better understanding of the analysis, we have constructed an overview of the 

VGs, which contains information as to which Aktionsart subtype they belong to as defined in our 

taxonomy. Furthermore, the structure contains the benchmarks’ choice of aspect. This overview is 

attached as Appendix III. 
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3.3 Translation test results 

On the basis of the benchmarks, we were able to set up error percentages for each VG. These error 

percentages provide a perspective of the differences in errors between the two groups of respondents, 

furthermore, this comparison of errors acts as a guide in the analysis. 

 
 
Verb 
group  Gym % of errors   CBS % of errors  

1 
                        
51,72  

                      
31,25  

2 
                        
17,24  

                             
-    

3 
                          
3,70  

                             
-    

4 
                        
27,59  

                        
6,25  

5 
                        
27,59  

                        
6,25  

6 
                               
-    

                             
-    

7 
                        
48,28  

                      
56,25  

8 
                          
3,45  

                             
-    

9 
                               
-    

                             
-    

10 
                               
-    

                             
-    

11 
                          
3,45  

                             
-    

12 
                          
3,57  

                             
-    

13 
                          
8,00  

                             
-    

14 
                        
17,86  

                      
18,75  

15 
                               
-    

                        
6,25  

 
16 

                          
3,45  

                             
-    

17 
                        
55,17  

                      
25,00  

                                                        

18 3,45  -    

19 
                               
-    

                             
-    

 
20 

                        
17,24  

                      
12,50  

21 
                               
-    

                             
-    

22 
                        
10,34  

                             
-    

23 
                               
-    

                             
-    

24 
                        
10,34  

                             
-    

25 
                        
31,03  

                      
31,25  

26 
                               
-    

                             
-    

27 
                          
3,45  

                        
6,25  

28 
                        
32,14  

                      
37,50  

29 
                        
62,07  

                      
68,75  

30 
                        
65,52  

                      
37,50  

31 
                          
7,41  

                             
-    

32 
                        
70,37  

                      
68,75  

33 
                        
41,38  

                      
18,75  

34 
                        
37,93  

                      
25,00  

35 
                          
3,57  

                             
-    

36 
                               
-    

                             
-    
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37 
                               
-    

                             
-    

38 
                               
-    

                             
-    

39 
                               
-    

                             
-    

40 
                          
3,57  

                             
-    

41 
                        
37,04  

                             
-    

42 
                               
-    

                             
-    

43 
                        
46,15  

                      
12,50  

44 
                               
-    

                             
-    

45 
                               
-    

                             
-    

46 
                               
-    

                        
6,25  

47 
                               
-    

                             
-    

48 
                        
47,62  

                      
31,25  

49 
                               
-    

                             
-    

50 
                               
-    

                             
-    

51 
                        
60,00  

                      
75,00  

52 
                               
-    

                             
-    

53 
                        
35,29  

                      
31,25  

54 
                        
18,75  

                      
25,00  

55 
                          
6,67  

                             
-    

56 
                          
6,67  

                             
-    

57 
                               
-    

                             
-    

58 
                        
21,43  

                             
-    

59 
                          
6,67  

                        
6,25  

60 
                        
13,33  

                        
6,25  

61 
                               
-    

                             
-    

 
62 

                        
20,00  

                        
6,25  

63 
                          
6,67  

                             
-    

64 
                        
50,00  

                      
40,00  

65 
                               
-    

                             
-    

66 
                          
9,09  

                      
13,33  

67 
                          
9,09  

                             
-    

68 
                               
-    

                             
-    

69 
                               
-    

                             
-    

70 
                        
12,50  

                             
-    

71 
                               
-    

                             
-    

72 
                               
-    

                             
-    

73 
                               
-    

                             
-    

74 
                        
12,50  

                             
-    

75 
                               
-    

                             
-    

76 
                               
-    

                             
-    

77 
                               
-    

                             
-    

78 
                               
-    

                             
-    

79 
                               
-    

                             
-    

80 
                        
42,86  

                             
-    

81 
                               
-    

                             
-    

82 
                        
28,57  

                             
-    
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3.4 Caveats 

In this section, we will briefly mention some caveats connected to the nature of the data collected and the 

analysis of the test results. 

According to Ellis and Barkhuizen (2005: 36), “...Experimental elicitation may only tell us what learners 

can produce under conditions of experimental elicitation and may or may not reflect what they can do 

under more natural conditions of language use”. The nature of the text may have influenced the 

respondents’ translations. Firstly, the source text is constructed with the purpose of testing the Danish 

learners on the progressive and non-progressive, which means that there is an unusually high level of 

reference to progressive meaning, compared to what is usually found in standard texts. Secondly, the 

notion that the source text is set up as a narrative may also influence the respondents’ choice of forms, 

since the present progressive form is uncommon in this type of prose. Many of the VGs could be 

translated in the non-progressive if the translator perceives it as a narrative/stage direction. Lastly, as 

regards transfer, it may be difficult to distinguish transfer errors from deliberate choices by the 

respondents. 
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4 Mapping 

4.1 Analysis of test results 

As our starting point, we analysed the VGs that had an error percentage higher than 25% for one or both 

groups of respondents, which, in our opinion, provides enough grounds for analysis. Furthermore, we have 

chosen to analyse each VG separately, so the percentages of errors in this section do not include 

progressive forms that are continued from previous VGs. The progressive forms in our analysis are only 

counted as such when a VG contains a form to be + -ing form of the main verb. As a result, we have not 

counted VGs with missing auxiliary as containing progressive forms, since we are not able to determine 

whether or not their intention was to express the progressive form.  

In the subsection to the analysis, we have included an analysis of the types of respondents’ constructions 

of -ing forms we noticed during the analysis. Following the analyses of the VGs and -ing forms, we look 

into the VGs on which the benchmark translators disagreed. Furthermore, in the tendencies section we 

have included VGs where we found special reasons for analysis, such as the use of lexical strategies for 

translation. Lastly, we have extracted the most predominant tendencies that we detected in the 

respondents’ translations. 

We will now proceed with the analysis of the VGs. 

 
 
VG32: SOM ER I GANG MED AT RENOVERE MIT HUS 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activities 

Benchmark: N-P | B1: while the builders do up my house | B2: renovating my house 

   Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   70.37 %  19   27 

CBS   68.75 %  11   16 

Error count, VG32 

This verb group represents a current activity in progress, emphasised by the Danish phrase i gang med, 

which, as mentioned earlier, is a lexical strategy that can be used in Danish to express progressive 
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meaning through lexical expressions. According to the benchmarks, this VG must be presented by a non-

progressive form in English. Some of the respondents as well as one of the benchmarks have chosen to 

construct this VG with a reduced relative clause, which in this case is also a non-finite clause. Reduced 

relative clauses have no relative pronoun and no finite VP, as we will see in the examples below. These 

constructions need to be viewed in connection with VG31 (fordi jeg har håndværkere), as the reduced 

relative clause refers back to the NP in the previous VG. Here are some examples from the respondents: 

(112) GYM20: because I got [sic] some workers fixing my house 

(113) GYM23: because I have construction workers renovating my house 

(114) CBS12: because there are construction workers renovating my house 

(115) CBS13: because my house is full of workers fixing my house 

One of the benchmarks, B2, has chosen a similar construction:  

(116) B2: because there are workmen renovating my house.  

The usage of -ing forms in this VG gives us an indication that the respondents may see an inherent 

progressive meaning in the -ing form, and that may explain their method of translation here. 

Furthermore, reduced relative clauses are more common in English than in Danish, where you often see 

finite clauses (Hjulmand and Schwartz 2009: 284). In this VG, we found 3 reduced relative clauses in each 

group of respondents, which corresponds to 10.34 % of the gymnasium respondents and 18.75 % of the 

CBS respondents. This indicates that they do not seem to have picked up on this contrast between Danish 

and English clauses.  

In order to comply with the benchmarks, we must see all progressive forms in VG32 as errors. However, a 

progressive form may also be an appropriate choice. As said, the activity in this VG is in progress and 

current. The situation is temporary and we do not know when it will end. Therefore, a progressive form 

could also be applied, as in these examples: 

(117) Gym3: because I am having workers, who are rebuilding my house 

(118) Gym10: because I have workers at my own house they are redoing my house 

(119) Gym24: because I have construction workers, and they are renovating my house 
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Quite a lot of the CBS respondents have chosen to combine VG31 and VG32, in which they produced 

sentences such as: 

(120) CBS5: while contractors are renovating my house 

(121) CBS10: because workers are renovating my house 

(122) CBS15: because contractors are working on my house 

None of the gymnasium respondents chose this approach. They all kept the structures of the two VGs 

intact. In terms of fluency the approach of combining VG31 and VG32 seems like a clever strategy by the 

CBS respondents. Eliminating “fordi jeg har håndværkere” creates a more idiomatic English sentence. In 

example (123) by Gym24 it is evident that the translation is less successful: 

(123) Gym24: because I have construction workers, and they are renovating my house 

Even though it is grammatically correct, the first sentence “because I have construction workers” is not as 

idiomatic English as in (120), (121) and (122) above, as it is clearly a direct translation of the Danish 

sentence, and therefore rightfully it sounds like it belongs in a Danish text and not in an English one. 

There were also occurrences of passive constructions: 

(124) CBS2: because my house is being worked on by renovation-workers [sic] 

(125) CBS4: because my house is being renovated 

Only the CBS respondents constructed passive situations in this VG, and in fact 50 % of the CBS 

respondents opted for passive forms. One of the reasons for using a passive form may be that the 

respondents wish to avoid mentioning the agent (Hjulmand and Schwarts 2009: 218), which in this case 

would be the construction workers, because they may not have been able to find the proper translation for 

the Danish word håndværkere. Another possibility may be that the respondents have gone for a passive 

form on the grounds that it is a formal style that is also common in academic writing (Hjulmand and 

Schwartz 2009: 218), which the CBS respondents may be more familiar with. The gymnasium 

respondents may not be accustomed to this formal style in writing, and therefore they did not apply the 

same passive structure. This along with the pressure of the translation test may be why the gymnasium 

respondents chose to translate this VG directly. 
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Now, if we assume that a progressive form is accepted, then the percentage of errors would change 

completely, as most of the respondents chose a progressive form: 

 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   29.62 %  8   27 

CBS   31.25 %  5   16 

Non-progressive forms counted as errors, VG32 

The issue we come across in the use of the non-progressive form in this VG is that the sentence sounds as 

if the situation of the workers renovating his house is a general occurrence or that they do it regularly: 

(126) Gym9: because I have workers who renovates [sic] my house 

(127) Gym21: because i [sic] have workers that builds [sic] on my house 

The meaning of the VG should be that the renovation is a temporary and durative activity, and in our 

opinion, this meaning would have been emphasised with a progressive form. Only the gymnasium 

respondents used constructions where a non-progressive form was used, all of the CBS respondents used 

either a progressive form or a reduced relative clause. 

 

VG30: JEG BOR HOS HAM I ØJEBLIKKET 

Aktionsart: Stative, relations, extensive relations 

Benchmark: P | B1: I’m staying with him | B2: I am staying at his place at present  

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   65.52 %  19   29 

CBS   37.50 %  6   16 

Error count, VG30 
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In terms of aspect, this VG clearly conveys progressive meaning through the fact that it has limited 

duration (Palmer 1987: 62), and it is happening right now. However, there is a high percentage of errors 

within the VG, where the respondents have chosen the non-progressive form instead of the progressive. 

The choice of a non-progressive may be caused by the Aktionsart of the verb live which is a verb of stance 

(Quirk et al. 1985: 205-6). This type of verb is characterised by its ability to be used with both the 

progressive and the non-progressive forms, depending on the context. However, the distinction in meaning 

is very specific; the progressive form indicates a temporary state and the non-progressive a permanent 

state. The Aktionsart of the Danish sentence is stative, which, as a basic rule, does not take the progressive 

form. As the non-progressive form would indicate that he lives there permanently, it is not an appropriate 

choice here.  

The majority of the gymnasium respondents choose the inappropriate member of the opposition in this 

VG, as 65.52 % choose a non-progressive form in their translations, which shows us that they may not be 

familiar with the temporary meaning that the progressive form entails. They choose to transfer the simple 

present from Danish onto the English translation.  

37.50 % of the CBS students also use a non-progressive form, as for instance respondent CBS7: 

(128) CBS7: I currently live at his place 

The temporary adverbial and the non-progressive do not take kindly to one another. The non-progressive 

negates the temporariness of the adverbial.  

Without looking at the next VG, the adverbial i øjeblikket is the only clue that the situation is temporary. 

In the Danish sentence, the adverbial is used to express lexically what can be expressed semantically in 

English through the use of the progressive. It follows that the use of the adverbial is less important in 

English. This is also seen in B1, where the adverbial has been left out (although B1 has chosen to rephrase 

the next VG with while, which also indicates the limited time frame of the situation). However, most of 

the respondents have chosen to include the adverbial in their translations, maybe because they try to 

transfer the Danish sentence structure into English. Especially the gymnasium respondents have chosen 

the direct translation at the moment. 

62.50 % of the CBS respondents use the progressive: 

(129) CBS12: I’m staying with him at the moment 
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Most of the CBS respondents constructed sentences similar to the one above. The most common 

constructions made by the CBS students, as also seen in the gymnasium respondents’ translations, include 

the adverbial at the moment, however, some of them was more creative in their translations: 

(130) CBS2: I am living with him for the time being 

(131) CBS3: These days I am living with him 

(132) CBS6: I’m currently staying at his place 

(133) CBS9: I am staying at his house 

As evident from the latter sentence by CBS9, it is possible to leave out the adverbial in English, because 

the progressive form in itself creates the temporary situation that is conveyed lexically in the Danish 

sentence. 

34.48 % of the gymnasium pupils chose the progressive form. As mentioned above, the use of the 

adverbial at the moment is the favourite choice of the gymnasium respondents: 

(134) Gym22: I am living with him at the moment 

However, there were some attempts at other adverbials: 

(135) Gym12: I am staying at her home at the min. 

(136) Gym10: I am living with him for now 

(137) Gym18: I am living there right now 

(138) Gym29: Right now i [sic] am living with him 

 

VG29: JEG SKAL HJEM TIL MIN BROR 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activities 

Benchmark: N-P | B1: I’ve got to go to my brother’s | B2: I’m off to my brother’s 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 
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Gym   62.07 %  18   29 

CBS   68.75 %  11   16 

Error count, VG29 

 

This VG represents a future activity, and according to the benchmarks it must be translated by means of a 

non-progressive form. The benchmarks have chosen to translate the Danish clause into the following in 

English: 

(139) B1: I’ve got to go to my brother’s 

(140) B2: I’m off to my brother’s  

B1 did a quite literal translation and chose to interpret the Danish verb skal as an obligation or necessity 

rather than future intention, which we had anticipated. The original sense of the verb skal is the modal 

verb at skulle, which according to Hansen and Heltoft (2011: 770) is always related to necessity, when 

used in its modal form. However, skal in this VG is used to form a future tense in Danish (Hjulmand and 

Schwartz 2009:197). B2 has chosen to rephrase the sentence, and say “I’m off”, which we, to some extent, 

see as having progressive meaning. The phrase “I’m off”, seems to be a reduction from “I am going off [to 

somewhere]”. 

