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Abstract: This study investigated the acquisition of 8 English morphemes for L1 Arabic and L1 
Indonesian learners speaking English as a second language. The eight morphemes were pronoun 
case, articles (the/a), progressive -ing, copula, plural, auxiliary, past regular, and past irregular. The 
hypothesis was made per Krashen’s Natural Order Hypothesis, predicting that speakers from 
different L1 backgrounds learning L2 English would show similar acquisition orders for grammatical 
morphemes as suggested by the NOH. This study used a quantitative method to compare the 
acquisition of morphology by the two groups of L2 English learners. Through informal interviews, 
speech data were gathered from participants from two different language backgrounds, Arabic and 
Indonesian. The findings revealed that the participants performed virtually similarly within the 
groups. Regardless of some variations in the acquisition sequence of the morphemes, the Mann-
Whitney U tests showed no significant difference in the performance of the two language groups 
(ps>.006). However, the acquisition sequence obtained from the two groups was only partially 
similar to the NOH proposal. The deviations then provided strong support for the existence of L1 
transfer. This finding leaded us to propose a weaker form of the NOH suggesting that the Natural 
Order only affects particular morphemes. These results not only confirm the existence of L1 transfer 
in L2 acquisition but also introduce an innovative perspective on the interplay between L1 and L2 
morpheme acquisition. 
Key words: NoH, acquisition order, language transfer, English morphemes 

 
Introduction 
Several studies have examined the acquisition of English grammatical morphemes among 
L2 learners. These studies have built upon the Natural Order Hypothesis (NOH), which 
suggests that L2 learners acquire specific similar orders of English grammatical 
morphemes regardless of their native language backgrounds (Dulay and Burt, 1974; 
Bailey et al., 1974; Larsen-Freeman, 1975; Krashen, 1982). The Natural Order Hypothesis 
(NOH) has been extensively studied in the context of second language acquisition, with
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researchers investigating the acquisition patterns of English grammatical morphemes 
among L2 learners from various language backgrounds. Wei (2000) explored the 
acquisition process in Japanese and Chinese learners of English, revealing that the order 
of acquiring functional elements in the second language did not follow a uniform 
pattern. Early indirectly elected system morphemes were found to be acquired before 
later system morphemes, and content morphemes were acquired before any system 
morphemes. Contrasting this, Cancino (1975) examined the acquisition of English 
auxiliaries by native Spanish speakers and discovered a highly variable order of 
appearance for each subject, indicating a lack of consistent acquisition patterns. In 
another study by Luk and Shirai (2009), involving native speakers of Japanese, Korean, 
Chinese, and Spanish, the researchers assessed the effect of the learners' native 
language on the acquisition of grammatical morphemes. While Spanish L1 learners' 
acquisition order aligned with the so-called natural order, native speakers of Japanese, 
Korean, and Chinese displayed variations, acquiring certain morphemes earlier or later 
than predicted by the NOH, depending on the presence or absence of equivalent 
categories in their L1. These studies collectively demonstrate that while the NOH offers 
valuable insights into L2 morpheme acquisition, there are exceptions and variations 
influenced by learners' specific native languages 

While the Natural Order Hypothesis (NOH) is rooted in older studies, it remains 
relevant to the currently studied contexts. However, it is important to acknowledge that 
the NOH has faced criticism. Scholars argue that factors like frequency, salience, and 
input variability may also influence the order of acquisition (Ellis, 2002). In this study, 
we aimed to address this criticism by examining the acquisition order of eight English 
morphemes among L1 Arabic and L1 Indonesian speakers learning English as an L2. The 
hypothesis was that both groups will exhibit a similar acquisition order for grammatical 
morphemes, in line with the predictions of the NOH. This study hypothesized that L1 
Arabic speakers and L1 Indonesian speakers learning English as a second language would 
show similar acquisition orders for grammatical morphemes, as the Natural Order 
Hypothesis suggests. 

 
Literature Review 
The NOH in Second Language Acquisition 
The morpheme acquisition order research was initially conducted from the perspective 
of L1 acquisition. Brown (1973) conducted a longitudinal study of L1 acquisition from 
the grammatical morpheme acquisition order perspective. The study involved three 
American English children, Adam, Eve, and Sarah, and identified an invariant 
developmental process in the acquisition order of some grammatical morphemes. The 
children's speech was studied longitudinally by identifying the presence or absence of 
each morpheme in each "obligatory context," or occasion where adult grammar would 
require the presence of a particular morpheme. Cook and Cook (1993) criticized Brown's 
study for being based on the "independent grammar assumption," which posits that 
children do not act as imperfect speakers of the adult language but rather as speakers 
of their language. However, Brown's study remains unique in providing insight into the 
phases of language development in naturalistic conversations without specific elicitation 
or predetermined topics. 

