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1. Verb Tenses  

Type Example Error  

Verb Tenses I went to school yesterday. I * go to school yesterday. 

 
1.1.  Vietnamese speakers tend to have difficulty with the use of verb tenses in English  

because tenses are not marked explicitly in their language, in both written and spoken 
forms. Speakers rely on contextual clues, such as time expressions (e.g., yesterday, today, 
tomorrow, next month) to determine the time in which actions take place. Vietnamese 
English learners tend to transfer this feature into English, resulting in the absence of 
correct verb tenses as in the following examples. 
 Example:   I went to school yesterday. 
 Error:  I * go to school yesterday. 
   (Hôm qua tôi Ľi hΣc.) 
  
 Example: I am going to school right now. 
 Error:  I * go to school right now. 
   (B©y giγ t¹i Ľi hΣc.) 
 
 Example: I will go to school tomorrow. 
 Error:   I *go to school tomorrow.  
   (Ngày mai tôi Ľi hΣc.) 
 
Note: In general, time expressions (yesterday, today, tomorrow) are used at the beginning 
of sentences; however, they are placed at the end when answering the question “when.” 
 Example: I have been going to school since last month. 
 Error:   I * go to school *from last month. 
   (Tôi Ľi hΣc tρ th§ng tr̯αc.) 

 
1.2.  However, when an emphasis on the time of action is needed, a tense marker is used (in 

front of the main verb). English speakers use ‘do’ in the simple present tense or ‘did’ in 
the simple past tense, e.g., I did go to school yesterday. Among the three principal tense 
markers Ľ« (already), Ľang (in the process of), and sΒ (will), only sΒ  functions as an 
auxiliary while Ľ«  and Ľang are adverbs.  
 Example: I did go to school yesterday. 
 Error:  I * already go to school yesterday.  
   (Hôm qua tôi Ľ« Ľi hΣc.) 
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2. Verb Forms  

Type Example Error  

Verb Forms My parents like to dance. My parents like *dance.
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Note:  The phrase “like play” in the previous example is a transfer from L1 to L2, where 
an infinitive is not required after the word like. 
 
 Example: Lan can play the piano. 
 Error:   Lan *can to play the piano. 
   (Lan c· thΘ ch̭i Ľ¨n piano.) 
 
Note:  The phrase “can to play” is an overgeneralization of the English structure verb + to 
+ verb. In Vietnamese, the base form of a verb is used when it is preceded by either 
another verb (like, want, need, etc.) or an auxiliary (can, would, should, etc.) as shown in 
the first example. However, the second example seems to suggest that the writer learned 
and attempted to apply the English verb + infinitive rule but failed to recognize that ‘can’ 
is an auxiliary, which requires the base form of the main verb.  
 

2.3.  Simple past vs. past participle forms of irregular verbs: 
Example:  Austin has taken the test three times. 

 Error:  Austin has *took the test three times. 
   (Austin Ľ« thi ba lͭn.) 
 

2.4.  Simple past forms of regular vs. irregular verbs: 
Example: He bought a car. 

 Error:  He *buyed a car. 
   (Anh ͫy Ľ« mua xe.) 
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3. Inflectional Endings    

Type Example Error  

Inflectional Endings I have two dictionaries. I have two *dictionary. 

 
Because Vietnamese is a non-inflected language, Vietnamese speakers tend to leave out English 
word endings as in the following examples.   

 
3.1.  Plural Marker ‘s’ 
 There is no plural marker in Vietnamese. Number (plural or singular) is determined by  

a numeral or quantifier preceding the noun. 
  Example:   I have two dictionaries.  
  Error:  I have two *dictionary. 
    (T¹i c· hai cuΧn tρ ĽiΘn.) 
       
3.2.  Third person ‘s’ in the present tense 
  Example:   Joe buys food on the weekend. 
  Error:  Joe *buy food on the weekend.  
    (Joe mua thχc phͯm cuΧi tuͭn.) 
 