The interpretation of the Danish verb skal as an obligation is something we see among the respondents: 

(141) Gym5: I have to go to my brothers [sic] house 

(142) CBS2 and 4: I have to go home to my brother 

Many of the respondents did a literal translation from Danish into English and transferred the obligatory 

meaning of the word skal without taking into consideration the actual meaning of the whole clause, which 

is not related to any obligation, but refers to a future situation. It may have been a problem for the 

respondents that there is no adverbial indicating futurity in this VG, which means that it is a question of 

how one interprets the verb. 

It can be argued that a progressive form is possible in this VG. It would be acceptable to use a future 

progressive form (“I’m going to my brother’s house”), as is entails an arrangement already made (see 
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section 2.1.2.6 on future). If we count errors based on the assumption that instances of obligation or 

necessity may be less appropriate, the percentages figure like this: 

 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   34.48 %  10   29 

CBS   25.00 %  4   16 

Necessity and obligation counted as errors, VG29 

 

A high percentage of the respondents chose progressive forms: 

(143) Gym1: I am going home to my brother 

(144) Gym3: I am going to visit my brother 

(145) CBS12: I’m going over to my brother’s 

(146) CBS16: I’m going to my brother’s house 

The gymnasium respondents have a slightly lower percentage of progressive forms in this VG, but 

throughout both groups of respondents there is, as said, quite a high occurrence of I’m going… or going to 

+ infinitive. These sorts of phrases are often seen in the English language and going to is one construction 

that you would often hear with progressive form. Consequently, that may be why the respondents seem to 

be familiar with it. 

 

VG51: DU ØDELÆGGER ALTID VORES UDSTYR 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activities 

Benchmark: P | B1: You’re always wrecking our machines | B2: You’re always wrecking our equipment 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 
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Gym   60.00 %  12   20 

CBS   75.00 %  12   16 

 

This was a tricky VG for both the gymnasium pupils and the CBS students, which is seen in the high error 

percentages. It is also one of the few VGs in which the CBS students have a higher error count than the 

gymnasium pupils. We will try to explore why such a high number across all of the respondents had 

difficulties with it.  

The situation portrayed is an activity and should be translated into a progressive form as seen in the 

benchmarks. It is continuous and sporadic and we shall explain this in detail below. 

60 % of the gymnasium pupils and 75 % of the CBS students chose a non-progressive form in this VG. 

One reason may be the adverb altid in the Danish sentence. Since stative situations are constant and 

continue forever (always), altid may have confused the respondents into thinking that the situation carries 

habitual meaning in the sense that she constantly breaks their equipment. That would normally be the 

case, but this situation indicates a habitual activity that is repeated and sporadic: it happens very often, but 

it does not happen at regular times (Palmer 1987: 63). In such situations, the speaker also conveys a 

subjective sense of amused disparagement (Leech 2004: 34), annoyance or irony: he utters “Du ødelægger 

(da også) altid vores udstyr” in a tongue-in-cheek fashion. Of course, that is more obvious if it is seen in 

the context of the previous VG49 (Walther griner) and VG50 (og siger med et glimt i øjet). This sort of 

expression is uttered with the progressive form as the benchmark translators have done. These two 

examples paint the general picture of the errors: 

(147) CBS13: You always break our equipment 

(148) Gym11: You always break our tools  

40 % of the gymnasium respondents and 25 % of the CBS respondents have translated the VG with the 

progressive. Their constructions are similar to the benchmarks: 

(149) CBS15: You’re always messing up our equipment 

(150) Gym24: You are always breaking our equipment 
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The difference in meaning in using either the progressive or the non-progressive form in this VG is 

arguably very subtle, and it is perhaps also difficult to detect. However, as mentioned above, the non-

progressive, stative situation is one that is constant and regular, whereas the progressive, non-stative 

situation is temporary or, as in this case, happens only at sporadic times.  However, a reason for the high 

error count may be the respondents’ perception of the situation. They may perceive it as being non-

progressive because of the insinuation that she always breaks the machines. The repetition of the activity 

portrayed in this VG may confuse the respondents into thinking that it happens regularly (habitually), and 

they subconsciously choose the non-progressive form. Since the CBS students have a higher error 

percentage than the gymnasium pupils, it is evident that this perception of always is only further 

established through further acquisition the English language. Another reason may simply be that the 

respondents transfer the Danish simple present into English with a literal translation. 

 

 

 

VG17: JEG TÆNKER 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activities 

Benchmark: P | B1: [blank] | B2: I was thinking  

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   55.17 %  16   29 

CBS   25.00 %  4   16 

Error count, VG17 

This VG is an activity which is happening “now”. It needs to be translated with a progressive form. A 

possible reason for the errors in this VG may be that it can be confused with an attitude. Attitudes are 

stative and the respondents may have transferred the stative meaning in the Danish verb tænker into the 

English translation with a non-progressive form. However, this only seems to be the case for the 

gymnasium respondents, with a little more than half of the group making errors, whereas only 25 % of the 

CBS respondents chose the non-progressive. We can derive from the substantial difference in the number 
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of errors between the two groups of respondents that the gymnasium respondents do not seem to have the 

necessary experience or knowledge that stative verbs used actively can function with the progressive. The 

reason for this may be that the stative progressive is the last of the progressive form that is learned (see 

section 2.2.1 developmental sequences), which also explains why some of the CBS students made errors 

in this VG. These non-progressive examples are representative of the errors made by the respondents: 

(151) Gym3: I thought  

(152) Gym4: I think 

(153) CBS6: I thought 

(154) CBS12: I think 

In Danish, the utterance “jeg tænker” is perhaps not widely used, however, when it is uttered it would 

rarely mean “I think”. These examples above convey opinion or belief and are clearly not active, and it is 

evident that the respondents maintained the stative meaning of tænker in their English translations. They 

have failed to incorporate the sense that he is thinking something right now as a ‘deliberate’ act of 

thinking. However, it seems that the respondents were not able to deduce that from the Danish clause. The 

active sense emerges when one discovers that he is thinking something right now, and in that sense the 

active meaning may be inherent in the Danish construction, however, it is not explicit. That may also be 

why our respondents had difficulties with this VG, as the active and ‘in progress’ sense of the sentence is 

also what would have brought about the progressive form. 

The respondents who translated this VG as “I think”, as in (152) and (154), translated the structure of the 

VG literally, whereas respondents in (151) and (153) opted for a past tense. It seems odd that they chose a 

past tense, when the utterance is very clearly related to now. However, when we constructed the VG, we 

expected it to be translated with a progressive form such as “I’m thinking”. Therefore, this sentence 

sounds a bit artificial, and usually one might say “Jeg tænkte” in Danish in the past tense instead of the 

simple present. But in order to bring forward the progressive form, this is the structure we used, and that 

may be what the students who used a past tense reacted to.  

More CBS respondents than gymnasium respondents used progressive forms in this VG: 

(155) Gym19: I was thinking 

(156) Gym22: I am wondering 
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(157) CBS1: I’m thinking 

(158) CBS15: I’m wondering 

The benchmark translated this VG with a past progressive form, which shows that the past tense is an 

appropriate choice. With the progressive form, the sentence is made clearly active, and when the VG is 

viewed with the previous VG16 (Hvad laver du?), the sense of activity happening at the moment of the 

question becomes more apparent. 

 

 

 

 

 

VG1: ADVOKATEN WALTHER SIDDER PÅ SIT KONTOR HVER AFTEN 

Aktionsart: Stative, relations, extensive relations 

Benchmark: N-P  

B1: Walther, a lawyer, is in his office every evening. |B2: The lawyer, Walter, sits in his office every 

evening 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   51.72 %  15   29 

CBS   31.25 %  5   16 

This is an example of a stative situation occurring regularly (every night) or habitually, and these types of 

situations are always non-progressive. Again, the use of the iterative adverbial hver aften in the Danish 

sentence gives hints as to the appropriate choice of aspect. 

But 51.72 % of the gymnasium pupils and 31.25 % of the CBS students have translated it with a 

progressive form. With the progressive, the situation is looked at with an internal focus, and maybe the 
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respondents perceive it as being a temporary habit, something that is only going to happen for a limited 

period of time or is happening right now. This was the first sentence of the translation task, and it also 

contains one of the higher error percentages. It is possible that the respondents threw themselves into the 

task and perceived the situation of the whole text to be happening right now, which might explain why so 

many chose the progressive form. These are typical examples of how the respondents have translated this 

VG: 

(159) Gym18: The lawyer Walther is sitting in his office every evening. 

(160) CBS10: The lawyer Walther is sitting in his office every night 

Strictly speaking, the iterative adverbial indicates a habit and calls for a non-progressive form. However, it 

may be possible to look at the situation as durative activities that happen habitually over a limited period 

of time (Palmer 1987: 62). It can be illustrated as such: |-----> |-----> |----->. So when the respondents 

choose the progressive, they indicate that the situation involves an activity with limited duration, where 

the activity happens now and continues for some time into the future. This would be possible if it involved 

a durative activity, however it is less likely in this case as sidde tends toward being a state verb, and due to 

the fact that the Danish adverbial dictates a habitual meaning, as mentioned above.  

So a reason why the progressive is less likely in this VG may be that with the progressive form the 

situation refers to limited duration, and the verb sidder becomes an activity, which, as mentioned above, is 

not likely. However, in Danish it is possible to write han sidder (stative) på kontoret og læser (atelic) and 

this is usually translated into English with the progressive he is sitting in his office (and (he is) reading (a 

more idiomatic English translation might be: he is reading in his office). If the respondents anticipated a 

second verb, and that he was actively doing something in his office, this may be a reason for the 

progressive use.  

 

VG64: SEKRETÆREN ER VED AT AFSLUTTE TELEFONSAMTALEN 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activities 

Benchmark: P  

B1: The secretary is just finishing talking on the phone | B2: The secretary is on the point of ending her 

phone call 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 
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Gym   50.00 %  6   12 

CBS   40.00 %  6   15 

Error count, VG64 

This is an activity in progress, which needs to be translated with a progressive form. However, we see that 

the percentages of errors are high in this VG. The problem is that the respondents seem to have transferred 

the Danish lexical expression of this VG instead of using a progressive form, which would be appropriate. 

The durative activity is happening right now, and it continues into the future although we do not know for 

how long. The majority of the respondents who did not use a progressive form translated by means of 

lexical expressions. The percentages of lexical strategies are: 41.66 % of the gymnasium respondents and 

33.33 %. Nevertheless the CBS respondents have a higher occurrence of progressive than the gymnasium 

respondents in this VG. The respondents may be influenced by the simple form in the Danish sentence and 

have translated it into a non-progressive in the English translation. Examples of lexical expressions in this 

VG made by the respondents are: 

(161) Gym27: The sekretarian [sic] is about to end the phone conversation 

(162) Gym29: the Secretarien [sic] is on her way to end the conversation 

(163) CBS5: The secretary is about to end the conversation 

(164) CBS16: The secretary is about to end the conversation on the phone 

The examples show us that many respondents chose to translate er ved at literally instead of using a 

progressive form. In fact, er ved at is an indication of progressive meaning as seen in section 2.1.2.8 on 

Danish and the progressive. Rather a lot of the CBS respondents used the expression about to end, 

whereas the gymnasium respondents who chose lexical expressions were more creative: 

(165) Gym12: the [sic] secretor [sic], is almost at the end of his conversation at [sic] the phone 

(166) Gym26: The secretary is at the end of the phoneconversation [sic] 

(167) Gym27: The sekretarian [sic] is about to end the phone conversation 

(168) Gym29: the [sic] Secretarien [sic] is on her way to end the conversation 
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It is interesting that some of the gymnasium respondents who used progressive forms maintained a lexical 

construction of er ved at: 

(169) Gym6: The secretary is about ending the telephone conversation 

(170) Gym11: The secretary is in the middle of ending the phone conversation 

Example (170) portrays a construction similar to B2 (The secretary is on the point of ending her phone 

call), who also chose a lexical expression combined with the progressive form. However, none of the CBS 

respondents who used progressive forms chose to preserve this element. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VG7: HANS SEKRETÆR STÅR UDEN FOR DØREN  

Aktionsart: Stative, relations, extensive relations 

Benchmark: N-P  

B1: His secretary is just outside | B2: His secretary is on the other side of door 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   48.28 %  14   29 

CBS   56.25 %  9   16 
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This VG involves a state verb and needs to be translated into non-progressive form. Our intention with the 

VG was that a progressive form should have been applied, as the situation portrays a temporary current 

situation. We shall explain possible reasons for the benchmarks’ translations, in more detail below.  

(171) B1: His secretary is just outside 

(172) B2: His secretary is on the other side of door 

Står is a state verb, and the situation is stative in nature, which may explain why the benchmark 

translations of the VG are non-progressive. The benchmark translations do not include the verb stand, but 

instead the verb is. Be may in itself be completely unspecified for Aktionsart, however, since it does not 

suggest that the agent is intentionally standing outside the door, the default reading is stative. This can be 

illustrated with another example:  

(173) The sphinx is just outside  

Here it is obvious that the situation involves a permanent state. The reason for this may be that is in this 

VG is the copula, which means that it does not identify who the secretary is, but rather where she is. 

However, it may not be perceived as such in the non-progressive form, which is perhaps more apparent in 

B2, where the situation may be conceived as the notion that the secretary has her desk on the other side of 

the door and that is where she is during office hours. B1 has included the modifier just in the sentence, and 

here it emphasises outside (Swan 2005: 287) to show that the secretary is close by. 

The fact that our VG involves a human subject as opposed to the fixed structure in example (173) above as 

well as the fact that the situation can be prolonged (Longman 1999: 473) (we do not know for how long 

time she will be standing outside the door) may provide clues as to why about half of both groups of 

respondents chose the progressive form. 

As mentioned, we expected for this VG to be translated with the progressive form, however, our 

considerations were based on the usage of the verb stand. A progressive form in this VG combined with 

stand would entail that she is standing outside temporarily as she awaits her knocks to be answered, 

whereas the non-progressive implies a permanent state; that she stands outside the door “forever”.  

However, if we were to alter the percentage to show us how many chose a non-progressive translation to 

this VG, it would look like this: 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 
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Gym   51.72 %  15   29 

CBS   43.75 %  7   16 

So if we were to “reverse” the numbers, and take the perspective that the progressive form is an 

appropriate translation, then we still see high percentages of errors. Why do the respondents choose a 

simple present and not a progressive? All of the non-progressive forms constructed by the gymnasium 

respondents contain the verb stand. The non-progressive form of stand seems inappropriate here, because 

the Danish VG expresses a durative situation of standing outside for a limited period of time. 

(174) Gym3: His secretary stands outside the door 

(175) CBS8: His secretary stands outside the office 

Most of the CBS respondents have chosen to transfer the verb stå as well, but four of the CBS students 

have chosen an is-construction similar to this one: 

(176) CBS4: (VG7) His secretary is outside the door, (VG8) knocking 

Interestingly, all of the CBS respondents who chose this structure had an -ing form in VG8 (og banker på), 

which may be connected to the use of is in VG7. The benchmarks use a simple present in both VG7 and 

VG8, which they may have chosen to do in order to establish harmony between the two VGs. 

(177) B1: His secretary is just outside and knocks.  

(178) B2: His secretary is on the other side of door and knocks on it.  