Although Brown's study had limitations, such as a limited number of subjects, its 
scoring method was adopted by later studies on morpheme acquisition order. De Villiers 
and de Villiers (1973) conducted a cross-sectional study of 21 English-speaking children 
aged 16 to 40 months and obtained results similar to Brown's study. They ranked the 
morphemes based on the relative accuracy with which the subjects produced them as 
highlighted in the following table. 
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Table 1: The Order of Acquisition of English Morphemes in L1 Studies 
Brown (1973) de Villiers and de Villiers (1973) 
1. Present progressive 1. Present progressive 
2. On 2. Plural 
3. In 3. On 
4. Plural 4. In 
5. Past irregular 5. Past irregular 
6. Possessive 6. Article 
7. Uncontractible copula 7. Possesive 
8. Articles 8. 3rd person irregular 
9. Past regular 9. Contractible copula 
10. 3rd person regular 10. Contractible copula 
11. 3rd person irregular 11. Past regular 
12. Uncontractible auxiliary 12. Uncontractible copula 
13. Contractible copula 13. Contractible copula 
14. Contractible auxiliary 14. Uncontractible auxiliary 

 
Dulay and Burt (1974) studied the acquisition order of 11 English functors by 115 

Chinese and Spanish children learning English. They argued that the L2 system, not the 
learners' native languages, guides acquisition. Children's speech was elicited using 
pictures and questions using the BSM instrument. Similar acquisition orders were found 
for Chinese- and Spanish-speaking children. Results supported the creative construction 
account of the L2 acquisition. The Syntax Acquisition Index confirmed the order of 
morphological development. Researchers wondered if adult learners exhibit a consistent 
order. Bailey et al. (1974) found a sequence of difficulty in English functors among 73 
adult L2 learners. Larsen-Freeman (1975) found similar acquisition orders across tasks 
for 24 adult L2 learners, except in reading. Replication of the original study is 
recommended due to different results in other studies. 

In recent years, the Natural Order Hypothesis (NOH) is still a popular topic in SLA 
research. The hypothesis posits that acquiring an L2 follows a predictable and natural 
sequence that mirrors the order of language development in children acquiring their L1. 
While NOH has been extensively studied in various contexts, recent studies have shed 
light on its limitations and potential deviations.For example, Łuniewska et al. (2019) 
expanded the scope of research on the Natural Order Hypothesis (NOH) by conducting a 
comprehensive study involving seven languages from diverse language families and 
cultural settings: American English, Czech, Scottish Gaelic, Lebanese Arabic, Malaysian 
Malay, Persian, and Western Armenian. With a total of 173 participants, the researchers 
collected highly reliable ratings for each language using a method similar to a previous 
study that included 25 languages. This enabled them to create a comprehensive 
database of Age of Acquisition (AoA) ratings for 299 words in a total of 32 languages. 
The findings revealed that the words in the seven additional languages were estimated 
to be acquired at similar ages as in the previously reported languages, predominantly 
between the ages of 1 and 7 years. Moreover, the study demonstrated that the order of 
word acquisition showed a moderate to high correlation across all 32 languages, further 
supporting the previous conclusion that early words are acquired in a comparable order 
across a diverse range of languages and cultural backgrounds. These findings contribute 
valuable insights into the universality of the NOH across a broader linguistic and cultural 
context, reinforcing the idea of consistent language development patterns in early word 
acquisition among L2 learners. 

Several studies have been conducted in different countries to investigate the 
Natural Order Hypothesis with different languages. For example, a study by Liu and 
Gleason (2002) in Japan investigated the acquisition of English articles by Japanese 
learners. The study found that Japanese learners acquired the indefinite article "a" 
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before the definite article "the"1. A study conducted in Carreiras et al. (2010) 
investigated the acquisition of English relative clauses by Spanish learners. The study 
found that Spanish learners acquired subject relative clauses before object relative 
clauses. Another study conducted by Bardovi-Harlig, K., and Reynolds (1995) found that 
the acquisition of the past tense in English is not a unitary phenomenon; rather, it 
develops through time and is based on a cross-sectional study of 182 adult English 
language learners at six levels of ability. A study conducted in France investigated the 
acquisition of English word order by French learners. The study found that French 
learners acquired the basic word order of English before more complex structures 
Hawkins et al (1993). In summary, studies of the Natural Order Hypothesis have been 
conducted in various countries with different languages. These studies have found that 
the order of acquisition of grammatical structures can vary depending on the language 
being learned and the native language of the learner. 
 
Language Transfer 
Language transfer has now become a well-known concept. It refers to the influence of 
a learner's first language (L1) on their second language (L2) acquisition (Odlin, 1989). 
Over the years, language transfer has been a subject of extensive research in the field 
of second language acquisition (SLA). One recent study by Diaubalick and Guijarro-
Fuentes (2019) found that learners' first language (L1) significantly influenced L2 Spanish 
interpretation. German learners, lacking verbal aspect morphology in their L1, used an 
adverb-based learning strategy, which hindered the complete acquisition of the target 
features. In contrast, Romance language learners benefited from similarities with 
Spanish and demonstrated better acquisition outcomes. Another study by Choi and Zhu 
(2018) examined the role of L1 transfer in acquiring Mandarin Chinese by English-
speaking learners. The study found that L1 transfer played a significant role in the 
learners' acquisition of Mandarin Chinese syntax, as learners often transferred English 
syntax to Mandarin Chinese. 