  Example:    He does his homework at night. 
  Error:   He *do his homework at night. 
    (Anh ͫy làm bài tͻp v¨o buΫi tΧi.) 
 
3.3.  Possessive ‘s’   

Because the English possessive ‘s’ construction (John’s car) does not exist in 
Vietnamese, speakers tend to drop the ‘s’ and often misuse this possessive construction.  
 Example:   Ana’s car is red.   
 Error:   *Ana car is red.  
   (Xe Ana m¨u ĽΥ.) 
 
Note: While English prefers the noun + of + noun construction to mark possession when 
the possessor is inanimate (e.g., the legs of the table), the same construction is used for 
both animate and inanimate possessors in Vietnamese. 
 
 Example:  The legs of the table (inanimate) are sturdy. 
 Correct: The legs of the table are sturdy. 
   (Mͫy c§i ch©n cνa c§i b¨n rͫt chͽc.) 
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 Example:  Ana’s car is red. 
 Error:   *The car of Ana is red. 
   (Xe cνa Ana m¨u ĽΥ.) 

 
 Error:    *The car Ana is red. 
   (Xe Ana m¨u ĽΥ.) 
 
Note: The two errors in the example above are both correct in Vietnamese because ‘cνa’ 
(of) is optional.  
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4. Word Forms    

Type Example Error  

Word Forms Tran is an independent worker. Tran is an *independence worker. 

 
Because Vietnamese is a non-inflected language, adjectives, nouns, and adverbs share the same 
forms, which results in incorrect use of word forms as in the following examples. 
 
4.1.  Adjectives vs. nouns vs. adverbs 
 
  Example:  Tran is an independent worker. 
  Error:   Tran is an *independence worker. 
     (Trͭn l¨ mίt nh©n vi°n Ľίc lͻp.) 
 
  Example:  Nguyen values her independence. 
  Error:   Nguyen values her *independent. 
    (Nguy°n t¹n trΣng sχ Ľίc lͻp cνa m³nh.) 
 
  Example: Trung-Son prefers working independently. 
  Error:  Trung-Son prefers working *independent. 
    (Trung-Son th²ch l¨m viΜc Ľίc lͻp.) 
 
  Example: Celine Dion has a beautiful voice; she sings beautifully. 
  Error:  Celine Dion has a beautiful voice; she sings *beautiful. 
    (Celine Dion c· chͫt giΣng tuyΜt vγi; c¹ ͫy ca tuyΜt vγi.) 
 
4.2. Adjectives vs. verbs 
 
  Example:   Marijuana is now legal in California; it was legalized in 2017. 
  Error:       Marijuana is now legal in California; it was *become legal in 2017.  
                (HiΜn nay cͭn sa Ľ« hιp ph§p ε bang California; n· Ľ« Ľ̯ιc hιp  

pháp hóa nŁm 2017.) 
 

Note: In Vietnamese, ‘làm’ (make) or ‘hóa’ (transform/become) are used to change a noun or 
an adjective to a verb as in the following examples: ‘làm đẹp’ (make beautiful = beautify) 
and ‘hợp thức hóa’ (become legal = legalize). For this reason, such verb phrases may be used 
more frequently than their inflected forms (make beautiful vs. beautify, make legal vs. 
legalize, etc.). 
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5. Word Order  

Type Example Error  

Word Order Where did you go yesterday? Yesterday you went *where? 

 
5.1. Affirmative statements: English and Vietnamese share the same basic subject-verb-object  

(S-V-O) structure. For example, the sentence “Mary studies engineering at San José State 
University” directly translates to Vietnamese. (Mary hΣc kύ s̯ ε tr̯γng Ľͧi hΣc San Jos® 
State.) 

 
5.2.  Questions 
 

5.2.1. Wh- questions: What, where, when, and how questions are formed using the same  
S-V-O order with the wh- question words being placed at the end.  