A reason why the respondents did not use a progressive form may also be that the Danish clause does not 

indicate internal focus. If we had included an adverbial such as lige nu the expected progressive sense 

would have been more obvious, and perhaps that would have resulted in more progressive constructions 

from the respondents. 

Because of the Aktionsart of the Danish sentence, it may be difficult for the respondents to see the 

situation as durative, although durative elements may be inherent in the verb itself. 

It may again be argued that the reason that some choose the non-progressive form is that they see the VG 

as a commentary or description of the state of standing and that it is to be viewed with an external focus. 

Lastly it may also be a case of a transfer of the simple present from Danish into English. 
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VG53: SÅDAN OPFØRER DEN SIG TIT LIGE I ØJEBLIKKET 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activities 

Benchmark: N-P  

B1: it’s often been on the blink lately | B2: it often behaves like that at the moment 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   35.29 %  6   17 

CBS   31.25 %  5   16 

Error count, VG53 

This VG needs to be translated with a non-progressive form. However, when we constructed the VG we 

anticipated a translation with the progressive, since it is an activity, which may also be seen as a 

temporary habit. The benchmarks have translated this VG with the non-progressive form; B1 used the 

present perfect and B2 the simple present.  

Our reason for suggesting a progressive form in the English translation is among others that this VG is a 

temporary habit, where the temporary sense is evident from the adverbial lige i øjeblikket. If the sentence 

was “sådan opfører den sig tit”, then we would be more inclined to view it is a habit with a permanent 

sense, as that sentence refers to something that occurs often. If we had created a sentence such as “sådan 

opfører den sig hver dag” the adverbial hver dag would leave no doubt that the habit is regular and 

permanent. The situation in this VG indicates that the reoccurring activity is temporary and sporadic, and 

the situation does not happen regularly as a habit in the usual sense. 

Then why did the two benchmarks and 64.71% of the gymnasium respondents and 68.75 % of the CBS 

respondents translate this VG with a non-progressive form?  It is possible that some may see the verb 

opføre sig as stative and translate it as such. The respondents may see opføre sig as a state that continues 

“forever”, and perhaps not as something that can change. Furthermore, the problem might be that the 

subject performing the behaviour in this VG is not human, and the respondents may not think that an 

object can function as an agent. We, however, do not see opføre sig as stative, as the verb does involve 
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change and has an input of energy, as is the case with non-stative scenarios. Moreover, the respondents 

may have had difficulties with the adverbials tit, which refers to reoccurrence and lige i øjeblikket, which 

serves as a temporary time frame. The adverbial tit may have caused the respondents to think that a non-

progressive form was appropriate. This may indicate that the respondents do not fully understand the 

adverbials and their impact on the VG, ranging from permanent to less permanent to temporary meaning, 

which seems to have caused misunderstandings when they translated it into English. These are some of the 

non-progressive translations: 

(179) Gym6: It acts like that a lot in this time 

(180) Gym23: it does that a lot at the moment 

(181) CBS3: it often acts like that for the time being 

(182) CBS4: that’s how it behaves most of the time at the moment 

(183) CBS15: that’s just the way it operates at the moment 

In these examples, we see that the temporary adverbial and the non-progressive form do not always seem 

to work together. However, many of the examples above are perfectly idiomatic English sentences. The 

respondents seem to know how to construct the adverbial and they know the form, but they fail to consider 

the meaning of the adverbial and the effect it can have on the aspect of the situation. It may be difficult to 

see the difference between the progressive and the non-progressive in a situation such as this, however, in 

the most basic sense the internal focus of the progressive means that the activity is seen as a continuous 

activity happening at the moment of speech. The non-progressive takes an external focus, which means 

that the behaviour may be attached to the printer as a general characteristic, which may clash with an 

adverbial that confines the situation to “now”. 35.29 % of the gymnasium respondents and 31.25 % of the 

CBS respondents chose a progressive form in this VG: 

(184) Gym10: *it is behaving like that for some time now 

(185) Gym27: it is allways [sic] behaving like that at the moment 

(186) Gym28: It is often acting like this at the moment 

(187) CBS2: it’s doing it a lot these days 
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In these constructions, the temporary adverbial almost becomes redundant, because the temporary 

meaning is implied by the progressive form. It may also be difficult to write the VG fluently with the 

present progressive, which may be why several respondents chose constructions with the present perfect 

progressive: 

(188) CBS7: it has been doing that all the time these days 

(189) CBS11: it has not been functioning properly for quite some time now 

(190) CBS12: It’s been acting that way for a while now 

These constructions seem similar to the ones made in VG80 (åh nej, det er ellers gået bedre og bedre med 

ham de sidste par dage) below and they may be appropriate with this VG in that it refers back in time to 

something that still applies in the present. No present perfect progressive forms were found among the 

gymnasium respondents’ translations, which may be caused by the fact that there is no perfect progressive 

form stated in the Danish sentence. In VG80, where the gymnasium respondents did use a perfect 

progressive form, the Danish sentence had a present perfect progressive, so that was most likely what they 

were influenced by. 

 

 

 

 

VG28:  FOR JEG FØLER MIG ALLEREDE TRÆT 

Aktionsart: Stative, mental states, attitudes 

Benchmark: N-P  

B1: I’m tired | B2: because I already feel tired  

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   32.14 %  9   28 
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CBS   37.50 %  6   16 

Error count, VG28 

This VG was difficult to analyse, because the benchmark translators have both chosen a non-progressive 

form, which is not what we expected. The situation portrayed is an attitude, but it is used actively, which 

shifts the Aktionsart from stative to non-stative, and may suggest the use of a progressive form. That being 

said, it may be argued that there is little or no difference between the progressive and non-progressive 

forms. 34.14 % of the gymnasium pupils and 37.50 % of the CBS students have chosen a progressive form 

here. The error percentages are almost equal, which may indicate that there is little development in the use 

of this type of construction. These translations paint the general picture of all the translations made by the 

respondents: 

(191) Gym10: because I already feel tired  

(192) CBS5: because I already feel tired 

(193) Gym25: because I am already [sic] fealing [sic] tired 

(194) CBS14: because I’m already feeling tired 

We have categorized this situation, and meaning of the verb, as an attitude, however Leech (1971: 23) 

refers to the same concept as bodily sensation. Furthermore, when combined with the progressive the 

Aktionsart is changed to activity. 

Since the majority of the respondents who completed this VG have chosen the non-progressive form, it 

may imply that this form is more commonly used with these sorts of expressions. Nevertheless, a 

progressive form may be an appropriate choice here, in the sense that if we look at the basic distinction 

between progressive and non-progressive, then the progressive form would imply that he is feeling tired at 

the moment of speech as a consequence of all the work he has been doing, and that it is only temporary. 

The non-progressive form may imply that he generally feels tired in a stative sense, and that he will stay 

tired “forever”. The use of the time adverbial allerede also implies that he is feeling tired (from the work) 

and is about to become really tired, if he continues as opposed to him being equally tired all of the time.  

 

VG25: JEG ER I GANG MED DET SIDSTE 
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Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activities 

Benchmark: P  B1: I’m just finishing | B2: I am just finishing off 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   31.03 %  9   29 

CBS   31.25 %  5   16 

Error count, VG25 

In this VG the utterance refers to a situation which is a continuous activity that is happening at the 

moment of speech for a period of time that is considered temporary. It is an activity of which we do not 

know the beginning or end.  It would therefore be appropriate to translate this VG into English using a 

progressive form. Although the majority of the respondents used a progressive form, 31.03 % of the 

gymnasium respondents and 31.25 % of the CBS respondents chose to rephrase this VG in a non-

progressive form. The Danish lexical phrase i gang med, which is used in this VG, is a typical indicator of 

progressive meaning. This expression may have caused several respondents to transfer the Danish 

structure into the English translation: 

(195) Gym20: I am about to do the last work 

(196) CBS15: I’m about to finish up 

These examples show that some respondents have used lexical means in English in order to bring out the 

same semantic element as in the Danish clause, however, their attempts were not successful since most of 

the translations to not seem to capture the exact same meaning as the Danish VG. Furthermore, these 

translations do not give the impression of a continuous activity and for instance in example () (gym20) it 

appears as though the subject “he” is about to do the work. But actually, the Danish lexical construction 

expresses that he is doing it at the moment of speech and may have been doing it for some time. This 

shows a lack of understanding of the basic aspectual meaning in the Danish sentence. 

However, most of the respondents did choose the appropriate member of the aspect category in this VG, 

and there are almost equal percentages of errors between the two groups: 

(197) Gym1: I am working on the last [sic] 
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(198) Gym10: I am doing the last [sic] 

(199) CBS1: I’m working on the last bits 

(200) CBS6: I’m just going through the last few things 

These sentences portray the progressive form clearly indicating that he is working “now”. The situation is 

also continuous, and it may continue after the utterance is said. Activities with the verbs work or do are 

also often seen with the progressive form to indicate activities (Biber 1999: 471), and furthermore, 

activities are the situations that are most associated with the progressive forms among learners as seen in 

section 2.2.1 on developmental sequences. 

 

VG48: FORRESTEN, PRINTEREN ER BESVÆRLIG I DAG 

Aktionsart: Stative, relations, intensive relations 

Benchmark: B1: By the way, the printer’s playing up today | B2: by the way, the printer is giving trouble 

today 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   47.62 %  10   21 

CBS   31.25 %  5   16 

Error count, VG48 

This is another tricky VG in the sense that the situation is stative, but it is used actively with a temporary 

current meaning with the progressive form. The Aktionsart is stative because of the descriptive nature and 

the state verb er. When reading into the meaning of this clause, the verb er says something about the 

printer’s behaviour at that point in time (today), rather than its general state. So it should be translated by 

means of a progressive form in order to portray that temporary happening. The benchmarks are in 

agreement that a progressive form is appropriate, which is seen in their translations of the VG: 

(201) B1: By the way, the printer’s playing up today 

(202) B2: by [sic] the way, the printer is giving trouble today 
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The progressive form has the ability to bring out an almost human quality in the printer, applying 

agentivity to the situation. It seems as if the printer is deliberately acting up.  

The tricky part for 47.62 % of the gymnasium pupils and 31.25 % of the CBS students may be seeing the 

state of er besværlig as something temporary instead of a permanent state. However, the temporary 

adverbial i dag should have led the gymnasium pupils to infer that the situation is temporary. The majority 

of the CBS respondents who chose the non-progressive have tried to rephrase the VG: 

(203) CBS14: By the way, there is trouble with the printer today 

(204) CBS10: By the way, there are some problems with the printer today 

(205) CBS6: by [sic] the way, there are issues with the printer today 

(206) CBS15: By the way, there have been some problems with the printer today 

This may be an indication that some respondents may not be inclined to think that an object is able to 

control a situation, in this case its behaviour, which normally only animate subjects are capable of.  In this 

case, they changed the printer’s position from being the agent to the affected. See section 2.1.1.1 on the 

stative/ non-stative distinction. 

In these sentences, the CBS students have avoided turning the printer into an active agent, even though 

that was exactly our intention with the VG. By using the non-progressive passively, they have managed to 

confine the situation to today, however, the printer has lost the agent representation that is evident with the 

use of the progressive. The remaining students used the progressive form in their translations: 

(207) CBS1: By the way, the printer is acting funny today 

(208) CBS5: By the way, the printer is acting out today 

(209) CBS8: By the way, the printer is being difficult today 

In these examples they have captured the human quality that we expected, and this works well with the 

progressive. 

Some of the translations by the gymnasium pupils show transfer of structures from the Danish VG: 

(210) Gym26: By the way, the printer is difficult today 
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(211) Gym15: For the record, the printer is wierd [sic] today 

(212) Gym10: by [sic] the way, the printer is irritating today  

The translation by gym10 is perhaps an intended progressive form, but in that case irritate is a transitive 

verb and needs the indirect object me to function as a progressive form. Instead, irritating is an adjective 

and seems to be a transfer of the Danish adjective irriterende, which may be the strategy employed by 

gym10, because they did not know the proper translation for besværlig. The same issue was detected in 

gym3, 17 and 20: 

(213) Gym3: By the way, the printer has been troubleing [sic] today 

(214) Gym17: by [sic] the way, the printing machine, is troubeling [sic] today 

(215) Gym20: By the way the copy machine has been troubling today 

The pupils constructed some creative sentences that do not capture the internal focus of the active and 

durative situation, but they still managed to display the printer as an active agent: 

(216) Gym21: By the way, the printer was against me today 

(217) Gym22: by [sic] the way the printmachine [sic] is very irritated today 

Only one pupil used be in a usual progressive form: 

(218) Gym8: by [sic] the way, the printe [sic] is being redicilous [sic] today 

Moreover, the gymnasium respondents used the progressive form more creatively than the CBS students, 

which is evident in these sentences: 

(219) Gym14: By the way, the printer is not working well today 

(220) Gym28: By the way, the printer is acting weird today 

(221) Gym19: For the rest [sic], the printer is having some difficulties today 

(222) Gym11: By the way the printer is playing tricks on me today 
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VG43: JO, JEG SPILLER JO TENNIS HVER ONSDAG 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activities 

Benchmark: N-P | B1: I play tennis every Wednesday | B2: By all means, I always play tennis on a 

Wednesday 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   46.15 %  12   26 

CBS   12.50 %  2   16 

Error count, VG43 

This is an activity and a habit. The adverbial hver onsdag tells us that it is a reoccurring regular activity. 

Almost half of the gymnasium respondents have made errors in this VG. They are clearly not familiar 

with the fact that the progressive cannot be used to express a permanent habit. They may have been 

confused by the Danish verb spiller (play), as this is an activity verb, which is often used in progressive 

contexts (Biber et al. 1999:471).  

(223) I’m playing a game 

However, in this instance it should be evident from the habitual adverbial that a progressive form is not 

appropriate. The progressive form contrasts with the habitual adverbial hver onsdag, as the progressive 

with its temporary meaning cannot be combined with the regularity expressed in the adverbial. There is no 

other adverbial to give us the impression that this is, for instance, a temporary habit as opposed to a 

regular habit, as was the case in VG53 (sådan opfører den sig tit lige i øjeblikket), where we saw two 

adverbials tit and lige i øjeblikket. Most of the CBS respondents seem be aware of the fact that a non-

progressive form is appropriate when expressing a habit, whereas nearly half of the gymnasium 

respondents are not. Here are some examples of errors made by the respondents: 

(224) Gym27: Sure, I am playing tennis every wedensday [sic] 

(225) CBS15: Off [sic] course, I’m playing tennis each Wednesday anyway 

In these constructions, it seems that the respondents disregarded the habitual adverbial, and just focused 

on the verb. In other instances, one could easily say “I am playing tennis”, if for instance it was a current 
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situation, but in this VG it does not work, because the situation is a habit. By applying the progressive 

form, focus is shifted from viewing the situation as a whole to looking at the internal structure of the 

situation. Furthermore, the errors may arise due to the fact that the VG is an activity, and as mentioned 

earlier, activities are highly associated with the progressive forms (Bardovi-Harlig 2000:237).  

These are some of the constructions made by the respondents, where the appropriate member of the aspect 

category was applied:  

(226) Gym23: Yeah, I play tennis every Wednesday 

(227) Gym25: Yes, I do play tennis every wensday [sic] 

(228) CBS9: I play tennis every Wednesday remember 

(229) CBS10: Sure, I play tennis every Wednesday 

In these examples, the non-progressive form is used correctly to indicate that this is a habitual situation 

that continues “forever” at regular intervals of time. 