In a different context, a study by Sadeghi (2009) investigated the role of L1 transfer 
in the acquisition of English articles by Persian learners. The study found that the 
learners' L1 influenced their acquisition of English articles, as they often transferred the 
Persian indefinite article "yek" to English. The authors suggest that the findings highlight 
the importance of understanding the learners' L1 and its influence on L2 acquisition. In 
the Indonesian context, a study by Warsono (2016) found evidence of L1 transfer in the 
written production of Indonesian learners of English, with interlingual errors being 
prevalent in both low and high L2 achievement groups. The presence of interlingual 
errors did not diminish with increased L2 achievement, suggesting the need for 
Indonesian English teachers to address these issues to improve language learning 
outcomes.  

These studies suggest that language transfer can occur in various linguistic domains 
and may challenge L2 acquisition. Learners' L1 plays a significant role in their L2 
acquisition. The influence of L1 transfer varies depending on the learners' L1, the 
linguistic structure under study, and the context of L2 acquisition. 
 
Research Method 
This research is a quantitative and cross-sectional study. Blom and Unsworth (2010) 
suggest that cross-sectional studies can be limited to a specific population or use 
representative samples concerning jobs, education, sex, age, and so on. This method 
enables the researcher to reveal inter-individual variation, the acquisition order of 8 
English morphemes. A purposive sampling was employed to select subjects likely to 
provide significant data (Denscombe, 2010: 15). The research participants consisted of 
postgraduate students aged 25 to 35, ensuring equal English language proficiency to 
minimize variability. Subjects were selected based on a minimum IELTS band score of 
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6, categorized as "competent users" of English with effective knowledge, albeit with 
some imprecisions (British Council, 2022). These learners can utilize and comprehend 
complex structures, particularly in familiar situations. 
 
Procedure 
This study employed naturalistic interviews to elicit data, allowing researchers to 
explore phenomena that may not be readily observable. Interviews facilitate further 
data gathering when previous answers are vague, insufficient, unrelated to the topic, 
or unclear (Mackey and Gass, 2005). Naturalistic interviews provide spontaneous speech 
data, which is highly suitable for examining the utilization of English morphemes by L1 
Arabic and L1 Indonesian-speaking learners. 

Individual interviews were conducted with participants who were the researcher's 
colleagues. These interviews occurred in natural settings such as the researcher's or 
participants' homes, restaurants, coffee shops, or other comfortable locations. The 
interviews began with a casual conversation in both the participants' L1 and L2 to ensure 
a comfortable environment. The researcher had prepared a list of topics and questions 
to stimulate the participants to produce the expected structures. The table below 
presents the eight elicited morphemes and structures from the subjects. 
 

Table 2: The 8 Morphemes 
Morphemes Structures Examples 
Pronoun case Pron-V-Pron He visited him 
Article (the/a) Prep-Det-Noun in the bank 
-ing (NP/Pron)-be-V+ing I was driving 
Copula (NP/Pron)-be-Adj/NP It is a cat 
Plural NP+pl chairs 
Auxiliary (NP/Pron)-V+ing She was singing 
Past regular (NP/Pron)-V+pst-Np We played basketball 
Past irregular (NP/Pron)-V+pst-NP I went to London 

 
Pronoun case 
Nominative, accusative, and possessive pronouns were separately scored (e.g., I, me, 
your, he, him, they, them, she, her). However, pronouns that remain the same in 
subject and object positions were not scored for the case (e.g., it, you). Pronoun number 
and gender were also assessed (e.g., it, they, he, she). 
Article 
Both "a" and "the" articles were grouped. They were mainly observed in noun phrases, 
prepositional phrases, and possessive and adjective NP constructions. 
Progressive -ing 
The progressive -ing form was tallied whenever used in the progressive tense (present, 
past, or future progressive), excluding its use as a gerund. 
Copula 
This category included singular, plural, present, and past copulas (am, is, are, was, 
were). 
Plural 
This category encompassed short and long plural forms, represented by both /s/ and 
/z/ allomorphs assigned to nouns (e.g., "cats", "gorillas"). However, in cases like "my 
friends' cats scared me," the plural marker -s could not be scored due to ambiguity in 
determining its attachment. 
Auxiliary 
This category comprised singular, plural, present, and past auxiliaries. 
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Past regular 
All past regular allomorphs were counted (i.e., /t/, /d/, and /əd/). However, in cases 
like "I missed the train," the -ed ending was not tallied due to difficulty in discerning 
whether the stop sound /t/ belonged to the end of "missed" or the beginning of "the." 
Past irregular 
This category included only main verbs such as went, won, came, etc. Past auxiliaries 
(was and were) were not tallied as they fell under the auxiliary category. 