 
 Example: Where did you go yesterday? 
 Error:  *Yesterday you went *where? 
   (H¹m qua bͧn Ľi Ľ©u?) 
 
5.2.2.  Who and why questions: These two questions are formed with the wh- words in  

the beginning as in English. In Vietnamese, the who question uses the same 
structure that English does. For example, “Who can answer this question?” 
directly translates to Vietnamese. (Ai c· thΘ trͩ lγi c©u hΥi n¨y?) 
 
The why question is formed as follows:  
Tại sao (why) + S-V-O? (without an auxiliary and ‘tại’ is optional)   
 
Example:  Why did you come early? 
Error:  Why *you came early?  
  (Tͧi sao bͧn ĽΔn sαm? or Sao bͧn ĽΔn sαm?) 
 

5.2.3.  Yes/no questions: These questions are formed in the S-V-O order with the word  
‘có’ (yes) and ‘không’ (no) inserted as follows: S + có (yes) + V + O + không 
(no)? 
 
Example:   Does your group meet every week? 
Error:  *Your group meets every week yes or no?    
  (Nh·m bͧn có hΣp mέi tuͭn không?) 
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5.3.  Negative statements  
 

5.3.1. Negative statements without modal verbs are formed the same way they are in  
English, with the function word ‘không’ (no/not) taking the place of the auxiliary 
as follows: S + không + V + O. 
 
Example:   Our group does not meet every week. 
Error:  Our group *no/not meets every week. 
  (Nhóm chúng tôi kh¹ng hΣp mέi tuͭn.) 
 

5.3.2.  Negative statements with modal verbs are formed similarly with the exception of  
the function word ‘không’ (no/not) being placed immediately after the subject as 
follows: S + không + modal + V + O. 
 
Example:   Our group cannot meet every week. 
Error:  Our group *no/not can meet every week. 
  (Nhóm chúng tôi kh¹ng thΘ hΣp mέi tuͭn.) 
  

5.4. Reverse order: Below are pairs of words that appear in the reverse order in Vietnamese  
compared to their sequences in English.  
 
5.4.1.  In Vietnamese, nouns come before adjectives. 

 
English:  Adjective + Noun   
Vietnamese:  Noun + Adjective 

 
 Example:   an environmental issue  a large project 
 Error:  an *issue environmental  a *project large 
   (vͫn ĽΖ m¹i tr̯γng)   (mίt dχ §n lαn) 
 
5.4.2.  In Vietnamese, the pronoun ‘I’ is used in the initial position in a compound  

subject. 
 

English:  My teammates and I   
Vietnamese:  I and my teammates 

 
 Example: My teammates and I completed the project on time. 
 Error:  * I and my teammates completed the project on time. 
   (T¹i v¨ c§c bͧn c½ng nh·m ho¨n th¨nh dχ §n Ľ¼ng thγi hͧn.)   
  



11 
 

 

5.4.3.  In Vietnamese, a date begins with the day followed by the month and year; each is  
preceded by the words day, month, and year. 
 
Example:   January 12, 2018 
Error:  12 January 2018 
  (ng¨y [day] 12 th§ng [month] 1 nŁm [year] 2018) 
 
Note: Dates written in numbers could be confusing when the days are from the 1st 
to the 12th, coinciding with the 12 months as in the following example: 
 
Example: 1/12/2018 can be read as two different dates. 
English:  January 12, 2018 
Vietnamese: December 1, 2018 
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6. Pronouns  

Type Example Error  

Pronouns I talk to her every day. 
   

I talk to *she every day.    
*Me talk to *she every day.    

In Vietnamese, subject and object pronouns share the same forms for each person in both 
singular and plural. Second and third person pronouns are gender specific, and the choice of 
pronouns is dependent on three main factors: age, social status, and attitude toward the person(s) 
being addressed. 