 

VG80: ÅH NEJ, DET ER ELLERS GÅET BEDRE OG BEDRE MED HAM DE SIDSTE 
PAR DAGE 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, processes 

Benchmark: P 

B1: Oh no, he’d been getting better and better the last couple of days 

B2: Oh no. Things had been getting better and better for him over the past few days 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   42.86 %  3   7 

CBS   0 %   0   14 

This VG describes a process; the adjective phrase “bedre og bedre” shows an increase in activity (Palmer 

1987:56) and gives a sense of duration that enables the progressive form which can be used to show 
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process and development. 42.86 % of the gymnasium respondents have not used the appropriate member 

of the opposition in this VG, whereas all of the CBS respondents were able to translate this VG correctly 

according to the benchmarks. Instead of a progressive form, the respondents constructed the following 

sentences: 

(230) Gym13: oh no, the last days have been better 

(231) Gym24: Oh no, he has been better and better the last couple of days 

Only 24.13 % of the gymnasium respondents managed to complete this VG and still they had a high 

percentage of errors. It is interesting that the ones who made errors in this VG chose the present perfect in 

their method of translating. The difference between the progressive form and the perfect form in this 

context is that the perfect form cannot be used to show development or improvement of condition as is 

intended here. The perfect form just tells us that there was a point in time when he was doing better and 

that situation continued up until now, which is correct. Ultimately, a perfect form can only portray 

activities, habits, states and events and not processes (Hjulmand and Schwartz 2009: 185). 

It is also important to note that there is a difference in usage of the present perfect between Danish and 

English, which is that the present perfect in Danish is used more as a past tense, although its reference to 

the past is not as precise as the usual past tense. In English, the present perfect is more limited in its use, 

for instance, one cannot use a present perfect form in a sentence expressing a situation that was clearly 

finished in the past. This is, however, possible in Danish (Davidsen-Nielsen et al. 1982: 57):  

(232) Jeg har boet i London 

(233) I lived in London”. 

There is, nonetheless, a high degree of past and present perfect progressive forms: 

(234) Gym23: Oh no!, it had been getting better and better over the last couple of days 

(235) Gym28: Oh no, it has been going better and better with him the last couple of days 

(236) CBS1: Oh no. He’s been doing better and better the last couple of days 

(237) CBS10: Oh no, he has been getting better and better the last couple of days 
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The reason for this approach may be that the respondents have interpreted that the situation when he was 

better started somewhere in the past, but is still relevant and therefore has decided to use a perfect form 

into the translation. The likelihood also exists that the respondents were influenced by the present perfect 

form in the Danish sentence, and chose to transfer it into the English translation. 

 

VG34: OG BAGEFTER SKAL VI MÅSKE UD AT SPISE 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activities 

Benchmark: N-P  

B1: and perhaps go out for something to eat afterwards | B2: after which we shall possibly go out for a 

meal 

   Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym    37.93 %  11   29 

CBS    25.00 %  4   16 

Error count, VG34 

This VG is a future activity and it has caused some problems for the analysis. Before we continue with it, 

we will clarify the issues. The benchmarks have both chosen non-progressive forms, however B1’s 

translation is difficult to characterise. In order to explain it, we need to look at the context of VG33 (Vi 

skal besøge min far på hospitalet) and VG34 together, as they form one cohesive situation: 

(238) B1: (VG33) We’re going to visit my father at the hospital, (VG34) and perhaps go out for something 

to eat afterwards 

(239) B2: (VG33) We shall be visiting my father in hospital, (VG34) after which we shall possibly go out 

for a meal 

B1 has chosen a simple form in VG34, which is why we have counted the errors from the viewpoint that 

the benchmark translations are both non-progressive. However, if it is understood in connection with 

VG33, it could be argued that B1 has made a reduced clause in VG34, where we’re going to has been left 

out. But seeing as we have counted errors on the basis of separated verb groups, and that we can only 

make our error count based on what is written, VG34 has to be counted as a non-progressive form.  
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In terms of B1’s choice of aspect, one might say that a simple go out seem inappropriate here, since the 

Danish sentence conveys future meaning. However, the simple present may be used to refer to the future 

as a fact and attributes the same degree of certainty that we do to present or past events. Furthermore, two 

of the CBS students translate VG34 with a simple present go out as well:  

(240) CBS10: (VG33) We are going to see my father in the hospital (VG34) and maybe afterwards we go 

out to dinner 

(241) CBS12: (VG33) We are going to visit my father at the hospital (VG34) and maybe go out to eat 

afterwards  

Six CBS respondents used the modal verbs may/might  in connection with the simple present go out to 

express an uncertain future activity, as seen in these examples: 

(242) CBS2: and afterwards we may go out to eat 

(243) CBS6: and then we might go out for dinner 

The majority of the respondents do, however, translate the VG with the future construction will/shall or 

the progressive. As this VG needs to be translated with a non-progressive form according to the 

benchmarks, it means that all progressive forms are counted as errors. According to that assumption, it 

means that 37.93 % of the gymnasium pupils and 25 % of the CBS students make errors. 

(244) Gym3: and maybe after that we are going out to dine 

(245) Gym10: and after that we will be going out for dinner 

(246) Gym28: and afterwards we are maybe going out dinning [sic] 

(247) CBS4: and afterwards we might be going out for dinner 

(248) CBS5: and afterwards we are going out for dinner 

Even though a non-progressive is the appropriate choice according to the benchmark translations, our 

intention was for the VG to portray the future activity through a present progressive form, which would 

refer to a present plan that is to be realised in future time. The essential element to achieve here is to 

express futurity and for that matter it is possible to use both the progressive and future constructions with 
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will and shall in the non-progressive. If we were to accept that assumption, then almost none of the 

respondents have made errors except for one CBS student: 

(249) CBS13: We might have to get something to eat 

With have to CBS13 expresses obligation or necessity, which is a transfer of one of the interpretations of 

the Danish verb skal as we also find in VG33. Moreover, we noticed that a couple of the gymnasium 

pupils have used -ing forms that may be evidence of beginning learners’ progressive constructions (they 

have been counted as N-P): 

(250) Gym15: and afterwards going out for dinner 

(251) Gym19: and afterwards we might going [sic] to eat dinner 

Gym19 is the most obvious example of an “unfinished” progressive. Gym15 may have just reduced the 

clause, because she has continued a progressive form from VG33, as the benchmark may have done as 

well. As mentioned in section 2.2.1 on developmental sequences, this “unfinished” use of the progressive 

without the auxiliary is commonly seen in the early stages of acquisition of the progressive. 

 

VG33: VI SKAL BESØGE MIN FAR PÅ HOSPITALET  

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activities 

Benchmark: P 

B1: We’re going to visit my father at the hospital | B2: We shall be visiting my father in hospital 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   41.38 %  12   29 

CBS   18.75 %  3   16 

Error count, VG33 

This VG is a future activity that, according to the benchmark, has to be translated with a progressive form. 

However, it may also possible to use other non-progressive future types, and that creates some issues, 

which we will address before we conduct the error analysis of VG33. All non-progressive forms have 
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been counted as errors, however, it may be relevant to view the future constructions of will and shall + 

infinitive that represents a neutral future form, which is also acceptable in this VG. 3 gymnasium pupils 

chose these types, and when we include these constructions as acceptable in the error count a revised 

percentage looks like this: 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   31.03 %  9   29 

CBS   18.75 %  3   16 

Revised error count, VG33 

This leaves us with 31.03 % gymnasium pupils, who have chosen inappropriate non-progressive forms. 

None of the CBS students chose a will/shall future tense, and therefore their error percentage remains 

unchanged. 

The situation portrayed in the VG is a future acitivty based on a present plan or an intention, which 

usually calls for a progressive form or a simple future will or shall. The choice of a progressive form 

means that we maintain the internal focus of the situation of visiting, which we do not with a non-

progressive form. B2 combines the future form shall with the progressive infinitive form be visiting, 

which means that the visit will be in progress at some point in the future.  

The most common translation we found in the progressive is be going to with all but one of the 

gymnasium respondents (among those who used a progressive form) choosing this form (one wrote the 

informal “We are gonna”). Respondent gym10 chose a construction similar to B2: 

(252) Gym10: We will be visiting my dad at the hospital 

All of the CBS respondents also chose be going to except for one, who used the present progressive: 

(253) CBS1: We are visiting my father at the hospital 

There were two choices of will-constructions and one shall-construction made by the gymnasium 

respondents: 

(254) Gym5: We will visit my father at the hospital 

(255) Gym12: we [sic] shall visit my dad at the hospital 
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(256) Gym21: We will visit my father on [sic] the hospital 

In terms of the certainty of the future activity’s fulfilment, be going to and present progressive be + V-ing 

are the least certain and will/shall + infinitive and will/shall + progressive infinitive are the most certain. 

The progressive form does, however, convey a strong expectation of the future activity. The meaning of 

the modal verbs need and must are both obligations in their normal sense, and when used to construct a 

future time, they carry their obligatory meaning into the future. Leech also describes the subtle difference 

between the uses of the two progressive types, which concerns the fact that be going to + infinitive refers 

to an intention by the speaker and be + V-ing denotes a fixed plan, as also described in our theoretical 

framework. This difference is well outlined by these examples from the respondents:  

(257) Gym27: We are going to visit my father at the hospital 

(258) CBS9: We are going to the hospital to see my father 

(259) CBS1: We are visiting my father at the hospital 

The first two examples may be the result of an intention by the brothers, while the latter is more likely to 

be a fixed plan arranged between the brothers and their father. It is implied that the father is expecting 

them. Whether one future type is more correct than the others is not possible to determine, because the 

Danish sentence does not explicitly detail this. 

If we turn to the errors made by the respondents, we find evidence of transfer of Danish structures from 

Danish into English. The errors are typical inappropriate interpretations of the Danish modal verb skal, 

and 9 (31.03 %) of the gymnasium respondents chose this strategy. The errors made by the 3 (18.75 %) 

CBS students in this VG were also of this type. 

(260) Gym1: We have to visit my father on the hospital 

(261) Gym4: We got to meet my father at the hospital 

(262) Gym18: We must visit my father in the hospital 

(263) CBS8: We have to go visit our father at the hospital 

(264) CBS3: We need to visit my daddy on the hospital 
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The verb skal has multiple meanings in Danish, one being future meaning, where a progressive or simple 

future form is used in English, and one being obligation or necessity, where other constructions are used. 

The selection of the error types above shows that have to is the most common construction. The 

respondents have interpreted this VG as obligation or necessity with these constructions:  

Have (got) to, must and need to.  

A reason for this may be that the respondents, and the gymnasium pupils in particular, may know the 

distinction but not how to apply it. A possible means to avoiding this interpretation could have been to 

include a time adverbial such as i aften or senere to underline the futurity of the situation. The use of 

adverbial reference in VG34 (og bagefter skal vi måske ud at spise) is perhaps why the respondents have 

not used those constructions in that VG. 

It is quite interesting that more respondents transfer the obligation meaning of skal into English in this VG 

than in VG34. We shall discuss this further in section 4.3.2, where we analyse the use of future tense. 

 

VG41: JEG TÆNKTE PÅ 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activities 

Benchmark: P 

B1: I was wondering | B2: I was wondering 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   37.04 %  10   27 

CBS   0 %   0   16 

Error count, VG41 

This is an activity and needs to be translated by means of a progressive form. This VG is similar to VG17 

and again tænker is originally stative and therefore may not at first sight be compatible with a progressive 

form. Our intention with this VG was that it be translated with a progressive form for instance in () as a 

notion of politeness, which is one of the many ways of using the progressive form, and () is also a widely 

used expression. (265) I was wondering 
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Many of the respondents also opted for this structure: 

(266) Gym11, 14, 15, 17, 22, 23, 28: I was wondering 

(267) CBS1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 15, 16: I was wondering  

If we look at our expected translation “I was wondering”, which was also the translation that both 

benchmarks chose, then 61.11 % of the gymnasium respondents, who used a progressive form in this VG, 

chose other structures than “I was wondering”. Only 25 % of the CBS respondents chose other progressive 

structures than “I was wondering”, this may be caused by the increased level of experience with English 

that we assume the CBS respondents possess. The CBS respondents may have come across the expression 

“I was wondering” often in their studies, as it is a common expression of politeness in English. The 

respondents’ other choices of translation are: 

(268) Gym5: I am thinking 

(269) Gym19: I was thinking about 

(270) Gym10: I was thinking 

(271) CBS3, 6 and 14: I was thinking 

(272) CBS8: I was hoping 

If we compare (268) and the other examples, there is a difference between using the present progressive 

and the past progressive. With the present progressive, focus is more on the fact that he is actively 

thinking about it, whereas the past progressive form provides a more tentative expression, and so the past 

progressive works well, when constructing expressions of politeness (Leech 2004: 29-30). 

37.04 % of the gymnasium respondents made errors in this VG and none of the CBS respondents, which 

may be a clue that the CBS respondents understand the usage of progressive pragmatic softeners. 

The actual errors in this VG may occur because some of the gymnasium respondents may simply have 

translated the VG word for word. This may have occurred, because the verb in this VG is in the past tense, 

which some of the gymnasium respondents have transferred into the English translation. But actually this 

VG is related to now as well, starting in the past and continuing into “now”, as the subject is now bringing 

up the thoughts she has been having. Consequently, one should use the progressive as the benchmarks also 

suggest. Errors that were related to the before mentioned were: 
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(273) Gym2: I thought about 

(274) Gym3: I thought of 

(275) Gym4: I think 

As mentioned, only the gymnasium respondents had difficulties in choosing the correct member of the 

category in this VG, and some of them translated directly, however, that does not seem to be the case with 

for instance (275) by gym4. In most cases, the gymnasium respondents who did not use a progressive 

form in this VG used the simple past tense, so it may seem that they do not see the current relevance in 

this VG. 

 

VG82: FØR HAN SKYNDER SIG UD I REGNVEJRET FOR AT PRAJE EN TAXI 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, telic, actions 

Benchmark: N-P 

B1: before rushing out into the rain to hail a taxi | B2: before he goes out quickly into the rain to grab a 

cab. 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   28.57 %  2   7 

CBS   0 %   0   14 

Error count, VG82 

This VG is an action, which also makes it telic, and it should be translated with a non-progressive form, as 

the benchmarks have done. However, 28.57 % of the gymnasium respondents used a progressive form, 

and we will try to explain the reasons for this choice.  

The issue may be that this VG is not be seen as complete, and this may cause the respondents to use a 

progressive form, but in fact this VG is concentrated on its terminal point “for at praje en taxi”.  However, 

all of the CBS respondents and, as mentioned, the majority of the gymnasium respondents translated this 

VG appropriately. The errors made by the gymnasium respondents are represented in these examples: 
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(276) Gym12: before hes [sic] walking outside [sic] the rain and take a taxi 

(277) Gym13: before he is hurying [sic] out in [sic] the rain to get a cap [sic] 

When the progressive form is used, it applies internal focus to the sentence. For instance () and () have 

internal focus, which is not appropriate. The focus should be external and not internal, because we do not 

need to put focus on this part of the sentence. The respondents may also be inclined to use a progressive 

form, caused by the inherent duration of the verb in the Danish VG skynder sig, as this may seem like the 

situation is prolonged or stretched, which also happens when one applies internal focus with the 

progressive form. 