 
Method of Data Analysis 

Audio recordings were transcribed using a broad transcription approach, as Mackey 
and Gass (2005) suggested, focusing on relevant utterances and minimizing detail. 
Analysis principles were based on Brown et al.'s (1973) methodology. Obligatory 
occasions referred to instances where specific morphemes were required. L2 learners, 
still in the learning process, might omit necessary forms, such as using "I visit an old 
friend" instead of "I visited an old friend" for a past event. Obligatory occasions were 
treated as separate test items, and the absence of a functor rendered the utterance 
incorrect (e.g., "I register with a GP" without the -ed ending). However, if a correct 
functor was present, the utterance was considered correct, even if the overall sentence 
was incorrect (e.g., "he's eats"). Each correctly used functor was tallied individually 
(e.g., two correct uses in "I visited an old friend and went to a barbershop"). The 
researcher calculated the percentage of correct functor use across all obligatory 
occasions. This scoring method allowed the identification of the most accurate 
morphemes and the recognition of the least accurate forms. Descriptive statistics, 
emphasizing frequency measures, were employed for data analysis, facilitating the 
determination of how often participants produced correct and incorrect forms. The data 
analysis proceeded as follows. 
 
Individual Score Method 

Individual scoring was conducted by calculating the ratio of correct structures to 
total structures produced for a specific morpheme by each subject. This ratio was 
multiplied by 100 to obtain a percentage score. For example, consider the scoring 
method applied to six obligatory occasions produced by a subject for the past regular 
category. 

 
Table 3: Individual Scoring 

Morphemes Past Regular 
Raw Score Obligatory Occasion 

Subject 1: We contacted the landlord 0 1 
I registered with a GP 1 1 
They showed us our new flat 1 1 
I collected my accommodation key 1 1 
I opened a UK bank account 1 1 
The bank delivered my debit card in 
one week 

0 1 

Total 4 6 
 
                                             Individual score = 

 
The morphemes were then sorted in descending order from the highest to the 

lowest score to obtain an order of acquisition. The acquisition orders were presented 
for the Arabic and Indonesian subjects separately. 
 

4  x 100 = 67 
6 
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Group Means Method 
Finally, the group means method involved calculating the ratio of correct structures to 
total structures produced for each morpheme by all subjects. This calculation was 
performed for individual functors and the entire sample. The acquisition orders were 
determined by sorting the morphemes in descending order based on their scores. 
Statistical tests were conducted to examine the correlation between groups. 
 
Findings 
The Acquisition Order for L1 Arabic Speakers 
The line graph in Figure 1 illustrates the order of English morphemes acquisition 
obtained for L1 Arabic speakers learning English. As illustrated, the three Arabic subjects 
strikingly show similar patterns of acquisitionː pronoun case, auxiliary, copula, articles 
(the/a), progressive –ing, plural, past regular, and past irregular. 
 
Figure 1: The Acquisition Order of English Morphemes Obtained for L1 Arabic Speakers 

 
 

Table 4 below shows that the three Arabic subjects performed at the ceiling in 
pronoun case with the group mean accuracy level of 98.78% (406/5). Auxiliary and 
copula are the next two morphemes acquired by L1 Arabic learners of English with group 
means accuracy level of 88.48% (315/41) and 86.38% (241/38) consecutively. Articles 
(the/a) are the next morpheme acquired (rank 4) with an accuracy level of 82.11% 
(257/56), slightly lower than the copula. 

 
Table 4: Raw Scores and Percentages of Performances for L1 Arabic Speakers 

Morphemes 
𝐂𝐨𝐫𝐫𝐞𝐜𝐭	𝐬𝐭𝐫𝐮𝐜𝐭𝐮𝐫𝐞𝐬
𝐎𝐛𝐥𝐢𝐠𝐚𝐭𝐨𝐫𝐲	𝐨𝐜𝐜𝐚𝐬𝐢𝐨𝐧

 Accuracy level 

Pronoun case 406/411 98.88% 
Auxiliary 315/356 88.68% 
Copula 241/279 86.46% 
Article 257/313 81.86% 
Progressive -ing 35/44 79.86% 
Plural 157/208 74.20% 
Past Regular 35/58 60.83% 
Past Irregular 29/60 48.68% 
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Meanwhile, the acquisition of progressive ranks fifth with the group means an 
accuracy level of 79.55% (35/9). Out of 208 obligatory occasions, 157 structures were 
produced correctly (75.48% accurate) for plural, making it the next morpheme acquired 
after progressive. In past regular and past irregular, the subjects relatively performed 
lower than in any other morphemes. They produced 35 correct past regular verbs out of 
58 obligatory occasions (60.34% accurate). For past irregulars, their accuracy level was 
at 48.33%, producing 29 correct uses of forms out of 60 obligatory contexts. 

 
The Acquisition Order of L1 Indonesian Speakers 
The acquisition order of English morphemes for Indonesian-speaking learners is 
described in the line graph in Figure 2. The graph clearly shows that the contours of the 
three Indonesian subjects are strikingly similar, which implies that they have a common 
pattern of acquisition order of the morphemes. Based on the percentages of the 
accurate use of the morphemes on obligatory occasions, the Indonesian subjects acquire 
the morphemes in the following orderː Pronoun Case, Auxiliary, Copula, Progressive –
ing, Article (the/a), Past Regular, Past Irregular, and plural. 
 