        SUBJECT         OBJECT 

English Vietnamese English Vietnamese 

I Tôi me Tôi 

you (singular) Bạn (neutral) 
Anh (male) 
Chị (female) 
Mày (neutral, derogatory) 

you Bạn (neutral) 
Anh (male) 
Chị (female) 
Mày (neutral, derogatory) 

he Anh ấy (male) him Anh ấy (male) 

she Chị ấy  (female) her Chị ấy (female) 

it Nó (neutral, object, animal, or 
derogatory term for human) 

it Nó (neutral, object, animal, or 
derogatory term for human) 

we Chúng ta us Chúng ta 

you  
(plural) 

Các bạn (neutral) 
Quý vị (neutral, honorific) 
Các anh (male) 
Các chị (female) 
Các anh chị (mixed) 
Tụi mày (neutral, derogatory) 

you Các bạn (neutral) 
Quý vị (neutral, honorific) 
Các anh (male) 
Các chị (female) 
Các anh chị (mixed) 
Tụi mày (neutral, derogatory) 

they Các bạn ấy /Họ (neutral) 
Các quý vị ấy (neutral, honorific) 
Các anh ấy (male) 
Các chị ấy (female) 
Các anh chị ấy (mixed) 
 
Chúng nó (neutral, objects, animals, 
or derogatory term for human) 

them Các bạn ấy /Họ (neutral) 
Các quý vị ấy (neutral, honorific) 
Các anh ấy (male) 
Các chị ấy (female) 
Các anh chị ấy (mixed) 
Chúng nó (neutral, objects, animals, 
or derogatory term for human) 
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6.1. Subject and object pronouns are used interchangeably (as with ‘you’ and ‘it’ in English).   
 
  Example:  I talk to her every day. 
  Errors:  I talk to *she every day.   

*Me talk to *she every day.    
 (Tôi n·i chuyΜn vαi c¹ ͫy mέi ng¨y.) 

 
Example: She talks to me every day. 

 Errors:  *Her talks to me every day.   
She talks to *I every day. 
(C¹ ͫy n·i chuyΜn vαi tôi mέi ng¨y.) 
 

6.2. Other pronouns 
 

6.2.1. In Vietnamese, kinship terms (father, mother, son, daughter, aunt, uncle, nephew,  
niece, etc.) are also used instead of pronouns in both family and social settings. 
 
Example:  My mother said: “I already made dinner for you.” 
Error:  My mother said: “*Mother already made dinner for *son.”  
  (MΎ t¹i bͩo : ñMΎ Ľ« l¨m c̭m tΧi cho con 
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7. Possessive Adjectives and Pronouns   

Type Example Error  

Possessive Adjectives and 
Pronouns 

Your car is outside. *Car of you is outside. 

 
Vietnamese does not have possessive adjectives or pronouns; such concepts are expressed in a 
unique manner by its speakers as follows. 
 
7.1. Possessive adjectives: To express possessive relationships, Vietnamese speakers use the  

possessive marker ‘của’ (belonging to) between the entity being possessed and the  
pronoun referring to (or name of) the possessor: noun + của + pronoun.   

 
  Example:  Your car is outside. 
  Errors:  *Car of you is outside.      
    (Xe cνa bͧn ε b°n ngoài.)    
  
    *You car is outside. 
    (Xe bͧn ε b°n ngo¨i.) 
 

Note: Because the possessive marker ‘của’ is optional in most cases, both of the above 
errors are possible. 
 

7.2. Possessive pronouns: Possessive pronouns are formed the same way as possessive  
adjectives in Vietnamese.   

 
  Example: Avinie’s project is challenging. Mine is simple. 
  Error:   *Project of Avinie is challenging. *Project of me is simple. 
    (Dχ §n cνa Avinie phοc tͧp.  Dχ §n cνa t¹i Ḽ̌n giͩn.) 
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8. Reflexivity  

Type Example Error  

Reflexivity We have to help ourselves. We have to help *us. 