Some of the respondents who chose the correct member of the opposition made the following 

constructions: 

(278) Gym23: before he hurries out into the rain to catch a cab 

(279) Gym24: before he rushes out in [sic] the rain to get a taxi 

(280) CBS2: before he hurries out into the rain to hail a taxi 

(281) CBS3: before he rushes out in the rain to call for a yellow cab 

These translations show how this VG should be translated. The sentence should function as mere 

description of the situation, which it will not do, if used with the progressive form. 

 

VG5: HAN GÅR HEN MOD DØREN 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activities 

Benchmark: N-P  

B1: He moves towards the door | B2: He walks towards the door 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   27.59 %  8   29 

CBS   6.25 %   1   16 
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Error count, VG5 

In terms of Aktionsart, we have categorized this VG as an activity, because there is an input of energy. 

Since we are looking at the situation as uncompleted, we do not know how it ends or if the man will get to 

the door or not, which means that the situation is atelic. In terms of aspect, we expected a progressive 

form in the English translation, since it is a current durative situation with internal focus. However, the 

benchmarks have chosen a non-progressive form, so we find it necessary to discuss the possible reasons 

for that choice of translation, before we can analyse on the errors made by the respondents. 

At first glance, it may seem as if the VG is simply a description of activity, which might explain the use of 

the non-progressive. In commentary of situations occurring now, such as soccer matches, or in stage 

directions, it is common to use the non-progressive (Palmer 1987: 60). In terms of Aktionsart, it is also 

possible for the adverbial to carry telic or atelic meaning. When we look strictly at the Danish adverb hen 

it is telic (Heltoft and Hansen 2011: 838-40) as opposed to henad (atelic) or henne (stative), which may 

again explain why the benchmark target texts have chosen the non-progressive form. Yet, in this situation, 

it would be more logical to look at hen mod as a coherent unit, and since it can roughly be interpreted to in 

the direction of or on the way to, which carries atelic meaning, and in our opinion it would be appropriate 

translate the VG using the progressive form. On the other hand, perhaps the benchmark and the 

respondents felt that the inherent atelic meaning in the adverbial towards (as opposed to the telic to) made 

it possible to convey the progressive meaning simply through lexical means in English and opted not to 

use the progressive form of the verb. 

If we look at the VG in connection with the following VG6 (men taber kuverten på vejen), it becomes 

more apparent that a progressive form may be suitable in VG7. However, this depends on how one 

perceives the situation. If it is perceived as if he stops when he drops the envelope, then he will not have 

reached his terminal point (the door) and a progressive form can be applied. But if it is perceived as if he 

continues to walk to the door after he drops the envelope, then it is more likely for the respondents to 

choose a non-progressive form, because the situation fulfils its terminal point. However as there is no 

evidence that he reaches the door, the progressive would be the more appropriate solution here. 

Looking at the percentages of errors made by the respondents, we see that almost all of the CBS students 

have chosen a non-progressive form, and only 27.59 % of the gymnasium students have chosen a 

progressive form. This suggests that the CBS students perceive the VG in the same way as the benchmark 

translators. However, as mentioned we expected this VG to be translated with a progressive form, so if we 

“reverse” the numbers and count the non-progressive forms as errors, we will see this revised statistic: 
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  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   72.41 %  21   29 

CBS   93.75 %  15   16 

Non-progressive forms counted as errors, VG5 

It is now evident that the gymnasium respondents and in particular the CBS respondents may not have 

learned this specific type of distinction between the progressive and the non-progressive.  

If we look at some of the sentences the respondents have constructed, this difference in meaning becomes 

more apparent: 

(282) CBS4: He walks towards the door 

(283) Gym1: He walks towards the door 

(284) CBS16: He is walking towards the door 

(285) Gym7: He is walking towards the door 

Only one CBS student chose the progressive form in this VG, whereas 8 gymnasium respondents made 

progressive constructions. Almost all CBS students used a simple present construction with the adverbial 

towards as seen in () CBS4 above, with just one student who made a non-progressive sentence, where the 

verb itself expresses that the subject does not reach the door similar to the meaning expressed in the 

progressive, without using the adverbial: 

(286) CBS11: He approaches the door 

The gymnasium respondents have translated this VG more varyingly. Some of them have chosen to write 

in their own words how they understand the Danish sentence, while others have chosen translations 

similar to the benchmarks: 

(287) Gym4: He goes to the door 

(288) Gym9: He goes over to the door 

(289) Gym2: He walks against [sic] the door 

(290) Gym19: He walks over against [sic] the door 
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(291) Gym28: He walks towards the door 

(292) Gym24: He walks to the door 

They are equally wide-ranging in their choices of translation with progressive forms: 

(293) Gym10: While walking over to the door 

(294) Gym5: He is aproaching [sic] the door 

(295) Gym29: He is walking to the door 

(296) Gym13: He is going to the door 

(297) Gym25: He is going agains [sic] the door 

However, as is evident in the examples, the pupils used the preposition towards less frequently than the 

CBS students, who all, except one, used it. The use of the progressive with the adverb to as is seen in 

several sentences above changes the Aktionsart from atelic to telic. This was not the intention of the 

Danish sentence, however, it may be a question of how the situation is perceived. 

 

VG4: SOM SKAL SENDES TIL RETTEN 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, telic, events 

Benchmark: N-P 

B1: to be sent to court | B2: that are to be sent to the court 

   Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym    27.59 %  8   29 

CBS    6.25 %   1   16 

This VG situation is a telic event, which needs to be translated into a non-progressive form, according to 

the benchmarks. It is one of the few telic VGs that the respondents have translated with an inappropriate 

form. 27.59 % of the gymnasium pupils have chosen a progressive form. Both benchmark translators have 
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chosen non-progressive forms, one consisting of an infinitive construction and the other a finite form of be 

to + infinitive: 

B1: to be sent to court | B2: that are to be sent to the court. 

These constructions are similar to saying have to in that they involve obligation. They can also indicate a 

future happening, which is already determined in the present. 

Again the Danish verb skal has multiple possibilities for translation into English, which may be confusing 

for the respondents. The reason that it needs to be translated into a non-progressive form is that the 

situation expresses a fixed decision or an obligation. If the situation is translated into the progressive form 

be going to (which is going to be sent to the court), the meaning of the situation changes to prediction or 

intention by the speaker. This type of construction would entail the possibility that the papers might not be 

sent to court, which was not the intention with the Danish sentence. 8 pupils chose a progressive 

construction – going/going to/being: 

(298) Gym2: which is going to be send [sic] to the [BLANK] 

(299) Gym19: which are going in [sic] the court 

(300) Gym24: that are going to be sent to the court 

(301) Gym28: which are being send [sic] to the court 

In this VG, it is clear that there is a fixed decision or an obligation to send the papers to the court. 

However, the difference between a fixed plan and an intention is not explicit in the Danish sentence, and 

the respondents may not be able to detect it, if they are not aware of it. If the situation is perceived as 

being an intention to send the papers, it would explain the use of the progressive. 

Ten gymnasium respondents chose the appropriate non-progressive form to express obligation, which is 

displayed in these examples: 

(302) Gym7: that has to be sent to the court 

(303) Gym8: which has to be sent to the court 

(304) Gym26: that must be sent to the court 
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Furthermore, it is interesting to look at the other choices made by the gymnasium pupils, who chose future 

constructions in both the non-progressive and the progressive. 37.93 % of the gymnasium respondents 

chose a will/shall construction: 

(305) Gym3: which shall be sent to the court 

(306) Gym5: that will be sent to the court 

(307) Gym10: which will be sended [sic] to the court 

The difference between will/shall and have to/must is the sense of simple future and obligation. 

 

VG54: TELEFONEN RINGER UDE I FORKONTORET 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activities 

Benchmark: N-P 

B1: The telephone rings in the front office | B2: The telephone rings out in the lobby 

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   18.75 %  3   16 

CBS   25.00 %  4   16 

Error count, VG54 

This VG is characterised as an iterative activity that is happening now. In terms of aspect, we expected a 

progressive form, because the activity needs an internal focus to display some extent of duration. The 

benchmarks have however not chosen the progressive form. One reason for this may be that the 

benchmark translators see the phone ringing as a punctual situation, and not as an iterative activity. In that 

case, the situation also becomes telic, meaning that the phone rings just one time and stops. The difference 

of how to perceive the happening makes it more complex for us to analyse what member of the aspect 

category is the more appropriate choice for translating the VG. With this in mind, we will discuss the 

different motives for choosing one or the other member.  In this VG, the CBS students have a higher 

percentage of errors than the gymnasium pupils, according to the benchmark translations.  
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We originally expected this VG to be translated with a progressive form, because the situation is iterative, 

in that the phone is ringing in the other office and it would be near impossible for the secretary to run out 

and answer it after one single ring. Then why would both benchmark translators choose a non-

progressive? It may be because of the notion that the whole translation test is set up as stage directions to a 

play, in which it is common to use the non-progressive about present happenings as a sort of description or 

simulation of present activity (Palmer 1987: 60).  

If we count errors based on the notion that the VG should be translated with a progressive form, we get 

this revised statistic:  

  Error percentage Number of errors Completed this verb group 

Gym   62.50 %  10   16 

CBS   75.00 %  12   16 

This of course provides us with a very high error percentage for the respondents, which we will analyse 

and discuss below. 

All of the translations by the respondents are similar to these examples: 

(308) Gym23: The phone rings in the front office 

(309) Gym10: The telephone is ringing in the head office 

(310) CBS8: The phone rings at the front desk 

(311) CBS15: The telephone is ringing at the assistent’s [sic] desk 

It is evident in these examples that by using the non-progressive form the situation becomes void of the 

internal focus that was expected when we constructed the Danish VG. However, the Danish sentence is 

not explicit about the ‘ringing situation’, in terms of iterativity or the terminal point, and then it seems to 

be a likely solution for the respondents to transfer the Danish simple present into the English translation. 

When the phone rings in the non-progressive aspect it is viewed as a kind of element of surprise, where 

the phone suddenly rings, however, that is not implied in the Danish sentence either. 
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To finish off the VG analysis, we will mention one VG where we expected a different translation by the 

benchmarks and that there would be a basis for error analysis: 

VG62: HAN SPISER AF KAGEN PÅ VEJ UD AF DØREN 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activity 

Benchmark: N-P | B1: and has a bite on his way out | B2: He eats the cake while leaving 

 Completed this verb group % of progressive forms  % of non-progressive 

form 

Gym   15    20.00 %   80.00 % 

CBS   16    6.25 %    93.75 % 

Our intention and expectation of this VG was that the benchmarks and the respondents would translate it 

with a progressive form. The expression spiser af kagen compared to just saying spiser kagen or spiste 

kagen indicates that we have a durative situation and that the subject does not finish eating the cake, which 

is partly what B1 may have tried to show by saying “has a bite”. As mentioned in section 2.1.2.8  on 

Danish and the progressive, the transitive use of the verb spise with the preposition af changes the 

Aktionsart from an external to an internal focus. This element combined with the expression på vej shows 

that the situation is in progress, and consequently the progressive form may be appropriate, in our opinion. 

 

4.1.1 Application of -ing forms 

As mentioned earlier, an -ing form can have many different functions in a clause, and the function that we 

are interested in is of course when the -ing form is used in the construction of a finite form of to be + V-

ing with the progressive form. To be + V-ing is the normal way of expressing progressive meaning, but in 

the respondents’ translations, we have come across constructions of V-ing forms, where one may 

contemplate whether their intention with the clause containing only a V-ing form was to express 
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progressive meaning. This may be the case in VG8 (og banker på), where the majority of the respondents 

used a V-ing form. The translations that were easy to classify as progressive contained a finite form of to 

be + V-ing: 

(312) Gym22:  and she is knocking 

This is the only construction of a finite form of to be + V-ing that we saw among the respondents in this 

VG, however, with some of the V-ing forms that did not have a finite form of to be, we may argue that 

there is an intention to express the progressive form. For this purpose, we will look at VG7 (Hans 

sekretær står uden for døren) and VG8 (og banker på) in unison: 

(313) Gym1: (VG7) His secretary is standing outside the door (VG8) and knocking on the door 

(314) CBS3:  (VG7) His secretary is standing in front of the door (VG8) and knocking 

(315) CBS16: (VG7) His secretary is standing outside (VG8) knocking 

In these examples, it is possible that the V-ing form in VG8 is meant to express progressive meaning, as 

may refer back to is in VG7, using ellipsis to omit is in the final clause. One of the reasons why we have 

chosen to say that the V-ing forms in VG8 may be expected to represent progressive meaning is that there 

is no comma separating the two clauses and therefore it is likely that is in VG7 is supposed to apply to 

both the V-ing form in VG7 and inVG8. It follows that we do not see a progressive meaning of the 

following translations: 

(316) Gym20: (VG7) His secretary is standing outside the door, (VG8) knocking 

(317) CBS7: (VG7) His secretary is standing outside the door, (VG8) knocking 

In our opinion, the commas in these sentences separate the two VGs from one another, making the 

knocking clause in VG8 a complement to VG7. In our VG analysis, however, we have chosen to analyse 

each VG separately and therefore no V-ing forms are counted as progressive forms, only VGs that contain 

a finite form of to be + V-ing as in Gym22 are counted as progressive forms. 

Among VG7 (Hans sekretær står uden for døren) and VG8 (og banker på), there were also examples of 

V-ing forms, where there is no reason to believe that the respondents intended a progressive form in VG8: 

(318) Gym15: (VG7) His secretary stands outside the door, (VG8) knocking 
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(319) CBS9: (VG7) His secretary is outside the office, (VG8) knocking on the door 

(320) CBS14: (VG7) His secretary stands outside the door (VG8) knocking 

Gym15 and CBS14 use a simple present form of the verb stand in VG7 and V-ing forms in VG8, which 

means that the V-ing form has no finite form of to be to refer back to. CBS9 does use a finite form of to 

be, so it might have been a matter of ellipsis, but since there is a comma between the two clauses, that is 

not possible. 

We also saw several V-ing forms in VG32 (som er i gang med at renovere mit hus), and again it is 

necessary to involve the previous VG, so that we look at both VG31 (fordi jeg har håndværkere) and 

VG32 (som er i gang med at renovere mit hus). The progressive forms in VG32 are mostly referred to by 

relative clauses, and the full relative clauses are only seen among the gymnasium respondents: 

(321) Gym15: (VG31) because I have craftsmen at home (VG32) who is [sic] renovating my house 

(322) Gym26: (VG31) cause [sic] i [sic] have workers (VG32) who are renovating my house 

Both among the gymnasium respondents and the CBS respondents, we see several reduced relative 

clauses: 

(323) Gym12: (VG31) becouse [sic] i [sic] have working men (VG32) working whit [sic] my house 

(324) CBS16: (VG31) because I got [sic] carpenters (VG32) renovating my house 

These reduced relative clauses that complement a noun were seen more often among the CBS 

respondents. In fact, 79.31 % of the gymnasium pupils’ constructions in VG32 were full relative clauses, 

compared to 0 % of the CBS respondents’ constructions. 31.25 % of the CBS respondents used reduced 

relative clauses in this VG, compared to 6.89 % of the gymnasium respondents. B2 also constructed a 

reduced relative clause:  

(325) B2: (VG31) because there are workmen (VG32) renovating my house.  