Figure 2: The Acquisition Order of English Morphemes Obtained  
for L1 Indonesian Speakers 

 
 
The following table 5 explains the performance and the accuracy level of using 8 

English morphemes by L1 Indonesian speakers learning English. Based on the accuracy 
levels, Indonesian subjects also perform at the ceiling using pronoun case at 96.48% 
(356/369). The Indonesian subjects also showed A high accuracy level when they 
produced auxiliary and copula, with the accuracy level of 84.12% (233/277) and 81.61% 
(182/223) consecutively. It appeared that the subjects did not find significant problems 
using progressive –ing; out of 36 obligatory contexts, they can produce 29 correct forms 
(80.56%). However, articles (the/a) are acquired later as they scored lower at 72.86% 
(204/280). Past regular and past irregular are acquired quite late, ranking 6 and 7, 
respectively. The subjects used 27 past regular verbs correctly in  40  obligatory contexts  
(67.50% correct),  while in using past irregular, only 14 structures were produced 
correctly in 33 obligatory contexts. 
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Table 5: Raw Numbers and Percentages of Performances for L1 Indonesian Speakers 

Morphemes 
𝐂𝐨𝐫𝐫𝐞𝐜𝐭	𝐬𝐭𝐫𝐮𝐜𝐭𝐮𝐫𝐞𝐬
𝐎𝐛𝐥𝐢𝐠𝐚𝐭𝐨𝐫𝐲	𝐨𝐜𝐜𝐚𝐬𝐢𝐨𝐧

 Accuracy level 

Pronoun case 356/369 96.48% 
Auxiliary 233/277 84.12% 
Copula 182/223 81.61% 
Progressive -ing 29/36 80.56% 
Article (the/a) 204/280 72.86% 
Past Regular 27/40 67.50% 
Past Irregular 14/33 42.42% 
Plural 41/145 28.28% 

 
 

Figure 3: Comparison of the Acquisition Order Obtained  
for L1 Arabic and L1 Indonesian 

 
 
Surprisingly, the plural is the last morpheme acquired by the Indonesian subjects, 

which differs greatly from Dulay and Burt’s finding (1974). In Dulay and Burt, the plural 
is acquired much earlier, while in this study, Indonesian subjects showed low 
performance in producing the plural; that is, only 41 plural forms were produced 
correctly on 145 obligatory occasions. 

 
Agreement Between Groups 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to produce the group 
statistics and to find the relationship between the two groups. The result from the 
Kolmogorov-Smirnova test (Field, 2005: 144) showed that the data were not normally 
distributed (p< 0.05). Therefore, a non-parametric was used to compare the differences 
in orders yielded by the two groups. As this study is a between-group design study, that 
is, the data were collected from two different groups of people who were scored for 
their accuracy of the use of 8 English morphemes, a statistical test called the Mann–
Whitney test (Mann and Whitney, 1947, cited in Field, 2005) was run. This test was 
chosen because the variables were categorical, and the accuracy levels of using 
morphemes were obtained from L1 Arabic and L1 Indonesian speakers learning English. 

Bonferroni adjusted alpha levels (Field, 2005: 373) to correct the α-level for 
multiple comparisons. Each test run applied a criterion of the significance of the α-level 
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divided by the number of tests conducted (.05/8 = .006 per test). No significant 
difference was found (ps>.006) between the two groups in their performance on the 
eight morphemes. The results of the test are described in table 6 below. 

 
Table 6: The Mann-Whitney test of the English Morpheme Acquisition order of L1 

Arabic and L2 Indonesian Speakers 

Morphemes Mann-
Whitney U Z 

Asymp 
Sig. 

(2-tailed) 

L1 Arabic 
means 

L1 Indonesian 
means 

Pronoun case 1 -1.53 0.13 98.9 96.8 
Auxiliary 3 -0.66 0.51 88.7 83.6 
Copula 2 -1.09 0.28 86.5 81.0 
Article 1 -1.53 0.13 81.9 72.6 
Progressive -ing 4.5 0 1 79.9 79.7 
Plural 0 -1.96 0.05 74.2 27.8 
Past Regular 4 -0.23 0.82 60.8 62.4 
Past Irregular 4 -0.22 0.83 48.7 44.5 

 
Summary of the Results 
Within the Arabic group, the subjects showed a high level of agreement in acquisition 
order. It is apparent that there is a strikingly similar order of acquisition within the 
Arabic group in their acquisition orders of the 8 English morphemes. The first morpheme 
acquired by the Arabic learners is pronoun case, with a very high accuracy level of 98.78 
percent, while the last morpheme acquired is past irregular, with an accuracy of only 
48.68 percent. 

Within the Indonesian group, the subjects also showed very similar acquisition 
patterns, though the order is slightly different from their Arabic counterparts (a detailed 
comparison of the two will be presented in the next section). Although the Indonesian 
group performed slightly lower than the Arabic group in the pronoun case with a 96.48 
percent accuracy level, it remains the first morpheme acquired by the Indonesian 
subjects. Unlike the Arabic group, who scored relatively higher in the plural than past 
regular and past irregular, Indonesian subjects scored very low in the plural, indicating 
that it is the last morpheme acquired by the Indonesian subjects. 