 
8.1.  Reflexive pronouns: Because Vietnamese does not have reflexive pronouns (myself,  

yourself, himself, etc.), Vietnamese speakers use the reflexive marker ‘tự’ or ‘tự...mình’ 
to express reflexivity. As a result, object pronouns are often used, incorrectly, to express 
reflexivity in English sentences.    
 
 Example:   We have to help ourselves.  
 Error:  We have to help *us. 
   (Ch¼ng ta phͩi tχ giúp mình.) 
 
 Example:  I made that cup of tea myself. 
 Error:  I made that cup of tea *me. 
   (Tôi tχ pha tách trà cho mình.) 
 

8.2. Emphatic pronouns: In Vietnamese, the emphatic marker ‘chính’ is used in lieu of a  
reflexive pronoun in a sentence where an emphatic reflexive pronoun is used in English, 
e.g., John himself answered the phone. As a result, Vietnamese speakers may incorrectly 
use the corresponding pronoun for emphatic reason as in the following examples.  
 
 Example:   I myself made a cup of tea. 
 Error:  *Me I made a cup of tea.   
   (Chính tôi pha tách trà.) 
 
 Example:   My father himself made a cup of tea. 
 Error:  My father *he made a cup of tea.   
   (Chính ba tôi pha tách trà.) 
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9. Punctuation Marks  

Type Example Error  

Punctuation Marks My father said: “I will show you 
later.” 
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9.2.4.  A comma is not required when a dependent clause precedes an independent  
clause. 
 

 Example: Because it rained heavily, the concert was cancelled. 
 Error:  Because it rained heavily * the concert was cancelled. 
 
9.2.5. A comma is not used to introduce direct speech in dialogue; a colon is instead  

used with a space before and after. 
 
 Example:  My father said, “I will show you later.” 
 Error:  My father said *: “I will show you later”*. 
   (Ba tôi nói : ñBa sΒ chΞ con sauò.) 
  

Note: An extra space is required before the colon in Vietnamese. 
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10. Capitalization  

Type Example Error  

Capitalization In Viet Nam, Monday is the first 
day of the week. 

In Viet Nam, *monday is the 
first day of the week. 

 
10.1. Days and months are not capitalized in Vietnamese, and they can also be written as   

numbers because both are numbered, except for Sunday (Chν nhͻt). 
 
  Example:   In Viet Nam, Monday is the first day of the week. 
  Error:   In Viet Nam, *monday is the first day of the week. 
    (δ ViΜt Nam, thο hai l¨ ng¨y Ľͭu tuͭn. OR 
    δ ViΜt Nam, thο 2 l¨ ng¨y Ľͭu tuͭn.) 
 

  Example:  Vietnamese New Year is usually in February. 
  Error:  Vietnamese New Year is usually in *february. 
    (TΔt ViΜt Nam th̯γng v¨o tháng hai. OR 
    TΔt ViΜt Nam th̯γng v¨o tháng 2.) 
 
  Example: October 5, 2018 
  Error:  *5/10/2018, which is read as May 10, 2018 in English  
  Note:   See detailed discussion on dates in section five of this guide.  
 
10.2. In Vietnamese, capitalization is always required after colons and semicolons. In English  

capitalization is optional after a colon if a complete thought (sentence) follows it; the 
word following a semicolon should never be capitalized.   
 

Example: Vette left the room: she was upset. 
Error:  Vette left the room*: *She was upset. 
  (Vette rγi khΥi ph¸ng*: C¹ ͫy tοc giͻn.) 
 
Example:   Some students drive; others take public transportation. 
Error:  Some students drive*; *Others take public transportation. 
  (Mίt sΧ sinh vi°n l§i xe nh¨ ; SΧ kh§c Ľi xe buyt.) 
  
Note:  An extra space before the colon or semicolon is required in Vietnamese.   
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