The fact that the majority of the gymnasium respondents constructed a full relative clause rather than a 

reduced relative clause may indicate that they are dependent on the Danish structure in VG32 (som er i 

gang med at renovere mit hus), which also contains a full relative clause, meaning that in this instance, it 

seems that the gymnasium respondents transferred the Danish structure into their English translations.  
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The CBS respondents, however, were more inclined towards using a passive construction. They left out 

the structure in VG31 and incorporated it into VG32 where 50 % of the CBS respondents chose a passive: 

(326) CBS2: because my house is being worked on by renovation-workers 

(327) CBS7: because my house is undergoing renovation and it is filled with carpenters  

When looking at the VGs mentioned above: VG7 (Hans sekretær står uden for døren) and VG8 (og 

banker på), and VG31 (fordi jeg har håndværkere) and VG32 (som er i gang med at renovere mit hus), 

we see two very different different usages of -ing forms. 

As explained in chapter 2.2.1 on developmental sequences, there is a notion that students at lower levels 

of education such as the gymnasium respondents may associate the progressive form with a V-ing form 

instead of a finite form of to be + V-ing, and thereby they may forget the auxiliary verb. We did not find 

this to be a serious problem in the respondents’ translations. Among all of the respondents’ translations, 

there were 16 cases where the auxiliary was left out as concerns the gymnasium pupils, and 2 instances as 

concerns the CBS students: 

VG14 (mens han samler kuverten op) 

 (328) CBS5: while he a picking up the envelope 

VG53 (sådan opfører den sig tit lige i øjeblikket) 

 (329) Gym12: they doing that often at the time 

 (330) CBS13: it really not working that well at the moment 

VG2 (Lige nu arbejder han på en vigtig sag)  

 (331) Gym4: Right now he working on a very important case  

 (332) Gym12: Right now of the moment he working on a [sic] important thing 

If we look at the gymnasium respondents, then the tendency seems to be that the same respondents make 

this mistake on several occasions. In the few instances that the CBS respondents made errors of this kind, 

they seemed to be random errors stemming perhaps from carelessness, whereas the gymnasium 

respondents were under pressure to even complete the test within the timeframe, and may not have had 



 

101 | P a g e  
 

time to review their translations. So we can say that it may be a problem for some of the gymnasium 

respondents, but certainly not all of them.  

 

4.2 Analysis of benchmark disagreements 

In our error count, all verb groups produced by the respondents that differ from the benchmarks are 

assumed to be erroneous. However, the two benchmarks are not in accordance in all VGs. In a few VGs, 

the two benchmarks chose contrasting forms.  

The two benchmarks disagree in VGs 10, 23, 57, 76 and 79, and we will try to come to some conclusion 

as to why these VGs may have caused difficulties for the benchmarks and how these difficulties relate to 

the respondents’ translations. 

VG10: DU VAR PÅ VEJ HJEM 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activity 

Us: P| B1: you were going | B2: you were on your way home  

 Completed this verb group % of progressive forms  % of non-progressive 

form 

Gym   29    10.34 %   89.66 % 

CBS   16    6.25 %    93.75 % 

 

This VG represents a durative activity that is in progress. If we look at the benchmarks’ translations, we 

see that B2 chose to translate literally, in that he used a lexical expression that may have been influenced 

by på vej in the Danish translation. 

Our intention with this VG was that it should be translated with a progressive form to indicate a 

continuous activity with internal focus. However, only 10.34 % of the gymnasium respondents and 6.25 % 

of the CBS respondents used progressive forms in this VG: 

(333) Gym10: you were going home 



 

102 | P a g e  
 

(334) Gym21: you were heading home 

(335) CBS15: you were heading home 

This means that the remaining respondents applied a non-progressive form. The respondents’ translations 

show that all the non-progressive forms contain a construction similar to B2:  

(336) Gym3: you were on your way home 

(337) Gym4: you were on the way to go home 

(338) CBS1: you were on your way home 

(339) CBS3: that you where [sic] on the way home 

So the majority of the respondents found it appropriate to transfer the lexical expression from Danish into 

English. Why is difficult to say. It is a natural and perhaps convenient structure for the respondents to use, 

since they know it from their mother tongue. It may also work as a less stressed construction, as it does 

seem to be a informal construction. Furthermore, it is an acceptable construction in English, so there is for 

instance nothing ungrammatical about these constructions. When viewing the non-progressive forms, it 

seems that the respondents have transferred the structure in the Danish sentence into English maintaining 

the Danish simple present. Since the distribution of the progressive and non-progressive forms among the 

two groups of respondents is quite similar, then it may indicate that the superior language skills of the 

CBS respondents only influenced translation in this VG to a relative extent.  This may be due to the fact 

that constructions such as “I’m going” are familiar structures to the respondents. 

 

VG23: DU HAR VIST OGSÅ ARBEJDET LÆNGE NOK PÅ DEN SAG 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activity 

Us: P| B1: you’ve been working long enough on this case | B2: you seem to have spent enough time on 

that case 

 Completed this verb group % of progressive forms  % of non-progressive 

form 

Gym   29    34.48 %   65.52 % 
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CBS   16    50.00 %   50.00 % 

This activity is also continuous and durative, and it indicates that something is going on now and that it 

will continue into the future. 

We argue that one could use a progressive form to translate this VG, as the situation, as mentioned, is one 

of continuous current activity, and it is also temporary, as in that the subject probably will not work 

forever. This is portrayed very well in the translation by B1. B2’s translation presents a situation, where 

Walther has worked a lot on the case in recent time, lasting up until “now”. We do not know what will 

happen after the utterance.  

34.48 % of the gymnasium respondents and 50.00 % of the CBS respondents used progressive forms in 

this VG, which tells us that they also had difficulties choosing between the progressive and non-

progressive forms. Some of the non-progressive translations made by the respondents are as follows: 

(340) Gym2: You have worked a longtime [sic] on that case 

(341) Gym27: You have worked on this case long enough 

(342) CBS1: You’ve probably also worked long enough on that case  

(343) CBS13: I think you’ve worked long enough on this case 

All the progressive forms in the respondents’ translations are present perfect progressive constructions, 

and all non-progressive constructions include the present perfect form. Since the Danish VG also contains 

a present perfect form, this may grant us with the assumption that the respondents were influenced by the 

structure in the Danish sentence. More CBS respondents than gymnasium respondents chose a progressive 

form, which may be proof of their higher level of experience with English.  

Moreover, the situation is only made clear from the context of the surrounding VGs. Out of context, it is 

not possible to tell from this VG, if he is still working on the case or not. The difference in meaning 

between the two forms is that the present perfect refers to a recent event, which is still relevant, whereas 

the present perfect progressive involves an activity in progress in the past, which continues up until “now” 

and may still be true. 

The examples taken from the respondents’ translations do not quite bring out the meaning in the Danish 

sentence, because when the present perfect is used, it implies that the situation is not in progress right 
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now, which it actually is in this instance. According to Biber et al. (1999:471), the verb work is often used 

with the progressive form, and this may also have been a factor with the respondents, who did use a 

progressive form. 

 

VG57: MENS HUN TALER I TELEFONEN 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activity 

Us: P| B1: As she speaks on the phone, | B2: While she is speaking on the phone 

 Completed this verb group % of progressive forms  % of non-progressive 

form 

Gym   15    53.33 %   46.67 % 

CBS   16    25.00 %   75.00 % 

This situation indicates an activity, which is durative and in progress, as “she” is talking on the phone 

temporarily. 

We prefer a progressive form in this VG. A progressive form would indicate that she is speaking right 

now and also add duration and internal focus to the situation. The use of the progressive form creates a 

temporal frame around the activities in the following VGs, so the meaning is that the secretary keeps on 

speaking, while Walther gets ready to leave. This effect was not achieved by B1, who used non-

progressive forms in this VG as well as the following ones, which makes the situations sound more like 

sequences rather than temporal frame. 

Mens in this VG is a conjunction referring to duration, and just as the English while it can work as a 

“background situation”, expressing longer situations that are often used with the progressive.  

53.33 % of the gymnasium respondents and 25.00 % of the CBS respondents used a progressive form in 

this VG: 

(344) Gym28: Mean while [sic] she is speaking on the phone 

(345) CBS16: While she is talking in the phone 
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This tells us that they had the same difficulties as the benchmarks in choosing between a progressive or 

non-progressive form. Furthermore, the majority of the CBS respondents constructed this VG by means of 

a non-progressive form, so it may be that the adverbial did not convey enough progressive meaning for 

them to apply a progressive form.  

The translations with non-progressive forms were: 

(346) Gym3: While she is on the phone 

(347) Gym4: While she talks in the phone 

(348) CBS4: While she is on the prone 

(349) CBS13: While she talks on the phone 

The translations above are counted as non-progressive, since they do not include a progressive form, 

however, translations including is/talks on the phone may present the situation with extraordinary 

duration. Also, it may be argued that the respondents use the phrase “on the phone”, because it is a phrase 

that they know, and they have probably heard it being used in everyday language. Furthermore, these 

translations seem to be literal translations of the Danish VG, also maintaining the simple present. All of 

the CBS respondents who chose a non-progressive form did a variation of “she talks/is on the phone”. The 

gymnasium respondents used the same approach, except for a few respondents, who chose the preposition 

in, which is not correct in this clause. The simple present obviously indicates that the activity is happening 

right now, however, the simple present may also give the impression that “she talks on the phone” in a 

habitual, reoccurring way.   

 

VG76: SOM ER VED AT GÅ 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, activity 

Us: P| B1: who is leaving | B2: who is about to leave 

 Completed this verb group % of progressive forms  % of non-progressive 

form 

Gym   8    12.50 %   87.50 % 

CBS   13    15.38 %   84.62 % 
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This VG embodies an activity that is happening right now, and the Danish lexical expression er ved at 

shows us that the activity is durative. We would say that the construction that B1 has chosen to apply with 

the progressive form works with the meaning of the Danish sentence, and this is also the translation we 

expected. B2 has chosen to transfer the Danish lexical expression into the English translation, instead of 

using the grammatical aspect category. Both strategies applied by the benchmarks are equally acceptable, 

however, we wrote the Danish sentence with the intention that it be translated with a progressive form. 

There may also be a slight difference in meaning between using a progressive form or a non-progressive 

lexical expression in English; the progressive form “who is leaving” means that he is already in motion, 

whereas the non-progressive “who is about to leave” may give the impression that he is on the brink of 

getting up and leaving. Since we did not explicitly specify in the Danish sentence, whether he is in motion 

or not, it may be difficult to say that one form is more appropriate than the other. The lexical strategy is 

one that  many of the respondents also opted for: 

(350) Gym13: who is on his way out 

(351) Gym24: who is about to leave 

(352) CBS10: who is on his way out 

(353) CBS11: who is about to leave again 

The majority of the respondents used a lexical expression in this VG, instead of using the progressive 

form, their choices seem as a transfer of the Danish structure into the English translation. According to 

Swan, (2005:607)”on the/my etc way means ‘during the journey/movement’ or ‘coming’”. This definition 

may have ties to characteristics that are similar to those of the progressive form, however, as mentioned 

the lexical expression indicates more of an intention to start the activity than actually starting it (Swan 

2005:3).  

Only 12.50 %.of the gymnasium respondents who finished this VG, used a progressive form, whereas 

15.38 % of the CBS respondents used a progressive form: 

(354) Gym12: they [sic] at the same time is ?walking? her [sic] way 

(355) CBS2: who is leaving 

(356) CBS8: who is just leaving 
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The low percentage of progressive forms shows us that both groups of respondents may have been 

affected by the Danish lexical expression as so many chose to do an English variation of the expression. 

The Danish expression “er ved at” also appeared in VG64 (sekretæren er ved at afslutte telefonsamtalen), 

where we saw a reasonably lower level of transfer of the lexical expression and a higher level of 

progressive forms. We will discuss lexical expressions further in section 4.4.1 under tendencies. 

 

VG79: DET GÅR DÅRLIGERE MED DIN FAR 

Aktionsart: Non-stative, atelic, process 

Us: P| B1: Your father’s condition is deteriorating | B2: Things look worse for your father 

 Completed this verb group % of progressive forms  % of non-progressive 

form 

Gym   8    75.00 %   25.00 % 

CBS   14    85.71 %   14.29 % 

 

This VG denotes a process, in that the condition of the father is declining. Our intention with this VG was 

to portray a developing situation that should be translated with a progressive form, because the 

progressive form emphasises that this situation is happening right now, but that it is only true for a limited 

period of time. The difficult element in this VG is most likely how to express the comparative adjective 

“dårligere”, however, the most frequent strategy seems to be that the respondents either kept the adjective 

or turned it into a verb phrase, as B1 did. 

75.00 % of the gymnasium respondents and 85.71 % of the CBS respondents also used a progressive 

form, which may emphasises the fact that a progressive form is appropriate in this VG: 

(357) Gym12: it [sic] is going worse with your dad 

(358) Gym24: Your father is doing worse 

(359) CBS3: The condition with your dad are [sic] detouriating [sic] 
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(360) CBS4: Your dad is getting worse 

These translations indicate that the condition of the father recently started deteriorating, and that it is 

continuously getting worse. 

However, there were also respondents, who chose non-progressive forms: 

(361) Gym23: It has become worse with your dad 

(362) Gym27: Your dad is worse 

(363) CBS1: Your father’s had a relapse 

(364) CBS6: your [sic] fathers [sic] condition has worsened 

We see that a couple of respondents used the present perfect, which also indicates that the father’s 

condition recently deteriorated. However, what these non-progressive constructions fail to bring into the 

sentence is that this is a continuous situation, and that the father’s condition is progressively getting worse. 

These 5 verb groups represent the situations, on which the two benchmarks disagree. It seems that many 

of the disagreements occur when one benchmark uses a progressive form and the other rephrases the VG 

for instances with VGs with Danish lexical expressions. 

Aside from the disagreements, there are instances where one or both of the benchmark translators have 

chosen to leave out VGs. This occurred in VGs 17, 18, 31 and 38. 

 

4.3 Tendencies 

In this chapter, we will summarise the errors made by the respondents in order to point out the problem 

areas concerning translation in terms of aspect. These are divided into influence of adverbials, future and 

after that a section on transfer of simple forms and lexical expressions. 

 

4.3.1 The influence of adverbials 

In the VG analysis we noticed that a great deal of the respondents’ errors appear in VGs that include 

adverbials. We mention adverbials because they seem to have an influence on the respondents’ 
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translations, and thereby also on their choice between the progressive and the non-progressive forms. To 

begin with, we will concentrate on the adverbial that refer to habituality and temporality, since these 

evidently caused the most trouble for the respondents. Habitual adverbials are seen in: 

Progressive forms 

(382) VG1: Advokaten Walther sidder på sit kontor hver aften   GYM 51.72 %  CBS 31.25 %. 

(383) VG43: Jo, jeg spiller jo tennis hver onsdag    GYM 46.15 %  CBS 12.50 %. 

(384) VG51: Du ødelægger altid vores udstyr    GYM 60.00 %  CBS 75.00 %. 