However, the statistical result showed that the L1 Arabic-speaking learners did not 
perform differently from the L1 Indonesian-speaking learners in all eight morphemes. 
Thus, there was no significant difference between the two groups in their performance 
(all ns because all ps> .006). 

 
DISCUSSIONS 
The main inquiry in the research question was whether there is a common order of the 
acquisition of English morphemes by L1 Arabic and L1 Indonesian speakers learning 
English. The research question arose with the claim by de Villiers and de Villiers (1973), 
Brown (1973), Dulay and Burt (1974), Krashen (1977, 1982), and (Pienemann, 1988) in 
relation to the existence of natural order in the acquisition of morphemes by learners 
from different L1 backgrounds. The results of this cross-sectional study offer far-
reaching implications for the acquisition of morphemes and language transfers. The 
study found an agreement of acquisition order between subjects within the same 
language group. However, there seems to be a slight difference in acquisition order 
between the Arabic and Indonesian groups, which L1 transfers may cause. 
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Natural Order Hypothesis VS Language Transfer 
There are some similarities in the average order of the acquisition of morphemes 
between the one found in Dulay and Burt (1974) and this study. For example, Dulay and 
Burt found that pronoun case is acquired early. Similarly, in this study L1 Arabic and 
Indonesian learners of English perform in pronoun case, making it the first morpheme 
acquired. In addition, the acquisition of copula in Dulay and Burt’s study (1974) and this 
study is also relatively similar. Although Dulay and Burt's copula ranks as the fourth 
morpheme acquired, and in this study, it ranks as the third, it is always consistently 
acquired before pasts and plural. This finding is in accordance with several studies 
conducted in the Indonesian contexts (see Rizqullah and Umami, 2021; Wulandari and 
Yusrizal, 2020; and Roswita and Kurniawan, 2019), which suggests that the Natural Order 
Hypothesis is relevant to the acquisition of copula and other morphemes in the 
Indonesian context. However, various factors, including task type and language 
proficiency level, may influence the order of acquisition. 
 
Table 7: The Order of Acquisition of English Morphemes in Dulay and Burt (1974) and in 

the Current Study 
  The current study 

No. Dulay and burt (1074) Arabic Subjects Indonesian Subjects 
1 Pronoun case Pronoun case Pronoun case 
2 Article (the/a) Auxiliary Auxiliary 
3 Progressive -ing  Copula Copula 
4 Copula Article (the/a) Progressive -ing 
5 Plural Progressive -ing Article (the/a) 
6 Auxiliary Plural Past Regular 
7 Past Regular Past Regular Past Irregular 
8 Past Irregular Past Irregular Plural 

 
Articles (the/a) are acquired relatively in the early stage in Dulay and Burt (1974) 

and Bailey et al. (1974), and they are acquired before copula and auxiliary. However, in 
this study, articles are acquired after copula and auxiliary and are acquired slightly 
later. Although articles are usually consistent with Natural Order, the result in this study 
is not quite surprising as some studies show some disagreement (Luke and Shirai, 2009). 
For example, some studies investigating the morpheme acquisition by Japanese learners 
showed that articles are acquired later by L1 Japanese learning English than the Natural 
Order Hypothesis (Hakuta, 1976; Sasaki, 1987; Nuibe, 1986; Shirahata, 1988; Izumi and 
Isahara; 2004). This phenomenon has been claimed as the effect of L1 transfer because 
the Japanese language system does not recognize the use of articles. Therefore, it is 
plausible for Japanese learners to have difficulty acquiring articles. 

Similarly, Arabic does not have a detailed system of articles. Arabic only has the 
definite article al- (Arabic: لا ), prefixed to a noun to show definiteness. To express 
indefiniteness in Arabic, the speakers use the singular form of the word, and they do 
not need to add any morpheme. For example, one of the Arabic subjects omitted the 
indefinite article “a” when saying, “It’s very nice city.” Similarly, an Indonesian subject 
omitted the article “a” when saying, “I have account on Facebook.” This omission 
mistake can be traced back to their L1’s: 
Arabic: 
Innaha madinah ra’iah jiddan 

It-FEM city nice-FEM very 
‘It is a very nice city’ 
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Indonesian: 
Saya mempunyai akun di Facebook 

I have account on Facebook 
‘I have an account on Facebook’ 

 
The Arabic example was produced by Arabic subject 2, while the Indonesian 

example was taken from Indonesian subject 6’s speech. From the examples above, it 
appears that the L1 Arabic and L1 Indonesian learners of English applied their L1 
linguistic knowledge to English as their second language. However, the reason the Arabic 
subjects perform relatively better in Article than their Indonesian counterparts might 
be due to the Arabic language system, in which the definite article al- (Arabic: لا ) can 
be used to simply replace the definite article the in English. Therefore, it is not an 
exaggeration to describe articles as one of the relatively difficult morphemes to acquire 
because of their ‘novelty’ and/or ‘abstractness’ for non-native English speakers who 
have different rules of articles in their native language (DeKeyser, 2005: 5). 

The acquisition of progressive –ing ranks third in Dulay and Burt (1974), acquired 
after Article, and similarly acquired after Article in the Arabic group. Although the 
Indonesian group acquires progressive –ing after Article, the average order is very similar 
as progressive –ing is as the fourth morpheme acquired by the Indonesian learners. This 
high degree of relative similarity somehow supports the Natural Order Hypothesis, which 
states that ‘the bound morphemes have the same relative order for first and second 
language’ (Krashen, 1982: 13); that is, progressive –ing is acquired in the early stage in 
both L1 and L2 acquisition.  

Krashen’s Natural Order (1982) suggested that copula and auxiliary are among the 
early acquired morphemes, and the results of the current study support this fact. Sasaki 
(1987) also reported that five Japanese children acquired copula in the early stage. 
Similarly, in Pak (1987), cited in Luk and Shirai (2009), and Andersen (1983), auxiliary is 
reportedly acquired quite early. There is no explanation for why this study's L1 Arabic 
and L1 Indonesian speakers did not show L1 effects. In fact, Arabic and Indonesian are 
‘zero copula’ languages (Rickford and Rickford, 2000: 43); that is, there is no overt 
marking of the relationship between the subject and predicate. Therefore, this 
phenomenon implies that the Natural Order exists in acquiring copula and auxiliary. 

The finding on the acquisition of plural in this study contradicts the NOH. The 
hypothesis posits that plural is among the morphemes which ‘have the same relative 
order for first and second language acquisition’ (Krashen, 1982: 13). In Brown’s study 
(1973) of L1 acquisition, plural was also among the morphemes early acquired. However, 
recent studies have reported different findings in the Indonesian context. For instance, 
Roswita and Kurniawan (2019) found that Indonesian EFL learners acquired past tense 
and progressive aspects earlier than plural marking. Similarly, another study by 
Wulandari and Yusrizal (2020) reported that task types and language proficiency 
significantly influenced the acquisition of English copula but not plural marking among 
Indonesian EFL learners. 

The result for L1 Arabic learners’ acquisition of plural is similar to that of Dulay and 
Burt (1974) and Bailey et al. (1974), meaning Arabic speakers did not score very high in 
using this morpheme. In fact, the Arabic language has a more complicated pluralisation 
system than English. For example, in Arabic, a singular noun may be pluralized using 
some methods, depending on whether it is a regular or irregular noun, a masculine or 
feminine noun, and whether the desired form is dual or more than two (Thatcher, 1993). 
This phenomenon can only be explained with the optionality theory proposed by Vainikka 
and Young-Scholten (1996) and Sorace and Filiaci (2006), even though this is out of the 
scope of the current study. The theory posits that there is the retention of L1 rules at 
the speakers’ interface level, not at the core syntax level. That is to say that Arabic 
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speakers sometimes drop the use of ‘s’ to form the plural, not because they do not know 
the rule but because the rule itself is not exactly similar to their L1 (Sorace & Filiaci, 
2006). 

Conversely, for Indonesian speakers, the plural is the last morpheme acquired, 
which contradicts Natural Order in L1 and L2 acquisition. This is not surprising as 
Andersen (1983) argued that there are some deviations related to the acquisition of 
plural, which leads to inconsistency with the Natural Order caused by L1 transfer. The 
fact that the Japanese child, Uguisu, in Hakuta (1976), who never acquired plural 
perfectly, also supports the existence of L1 transfer. Pak’s study (1987), cited in Luke 
and Shirai (2009), also found that Korean children and adult ESL learners acquired plural 
very late (rank 8).  

Therefore, to account for Indonesians’ late acquisition of the plural, there is no 
better explanation than L1 transfer. This is plausible because plural can be formed in 
the Indonesian language system without necessarily inserting any bound morpheme. A 
typical plural in the Indonesian language is formed by reduplicating the word. For 
example, the plural form of the word siswa ‘student’ is siswa-siswa ‘students’. However, 
this only applies when the word stands alone without being preceded by a numerical 
word (e.g., two, three) or group word (e.g., some, a number of). In the case of numerical 
and group word’s presence, the reduplication is not necessary, for exampleː 
 
Saya bepergian dengan putri-putri saya 

I travelled with daughters my 
‘I travelled with my daughters’ 

 
Bangunan ini terdiri dari enam rumah 

Building this consist of six flat 
‘This building consists of six flats’ 
 

 

Saya juga bisa mengajar di beberapa universitas 

I also can teach in some universities 
‘I can also teach in some Universities’ 

 
From the example above, we can gain insight into the existence of L1 transfer in 

the interlanguage of an Indonesian speaker when he said, “This building consists of six 
flats” and “I can also teach in some University.” In Indonesian, the plural can be 
recognized using the discourse context without special wording, especially when 
numerical or group words are present. Therefore, the mistakes happen because L2 
learners occasionally refer to their native language system while producing L2 
utterances. 