As already stated in the theoretical framework, the progressive form cannot be used in situations that 

portray permanent habits, and as VG1 and VG43 portray two habitual situations with the adverbials hver 

aften and hver onsdag, they should be translated with a non-progressive form. VG51, however, is not to be 

perceived as a habitual situation. As explained in the analysis of VG51, by inserting the adverbial altid, 

one can express a subjective situation that is viewed with irony or annoyance in the progressive form. The 

majority of respondents, especially the CBS respondents, did, however, perceive this situation as a habit, 

and translated it with a non-progressive form. 

If we look at the percentages of errors in the VGs with habitual adverbials, then the CBS respondents do 

better than the gymnasium respondents in assessing the situation, which shows that they know that a 

permanent habit cannot be portrayed through a progressive form. However, in VG51 it seems that they 

were misled by the habitual sense of the adverbial altid and still used a non-progressive form. On the other 

hand, this shows us that the CBS respondents associate a permanent habit with the non-progressive form 

in general terms, which is usually a correct assumption. 

We also see errors in VGs with adverbials that express a temporary situation:   

Non-progressive forms 

(385) VG30: Jeg bor hos ham i øjeblikket      GYM 65.52 %  CBS 

37.50 % 

(386) VG48: Forresten, printeren er besværlig i dag     GYM 47.62 %  CBS 

31.25 % 

(387) VG53 : sådan opfører den sig tit lige i øjeblikket   GYM 64.71 %  CBS 68.75 % 
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(388) VG80: Åh nej, det er ellers gået bedre og bedre med ham  

de sidste par dage      GYM 42.86 %  CBS 00.00 % 

The temporality of the adverbials portrayed here should indicate the progressive form, but as can be seen 

from the percentages, a noticeable number of respondents chose to apply a non-progressive form to the 

temporary adverbials. Consequently, we can say that among the VGs with temporary adverbials, the CBS 

respondents are more accurate in their choice of form than the gymnasium respondents. However, in 

VG53, the majority of the respondents as well as the benchmarks chose a non-progressive form, possibly 

due to the fact that this VG contained two adverbials, one expressing temporality and one expressing 

repetition, which may have made the VG seem as a habit. 

In VG2 (lige nu arbejder han på en vigtig sag), we did not see as many non-progressive forms as with the 

other temporary adverbials above. Only 17.24 % of the gymnasium respondents and none of the CBS 

respondents chose non-progressive forms in this VG, and therefore this VG was not counted among the 

errors with the highest error percentages. Lige nu obviously points to something that is temporary and 

happening in the present, and perhaps the respondents understand that the progressive can be used to 

express such situations.  

We did not only see errors in VGs with temporary and habitual adverbials. In VG57 (mens hun taler i 

telefonen), the adverbial also plays a significant role. Mens, as mentioned earlier, can be used to express 

longer situations with the progressive, and function as a temporal frame for the following VGs. In this 

instance VG57 acts as a temporal frame for VG58 (tager Walther sin frakke på) and VG59 (og gør klar til 

at gå). Therefore, it may be appropriate to use a progressive form in VG57, which 53.33 % of the 

gymnasium respondents and 25.00 % of the CBS respondents also did. The compatibility with the 

progressive form is also caused by the verb, which is naturally durative. This also means that other 

structures with mens may not work as a temporal frame through the progressive form, which is true of 

VG13-VG14 (Walther nikker) (mens han samler kuverten op) and VG19-VG20 (siger han) (mens han 

rækker hende kuverten). In these two instances, the verbs samler op and rækker are telic, and therefore 

they do not function with the progressive form. 

In general, the CBS respondents clearly do better as regards the contrast between habitual and temporary, 

and they seem to have understood the distinction between the two. Both the habitual and temporary 

adverbials are good indicators of the Aktionsart and aspect of the situations, and may help the respondents 
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when translating. But since we see errors in these kinds of constructions, adverbials may be more of a 

distraction than a tool for determining the appropriate form. 

As explained in our analysis of VG5 (han går hen mod døren), the adverbial hen mod carries great 

significance, in that the adverbial indicates that the subject does not reach the door, he is only walking 

towards it. If we had used a different adverbial, such as hen til, then this adverbial would suggest that he 

did reach the door. In terms of the progressive and non-progressive form, this makes a difference, since it 

would be possible to use the progressive form to indicate that the action was not completed, that he is only 

making his way to the door. However, only 27.59 % of the gymnasium respondents and 6.25 % of the 

CBS respondents used a progressive form. So ultimately it may come down to the readers’ perception of 

the adverbial. 

In fact, point of view is a key factor in some of the situations portrayed in the source text: 

(389) VG8: og banker på 

(390) VG54: Telefonen ringer ude i forkontoret 

(391) VG71: ringer telefonen med det samme igen 

In each of these clauses, the situations can be viewed as either punctual or iterative. If the situation is 

perceived as iterative, one may apply the progressive form and that will extend the situation and give it an 

internal focus. On the other hand, if the situation is perceived as being punctual, then the non-progressive 

form is appropriate, because it directs the focus of the situation to an external view, which takes away the 

extended durative aspect. In all of these VGs, however, the benchmarks have chosen a non-progressive 

form and therefore they clearly see these situations as punctual rather than iterative. 

 

4.3.2 Future 

In our analysis of the collected data we found that the respondents made errors in a number of VGs 

containing the verb skal in a future sense. This is perhaps not so much a question of progressive or non-

progressive, but of interpretation of the situation. In general terms, the reason why the respondents made 

errors in these types of sentences was that they misinterpreted the meaning of the verb that in most cases 

needed to be a future will/shall or progressive form and in some cases an obligation or necessity (have to, 

need, must) in English. Since the gymnasium pupils made more of these types of errors than the CBS 
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students, a possible reason seems to be the differences in level of acquisition of the English language. As 

already explained, the gymnasium students may not understand the situational context of these VGs at 

their current level of acquisition. 

The respondents made errors in four VGs containing future forms. The first three in the list below are 

cases of fixed decision or prediction, and are to be translated with a future will/shall or a progressive form. 

VG4 below may be perceived both as an obligation or a fixed plan. The error percentages below are 

calculated in terms of the appropriate use of future: 

 Error percentages 

(392) VG29: Jeg skal hjem til min bror (fixed decision)    Gym 34.48 %  CBS 

25.00 % 

(393) VG33: Vi skal besøge min far på hospitalet (fixed decision)  Gym 31.03 % CBS 

18.75 % 

(394) VG34: og bagefter skal vi måske ud at spise (prediction)   Gym 00.00 % CBS 

6.25 % 

(395) VG4: som skal sendes til retten (obligation or fixed plan)   Gym 65.52 % CBS 

12.50 % 

 

The respondents did, however, not have difficulties choosing the appropriate translation for these future 

VGs: 

 Error percentages 

(396) VG21: De her dokumenter skal sendes hurtigst muligt (obligation or necessity)    

          Gym 00.00 % CBS 

00.00  % 

(397)VG67: så jeg skal have min paraply med (necessity or immediate future)    

          Gym 9.09 % CBS 

00.00 % 
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While there does not seem to be any correlation between the numbers of errors in the different types of 

future, what stands out in the above examples is explicitness of the Danish sentences and adverbial use. In 

three of the four VGs with the highest error percentages (VG4, VG29 and VG33), we have not specified a 

time, which may have been a factor in the gymnasium respondents’ errors. This is evident in their 

translations of VG21, where the time specification hurtigst muligt helps clarify the sense of obligation or 

necessity that we intended.  

Three pupils used the future verb shall, which resulted in less successful translations, but they were still 

not counted as errors since the benchmarks also used non-progressive forms: 

(398) Gym12: This [sic] documents [sic] shall be send [sic] quik [sic] as possiblle [sic] 

(399) Gym4: These documents may be sent in a hurry as possible [sic] 

(400) Gym3: This document shall be sent as fast as possibel [sic]. 

As is apparent, the pupils have transferred skal directly into the English translation, furthermore, the 

neutral future meaning of shall is not appropriate here because it does not convey the sense of obligation. 

In VG67 (så jeg skal have min paraply med), the necessity (or immediate future) meaning of the sentence 

is made clear in the context of the previous VG66 (Det regner derude), and is a natural follow-up to that 

situation. Both future verbs of necessity and the immediate future going to are acceptable. Going to is 

acceptable because it carries the meaning of imminent future – he is going to take his umbrella 

immediately after he says it. In the translations, there was a clear tendency towards the use of verbs of 

necessity with just one gymnasium respondent choosing a progressive going to: 

(401) Gym28: It is raining outside so I am going to take my umbrella with me 

The remaining respondents, CBS and gymnasium, chose the verbs have to and need:  

(402) Gym11: so I need my umbrella 

(403) Gym27: so I have to have my unbruella [sic] with me 

(404) CBS7: so I need to bring my umbrella 

(405) CBS14: I have to bring my umbrella 
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Out of the CBS respondents, the majority (all except one) chose the verb need, which does also paint a 

more precise picture of necessity in this case, since Walther does not have to take his umbrella if he is fine 

with becoming wet in the rain. In this case he feels the need for his umbrella. 

 

4.4 Transfer 

The purpose of this MA-thesis is to look at whether Danish learners of English are able to make the 

appropriate choice between the progressive and non-progressive form, and whether such a choice would 

lead to transfer. In this section, we will explore to which extent transfer occurs in the respondents’ 

translations. 

In the analysis of the collected data, we found evidence of possible transfer from Danish in two cases: 

simple forms and lexical strategies. 

According to our applied transfer definition “Transfer is the influence resulting from similarities and 

differences between the target language and any other language that has been previously (and perhaps 

imperfectly) acquired”, which we will demonstrate below. 

As mentioned in section 2.2.1 on developmental sequences, the fact that Scandinavian languages do not 

have progressive verb forms means that Scandinavian elementary students often generalise the English 

simple forms. We can conclude from our analysis of the VGs that this seems to be true, to some extent, for 

our gymnasium respondents. Their translations indicate that they are very dependent on their native 

language, which is seen when structures from the Danish text are transferred to the English translation. In 

reference to ‘translation’ stages mentioned in section 2.2.1 on developmental sequences, it is evident that 

gymnasium respondents have not quite moved into the stage, where they ‘think in English’ and consider 

the meaning related to a situation.  

The main problem in the gymnasium respondents’ translations is that they translate quite literally. In some 

of the VGs that should be translated with progressive forms, a large percentage use non-progressive forms 

and maintain the simple present. Such strategies are indications that the respondents may be influenced by 

the Danish source text. Consequently, we would categorise this sort of strategy as the most certain 

evidence of transfer, since it concerns an almost direct transfer of the Danish structures. It may be a 

natural approach for the beginning learner, whereas the CBS respondents are at the advanced level, where 



 

115 | P a g e  
 

they should be able to construct English progressive sentences. This is also evident in the percentages of 

non-progressive forms made by the CBS students in the ‘progressive’ VGs. 

In the benchmark target texts there were 12 VGs with progressive forms (the instances where the 

benchmark translators disagreed on the choice of aspect have not been included in this chapter). Out of the 

12 VGs, 9 resulted in significant error percentages for the gymnasium respondents. We have calculated 

the instances of transfer related errors in each VG, more specifically transfer of the simple form: 

         Transfer of simple form 

(406) VG17: Jeg tænker        GYM: 27.58 %  CBS 6.25 % 

(407) VG25:Jeg er i gang med det sidste      GYM: 27.58 %  CBS 18.75 % 

(408) VG30: Jeg bor hos ham i øjeblikket     GYM: 65.51 %  CBS 37.50 % 

(409) VG33: Vi skal besøge min far på hospitalet    GYM:  0.00 %  CBS  0.00 % 

(410) VG41: Jeg tænkte på       GYM: 25.92 %  CBS  0.00 % 

(411) VG48: Forresten, printeren er besværlig i dag    GYM: 24.00 %  CBS 25.00 % 

(412) VG51: Du ødelægger altid vores udstyr     GYM: 52.38 %  CBS 75.00 % 

(413) VG64: Sekretæren er ved at afslutte telefonsamtalen  GYM: 41.66 %  CBS 33.33 % 

(414) VG80: Åh nej, det er ellers gået bedre og bedre med ham de sidste par dage  

         GYM:  0.00 %  CBS  0.00 % 

We shall start by discussing the most evident form of transfer, namely the transfer of Danish simple forms. 

In VG48 (forresten, printeren er besværlig i dag), 25.00 % of the gymnasium respondents made a literal 

translation of this VG and transferred the simple present form, whereas none of the CBS respondents 

chose this construction: 

(415) Gym6: By the way, the printer is weird today 

We see from this example that the translation is quite literal, maintaining the forms and structure of the 

Danish VG. Some of the CBS respondents did use the simple present, but they switched the structure of 

the clause, so that the printer would not be the agent: 
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(416) CBS10: By the way, there are some problems with the printer today 

(417) CBS14: By the way, there is trouble with the printer today 

Furthermore, we did see a few other constructions that maintained the simple structure of the Danish VG, 

however, with the simple past. We saw one such example among the CBS respondents and two among the 

gymnasium respondents, for instance:  

(418) CBS16: By the way the printer was difficult today 

In VG53 (sådan opfører den sig tit lige i øjeblikket), as mentioned, we had expected a progressive form, 

however, both benchmarks used non-progressive forms in their translations. This VG is still a good 

example of transfer of the simple present. 52.94 % of the gymnasium respondents transferred the simple 

present form, and 50 % of the CBS respondents also used the simple present in their translations: 

(419) Gym13: It often acts like that at the time [sic] 

(420) CBS16: It often acts like that at the moment 

The errors in this VG may be caused by a combination of transfer errors and lack of ability to combine the 

meaning of the adverbials with the form chosen. 

Furthermore, in VG7 (Hans sekretær står uden for døren), we see transfer of the Danish simple present. 

Again, the benchmarks chose a non-progressive form in this VG, but as we explained in the analysis of 

VG7, we think there may be elements in the situation that create grounds for translating with the 

progressive form, which was also the original intention of the VG. 48.27 % of the gymnasium respondents 

and 43.75 % of the CBS respondents kept the simple present in their translations:  

(421) Gym11: His secretary stands outside the door 

(422) CBS11: His secretary is outside 

Transferring the Danish simple present may be explained with the fact that one cannot tell from the 

Danish form, whether it should be translated with a progressive or non-progressive form, as it is not 

marked for aspect.  It is necessary to consider the context of the situation in order to choose the 

appropriate member of the aspect category, when translating into English. Furthermore, the translations 

made by the gymnasium respondents have confirmed our presumption that they are on another level as 

regards their language skills, compared to the CBS respondents. 
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We also see transfer of other forms, such as the past form and the perfect form, which were translated 

literally. This occurred in VG41 (Jeg tænkte på), where 25.92 % of the gymnasium respondents used the 

simple past tense in their English translations. There were no such constructions among the CBS 

respondents, who all chose a progressive form. The gymnasium respondents seem to have paid little 

attention to the situational context, and their translations are clear examples of literal translation: 

(423) Gym18: I thought of 

In connection with our transfer definition, it can be said that the instances of transfer referred to above is a 

consequence of the fact that Danish does not have an aspect category and that English and Danish differ 

within this area, which makes it possible to label these constructions as negative transfer. 

In some instances, however, the respondents also translated the Danish simple present into a progressive 

form, when it should have been translated with a non-progressive form. 