Very consistent orders were found for past regular and past irregular. These two 
morphemes were acquired late, both by the Arabic and Indonesian subjects. This finding 
is consistent with those of Dulay and Burt (1974), Bailey et al. (1974), Hakuta (1976), 
and Shin and Milroy (1999), which also supports Krashen’s Natural Order Hypothesis. Of 
course, this case cannot be ascribed to L1 transfer for Arabic learners because the Arabic 
language has both present and past forms of verbs. However, this low performance in 
past regular and past irregular can be attributed to L1 transfer for Indonesian speakers, 
as present and past verbs are in the same form in the Indonesian language system. The 
following example explains how present and past verbs are used in Indonesian: 
Minggu lalu saya hanya tinggal di rumah 

week last i just stay at home 
‘Last week I just stayed at home’   
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Setiap hari saya hanya tinggal di rumah 
every day i just stay at home 
‘Every day I just stay at home’   

 
From the example above, we can notice that the word tinggal ‘stay’ remains in the 

same form either in the present or in the past context. Without a clear context, we 
cannot judge whether an Indonesian verb is in a present or past form. The only way to 
distinguish Indonesian present or past form is by looking at its context, especially the 
time signal. Thus, the Indonesian speakers’ late mastery of past regular and past 
irregular can be most likely ascribed to language transfer and perhaps the Natural Order. 

 
Other Factors 
Some other factors are considered to influence the results of the current study. The 
following sections will discuss the factors, including data elicitation methods and 
individual factors. 

 
Data Elicitation Methods 
Surprisingly, this study's results only partially support the NOH. In fact, so many 
previously discussed studies provide robust evidence for the existence of the so-called 
Natural Order in L2 acquisition. Remembering that this study does not use the BSM to 
elicit data, this raises a very interesting question of whether the acquisition order of 
morphemes is the result of the method used to elicit data or, indeed, it exists in all L2 
learners without exception. However, if Natural Order does exist, whatever method is 
employed should obtain similar results. 

Therefore, using a specific method to elicit data can be biased. For example, most 
of the studies which came up with very similar results of Natural Order (de Villiers and 
de Villiers, 1973; Brown, 1973; Dulay and Burt, 1974, Bailey et al., 1974, and so on) used 
the BSM to elicit speech data. A surprising fact of the bias of the method is found in, for 
example, Rosansky’s (1976). Rosansky used both the BSM and spontaneous speech 
method to investigate morpheme orders, and it was quite surprising that the results of 
the two methods were not similar for the same subject at the same point in time. That 
is why he considered that the individual variability in using the functors correctly should 
not be taken for granted, and, therefore, statistical analysis should be done carefully to 
avoid making the variability unnoticeable. 

This fact implies that using certain methods to investigate the acquisition order of 
morphemes can be biased. Therefore, using a particular method needs to be 
reconsidered because it is still unknown whether the order of acquisition is only the 
result of the method, such as the BSM, or it is an actual order of acquisition by all L2 
learners in common. 
 
Individual Factors 
In cross-linguistic studies, the subjectivity of judgment is very important to consider 
(Kellerman, 1978). Subjectivity is related to L2 learners’ background, including age, 
level of education, social status, and proficiency. In this study, the most influencing 
factor might be proficiency. Although the participants were required to have a 6 IELTS 
band score, it does not necessarily imply that they would show the same performance 
because some speakers may know the rules but are not able to apply them at all times. 
Therefore, Phillip (2012: 284) argued that difficulties in producing certain language 
forms are mostly related to the issue of linguistic performance rather than linguistic 
competence. 
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CONCLUSION 
This study investigated the acquisition of 8 English morphemes by L1 Arabic speakers 
and L1 Indonesian speakers learning English as a second language. The findings suggest 
that the claim made in the Natural Order Hypothesis (NOH) regarding the generalization 
of language acquisition order to all morphemes may not hold true. The evidence from 
cross-linguistic data in this study was not robust enough to support the NOH's claim on 
morpheme acquisition order. However, this does not mean that the Natural Order in 
language learning does not exist. It is proposed that the Natural Order may only 
influence certain morphemes, and further research is needed to identify which 
morphemes are affected by the Natural Order. 

The study also found that language transfer is apparent in some cases, as learners 
from the same language background exhibited similar acquisition patterns, indicating 
the application of L1 rules to L2. Despite some variations in the acquisition patterns of 
the 8 English morphemes by Arabic and Indonesian speakers, statistical tests showed no 
significant differences in their performance. The orders of acquisition were also partially 
similar to the predictions of the NOH. However, due to the study's small sample size, it 
is considered a pilot study, and further investigation with larger samples and different 
data elicitation methods is necessary. 
In conclusion, this study suggests a weaker form of the NOH, proposing that the Natural 
Order may only impact certain morphemes and may vary among learners from different 
L1 backgrounds. The findings indicate the need for further research to examine the 
extent and influence of the Natural Order on different morphemes in L2 acquisition. 
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