(424) VG82: før han skynder sig ud i regnvejret for at praje en taxi 

In VG82, 28.57% of the gymnasium respondents chose a progressive form, whereas all of the CBS 

respondents chose the more appropriate non-progressive form: 

(425) Gym13: before he is hurying [sic] out in the rain to get a cap [sic] 

(426) CBS2: before he hurries out into the rain to hail a taxi 

In this case, skynde sig is an activity verb, which means that it is more likely for the respondents to use a 

progressive form, as progressive forms and activities are often seen as having relation by learners, as 

explained in 2.2.1 on developmental sequences, even though, in this instance, a non-progressive form is 

appropriate due to the telic situation. 

(427) VG1: Advokaten Walther sidder på sit kontor hver aften 

In VG1, 31.25 % CBS students and 48.28 % gymnasium pupils chose the progressive:  

(428) CBS3: Every night the advocate [sic] Walther is sitting in his office 

(429) Gym5: The layer [sic] Walther is sitting at his office every evening.  
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This tells us that the respondents have difficulties choosing the appropriate member of the opposition, and 

the gymnasium pupils’ percentage of erroneous progressive forms show that they are less familiar with the 

obligatory choice than the CBS students. 

 

The respondents’ translations show that the gymnasium respondents were more likely to use transfer when 

translating into English. They had a higher degree of transfer of simple present forms than the CBS 

respondents, and in general they had a higher percentage of error and were less successful in applying the 

progressive and non-progressive forms appropriately compared to the CBS respondents. This seems 

expected when we consider the difference in language skills and level of acquisition between the two 

groups of respondents. At their current level of acquisition, the gymnasium respondents’ English skills 

have not developed enough to be able to understand the aspect category fully. They are lacking in basic 

English skills, and therefore it may be hard for them to focus on the meaning of a clause and how 

constituents work together. The CBS respondents, however, should be more aware of the forms and the 

meaning that they impose on a sentence. Because of the CBS students’ higher level of acquisition, they 

may also be able to consider more aspects of a text, as for instance the contexts portrayed in it, which the 

gymnasium respondents might only do to a certain extent.  

 

4.4.1 Lexical expressions 

As explained in section 2.1.2.8 on Danish and the progressive, Danish is not marked for aspect. But it is 

possible to convey progressive meaning through lexical expressions in Danish. We have incorporated a 

few of these into the source text, for instance i gang med, which is used in VG25 (jeg er i gang med det 

sidste) and VG32 (som er i gang med at renovere mit hus), and ved at in VG64 (sekretæren er ved at 

afslutte telefonsamtalen) and VG76 (som er ved at gå), and finally på vej in VG10 (du var på vej hjem). 

These Danish lexical expressions serve as an indicator of progressive meaning, and should lead to a 

translation into English featuring a progressive form. In the table below we have presented the percentages 

of lexical and progressive forms under each VG. 

Percentages VG25 VG32 VG64 VG76 VG10 

Gymnasium      
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Lexical   3.44 %   3.70 % 25.00 % 87.50 % 89.65 % 

Progressive 68.97 % 70.37 % 50.00 % 12.50 % 10.34 % 

CBS      

Lexical   6.25 %   0.00 % 26.66 % 84.61 % 93.75 % 

Progressive 68.75 % 68.75 % 60.00 % 15.38 %   6.25 % 

Source: Translation data 

Some of the respondents transfer Danish lexical expressions onto the English translation, translating them 

literally and in some instances almost word for word, instead of using a progressive form, where 

appropriate. However, there is a tendency in some of the VGs for lexical expressions. 

It seems that the respondents associate some lexical expressions with progressive meaning more than 

others. For instance the Danish expression i gang med, which is represented by two VGs in the source 

text. If we look at the occurrence of progressive forms with VG25 (jeg er i gang med det sidste) and VG32 

(som er i gang med at renovere mit hus), we see that there was a high occurrence of progressive forms in 

these VGs, and both groups of respondents had a percentage of errors of approximately 70 %: 

In VG25 there was an occurrence of 68.97 % progressive forms among the gymnasium respondents and 

68.75 % among the CBS respondents: 

(430) Gym10: I am doing the last [sic] 

(431) CBS14: I am finishing the final parts 

In VG32 there was an occurrence of 70.37 % progressive forms among the gymnasium respondents and 

68.75 % among the CBS respondents: 

(432) Gym24: and they are renovating my house 

(433) CBS5: while contractors are renovating my house 

Furthermore, there were very few instances of lexical expressions (about to) among both groups of 

respondents in these two VGs. In VG25, 3.44 % of the gymnasium pupils and 6.25 % of the CBS 
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respondents chose a lexical expression and in VG32, 3.70 % of the gymnasium pupils chose a lexical 

expression. 

These error percentages tell us that the respondents associate the expression i gang med with the 

progressive form. In VG32, however, the benchmarks did not use a progressive form, but a non-

progressive form, which we discussed in the analysis of the VGs in 4.1. 

However, if we look at the expression på vej in VG10 (du var på vej hjem), the respondents were more 

inclined to use a lexical expression than the progressive form. Only 10.34 % of the gymnasium 

respondents and 6.25 % of the CBS respondents used a progressive form in this VG, which means that the 

majority of the respondents used lexical expressions. Most of the translations look like this: 

(434) Gym3: you were on your way home  

(435) CBS3: that you where [sic] on the way home  

Furthermore, B2 also made a lexical translation of VG10: 

(436) B2: you were on your way home 

93.75 % CBS students and 89.65 % gymnasium pupils chose to construct this VG lexically rather than 

grammatically. In this VG, the use of a lexical expression is a positive transfer, as the structures in the two 

languages are similar. The fact that B2 also used a lexical expression further indicates that it is an 

appropriate strategy. 

The last lexical expression to discuss is ved at, which was used in VG64 (sekretæren er ved at afslutte 

telefonsamtalen) and VG76 (som er ved at gå).  

In VG64, 50.00 % of the gymnasium pupils and 60.00 % of the CBS respondents used a progressive form: 

(437) Gym8: The secretary is finishing up the phone call 

(438) CBS8: The secretary is wrapping up the phone conversation 

On the other hand, 25.00 % of the gymnasium respondents and 26.66 % of the CBS respondents used a 

lexical expression in the English translation: 

(438) Gym29: the Secretarien [sic] is on her way to end the conversation 
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(439) CBS5: The secretary is about to end the conversation 

As mentioned in the analysis, a couple of gymnasium respondents, who did use the progressive form, 

chose to transfer the lexical expression into a progressive form. 

(440) Gym6: The secretary is about ending the telephone conversation 

(441) Gym11: The secretary is in the middle of ending the phone conversation 

As well as B2: 

(442) B2: The secretary is on the point of ending her phone call 

These examples indicate that they seem to be affected by the Danish lexical expression and transferred it 

into the English translation, although it may have been appropriate to leave the expression out, as the 

progressive form stands on its own in expressing activities in progress. As we can see in the percentages 

above, the gymnasium respondents had a higher degree of lexical expressions compared to the CBS 

respondents.  

If we look at VG76 (som er ved at gå), then 87.50 % of the gymnasium respondents and 84.61 % of the 

CBS respondents used lexical expressions in this VG. Accordingly the occurrences of progressive forms 

were not as frequent with 15.38 % of the CBS students and 12.50 % of the gymnasium pupils. The lexical 

expressions were: 

(443) Gym13: who is on his way out 

(444) CBS12: who is about to leave 

B2 also chose a lexical expression: 

(445) B2: who is about to leave 

VG64 and VG76 had differing levels of progressive forms, which tells us that er ved at is not necessarily 

associated with the progressive form by the respondents. It is rather interesting that the two groups of 

respondents were so heavily inclined towards transferring the lexical expression in VG76 instead of using 

a progressive form compared to VG64, although both VGs contained er ved at. This may indicate that the 

lexical expression does not always dominate, and that the context of the situation has a significant role to 

play. In the matter of VG64 and VG76, the context impacted the respondents’ translations in different 

ways, which resulted in two different translations of similar expressions. 
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About to + infinitive is often used by the respondents, when transferring the Danish lexical expressions 

into English. This may be an appropriate strategy in some of the VGs discussed above, since the 

expression indicates a future event that is coming up shortly. 

A lexical translation strategy as in these cases seems to point towards a literal translation, but surprisingly 

the CBS respondents were quite likely to transfer Danish lexical expressions when translating into 

English. Although we might expect this of the gymnasium respondents, as they may be more inclined to 

translate lexical expressions as well as other constructions literally, we did not expect this of the CBS 

respondents. The reason that the CBS respondents transfer Danish  lexical expressions into English may 

be that they were told in their English language classes that the progressive form is ‘overused’ and that 

may have caused them to reverse the strategy, and try not to use the progressive form too much. We doubt 

that the gymnasium respondents have had this kind of input, and they may not be as familiar with the 

progressive form yet, which is why a lexical expression seems like a convenient strategy. 

The question we must now ask is this: is it acceptable to use a lexical expression in English in situations, 

where the grammatical aspect category is applicable? There is nothing unidiomatic about using lexical 

expressions, and it is perfectly correct English. The reason why the respondents transfer these lexical 

expressions into their English translation is perhaps that they do not know how else to translate it, which 

may especially apply to the gymnasium respondents. However, the most likely reason for using a lexical 

expression may be native language influence, or perhaps that the informal structure of the lexical 

expressions may be more appealing than the progressive form. The fact that the benchmark in some of 

these cases employs lexical expressions it indicates that such a strategy may be possible. So in theory, 

transferring lexical expressions from Danish into English is not a bad strategy, however, as explained 

there may be differences in meaning between some lexical expressions and the progressive form, which 

meaning that lexical expressions cannot be used as a complete substitute for a progressive form. 
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4.5 Conclusion  

With this MA-thesis we set out to research whether Danish learners of English are able to choose the 

correct member of the aspect category and to what extent transfer shines through in translation from 

Danish to English. We sought to reach this objective through contrastive analysis of translations of a 

source text performed by two groups of respondents.  

In our hypothesis we assume that 

1. Danish learners will have difficulties selecting the appropriate member of the pair relative to what 

needs to be communicated 

and that 

2. they will transfer Danish grammar into the English translation of the aspectual situations and 

specifically transfer Danish lexical strategies to bring out the semantics inherent in the progressive 

member of the category.  

This hypothesis was disproven to some extent, and we shall now elaborate on our findings. 

In terms of the aspect category, considering the general results of all of the VGs, we find that the 

respondents, in most cases, are able to choose the appropriate member of the opposition. However, it was 

also clear that in certain contexts the choice between the progressive and non-progressive forms did cause 

problems for the respondents. 

When comparing the percentages of errors between the gymnasium and CBS respondents, it was evident 

that the CBS respondents were more successful in applying the progressive and non-progressive forms. 

This corresponds with our expectations, since the CBS respondents have received more grammatical 

training and possess more linguistic experience than the gymnasium respondents.  

On the basis of the analysed data and the assumptions we made regarding the level of acquisition of the 

respondents, it is our impression that the gymnasium respondents have yet to develop declarative 

knowledge of the progressive and non-progressive contrast. Their current knowledge seems to be purely 

procedural, which means that they are not yet at a stage where they are able to explain the distinction 

between the forms. On the other hand, the CBS respondents possess both declarative and procedural 

knowledge. This is well portrayed in the respondents’ approaches when translating adverbials that indicate 

either temporary sense or permanent habit. The CBS respondents seem to be aware of the correlation 
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between temporary sense and the progressive, and habituality and the non-progressive, whereas the 

gymnasium respondents are less successful with this distinction. The fact that the gymnasium respondents 

seem to be unaware of this difference between the progressive and non-progressive form is significant 

evidence of their lack of knowledge of the two forms. Although the CBS respondents generally have a 

lower percentage of errors than the gymnasium respondents in choosing the appropriate oppositional pair 

in these contexts, we find it surprising that some CBS respondents still do not know how to apply this 

distinction in translation.  

In terms of progressive and non-progressive forms in general, the gymnasium respondents used 

progressive forms to a slightly higher extent than the CBS respondents. This evidence again points 

towards the fact that the CBS respondents has a higher level of acquisition within this area. The CBS 

respondents’ generally lower percentage of errors consequently means that the CBS respondents had 

higher accuracy with their chosen forms. 

As described previously, if we look at the translations by the two groups of respondents, we see that their 

difficulties within the translations are very different. The gymnasium respondents struggle with basic 

errors such as spelling and prepositions, whereas the CBS respondents are concerned with which forms to 

apply, the correct terminology and translation strategies. This indicates that the two groups of respondents 

focus on very different things. The gymnasium respondents seem to focus on separate elements over 

meaning, which may be appropriate for their level of acquisition. The CBS respondents, however, are 

more aware of the forms and the meaning that they impose on a sentence and may also have more energy 

to focus on the context of the situations. As we assume that the CBS respondents have more declarative 

knowledge than the gymnasium respondents this is a definite advantage within the aspect category. 

In terms of transfer we realised that it would be difficult to detect certain evidence of particular strategies 

that the respondents employed in their translations, since the chosen collection method cannot reveal the 

thought process of their choices during the translation task. However, it was possible to detect tendencies 

of errors that seemed to arise from transfer. We found that transfer may be both positive and negative, 

since features of the native language may transfer into the target language more or less successfully, 

resulting either in an appropriate translation or a transfer error. We took this into account throughout the 

analysis of the translation test results.  

On the basis of our empirical research method we found evidence of possible transfer in these specific 

areas: 
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Danish simple form (in VGs with progressive meaning) 

Danish lexical strategies 

We found that the respondents, gymnasium as well as CBS, transferred the simple form into instances 

where the progressive form would have been appropriate. The results did show that there was a higher 

frequency of transfer of the simple form among the gymnasium respondents than among the CBS 

respondents. As we assumed in the hypothesis, this result was generally expected, and it is perhaps not 

surprising that the error count in this area figures higher for the gymnasium pupils than the CBS students, 

if we take their respective levels of competence and acquisition into account. 

In terms of lexical strategies, some VGs were not easily determined as transfer. In some instances one of 

the benchmarks makes use of lexical expressions, which means that they are deemed appropriate even 

though a progressive form is possible. These instances may be cases of positive transfer where the Danish 

construction is successfully transferred into English. We also concluded in our section on lexical 

expressions that the respondents transfer Danish lexical strategies to a higher extent in some VGs than 

others. Furthermore, we found that the respondents, in particular the gymnasium respondents, had 

difficulties assessing the Danish verb skal and may have transferred the inappropriate meaning into the 

English translation. 

In conclusion it is possible to answer our research question in this way: 

The Danish learners of English that we tested were in many cases able to choose the appropriate member, 

however in special instances such as with temporary/habitual adverbials, the gymnasium respondents were 

not able to choose appropriately. In the case of Danish lexical expressions, the gymnasium pupils were 

more likely to transfer the structures from Danish into English than the CBS students, however both 

groups of respondents transferred specific types of lexical strategies. Furthermore, in terms of transfer it is 

difficult to pinpoint what is transfer and what is a deliberate choice to carry over the expression or form, 

however, there were indications of transfer of simple present and lexical expressions as mentioned above. 

Since we chose this contrastive analysis as our collection method, it was not possible to achieve a better 

understanding of the individual respondents’ choices as to the progressive and non-progressive forms. A 

suggestion for further research within this area might be a longitudinal study of the Danish learners during 

the course of their acquisition of the progressive forms, in order to follow their development in 
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understanding the use of the progressive. This would allow for further insight into the thought process of 

the learners and maybe facilitate a greater understanding of transfer. 
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