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ABSTRACT

As basis for crafting learning activities, this study assessed the level of syntactic
competence of the GE 5 (Purposive Communication) students in written English
discourse. Particularly, this study looked into these content areas: fragments, parallelism,
tenses, use of pronouns, use of prepositions, subject-verb agreement, articles and
punctuations. The study further aimed to examine the significant difference of the mean
scores of students across the syntactical categories specified. The tools used in analyzing
and interpreting data were the following: Simple Percentage, Weighted Mean, ANOVA
and Tukey Test. From the findings of the study, it is concluded that the respondents’ level
of competence in the use of syntax was less competent. Upon the presentation of the
output of the study, it is highly recommended that the crafted learning activities be
implemented, be put into practice and be given thorough follow-up to assess the identified
deficiencies of the students.
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INTRODUCTION

Effective writing is a vital skill across diverse fields such as business, science,
government, and technology. It is often regarded as a mark of competence and



intelligence, with proficient writers perceived as more credible. Hansen (2015) highlighted
that two-thirds of salaried workers in large U.S. companies hold jobs requiring strong
writing skills, emphasizing the value of this ability in professional settings. Similarly, in the
Philippines, industries such as call centers and publishing rely heavily on English
proficiency, making writing an indispensable skill. However, mastering English as a
second language remains a significant challenge for many students, particularly in writing,
where poor grammar and syntactic errors often hinder effective communication. Loyola
Press (2014) observed that many college students struggle with writing even basic
sentences, often requiring instructors to reteach fundamental grammar before advancing
to higher-level skills.

Writing, as a complex skill, requires deliberate thought and mastery of grammar and
syntax to construct coherent and accurate sentences. Syntax, which governs the
arrangement of words and phrases, is a critical aspect of effective communication. Basri
and Ampa (2013) emphasized that syntactic competence allows students to organize
ideas effectively, facilitating better writing. Research by Murrow (2005), Stapa and Izahar
(2010), Merilainin (2010), and Pampilo (2014) further highlights the challenges students
face in acquiring syntactic competence, noting that difficulties in grammar often result in
errors that impair their ability to convey ideas fluently and accurately. Tabor and Magpayo
(2006) asserted that writing, unlike other communication skills, demands a higher level of
cognitive engagement, making it particularly challenging for learners of English as a
second language.

This study sought to assess the syntactic competence of students at NORSU Pamplona
Campus by analyzing their performance across various syntactical categories, such as
fragments, parallelism, and punctuation. By examining patterns of errors and their
underlying causes, this research built upon earlier works, including those of Basri and
Ampa (2013) and Pampilo (2014), to provide actionable insights for educators. The
findings aimed to help teachers develop effective teaching strategies and improve
grammar instruction, addressing long-standing challenges in English language
acquisition. Ultimately, this study provides valuable insights on enhancing students'
writing skills, better equipping them for academic success and future career opportunities.

Research Questions

This study assessed the level of syntactic competence in written English discourse of the
GE 5 (Purposive Communication) students of Negros Oriental State University, Pamplona
Campus during the Academic Year 2023-2024 in order to craft learning activities.

Specifically, this study sought answers to the following sub-problems:

1. What is the profile of the respondents in terms of:
1.1 age; and
1.2 gender?

2. What is the level of competence of students in the use of syntax in terms of:
2.1 fragments;
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2.2 parallelism;
2.3 tenses;
2.4 use of pronouns;
2.5 use of prepositions;
2.6 subject-verb agreement;
2.7 articles; and
2.8 punctuations?
3. Is there a significant difference of the mean scores of students in the
aforementioned variables?
4. Based on the findings, what learning activities could be proposed?

METHODOLOGY
Research Design

This study utilized the descriptive and qualitative-quantitative research methods in data
gathering. The descriptive method was utilized to determine the age and gender and the
gualitative-quantitative method to identify the level of syntactic competence of students in
the abovementioned variables. These research designs were employed to assess
students' syntactic competence in fragments, parallelism, tenses, pronouns, prepositions,
subject-verb agreement, articles, and punctuation.

Research Locale

The study was conducted at Negros Oriental State University (NORSU), Pamplona
Campus, located in Sitio Tuwang, Barangay Poblacion, Pamplona, Negros Oriental, with
programs in Bachelor of Science in Agriculture and Bachelor of Science in Forestry.
NORSU Pamplona is one of the satellite campuses of Negros Oriental State University
situated in the Municipality of Pamplona, Negros Oriental.

Research Participants

The respondents were fifty (50) GE 5 (Purposive Communication) students from the
second semester of Academic Year 2023-2024, selected through purposive sampling
based on their previous semester's grades in English Plus. Of these, 70% were
Agriculture students, and 30% were Forestry students. Data were analyzed using
Weighted Mean, Simple Percentage, ANOVA, and Tukey Test. The results served as the
basis for developing proposed learning activities to enhance students' syntactic
competence.

Research Instrument

The assessment employed questionnaires with cloze tests sourced from Margaret L.
Benner's Writing Support Program (2000), Robert L. Simon’s Selected Test (2004),
Tanner Hock’s English for Everyone Worksheets (2010) and other reputable references.
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Each variable had 15 items, and the researcher ensured respondents understood the
purpose and instructions for completing the questionnaire. Data retrieval was immediate
upon completion.

Data Gathering Procedure

The researchers wrote a letter to the President of the NORSU System, asking permission
to conduct the study with the GE 5 (Purposive Communication) students. When the
request was approved, a copy of it was forwarded to the Dean of the College of
Agriculture, Forestry and Fishery, NORSU Pamplona Campus. In administering the
guestionnaire, the researchers identified the classes included in the sampling and chose
every second student in the list of official enrollees. The researchers informed the
respondents of the purpose of the research and clearly gave instructions as to how they
should accomplish the questionnaire. The retrieval of the questionnaire was done right
after the respondents finished answering.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This research study assessed the students’ level of competence in the use of syntax in
written English discourse with the given focus: fragments, parallelism, tenses, use of
pronouns, use of prepositions, subject-verb agreement, articles and punctuations. It also
aimed to examine the significant difference of the mean scores of students across the
syntactical categories stated. The results are revealed below.

Fragments

Fragments are incomplete sentences. Usually, fragments are pieces of sentences that
have become disconnected from the main clause. One of the easiest ways to correct
them is to remove the period between the fragment and the main clause. Other kind of
punctuations may be needed for the newly combined sentence.

Table 1. Level of Students’ Syntactic Competence in Fragments

Scale Verbal Description Fragments
F Percentage (%)

90 - 95 % Very Much Competent 2 4
85-89 % Very Competent 8 16
80-84 % Competent 13 26
75-79 % Less Competent 15 30
74 % &

Below Least Competent 12 24

Total 50 100
Average 78.9
Descriptive Rating Less Competent
712
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As shown in Table 1, the respondents had different levels of competence from very much
competent to least competent. However, majority of them were less competent which
gave this content area an average mean score of 78.9 with a description of less
competent. To a certain extent, the respondents found it tricky looking for phrases and
clauses that are disguising as sentences. Moreover, this content area appears to be one
of the weakest points of these students, thus, they have to make use of their time studying
more about fragments and sentences for them to be able to distinguish their differences.
This is interconnected to Karakas (2012) where he avowed that syntactic errors are those
which disobey the phrase structure rules and, by this way, violate the formation of
grammatically correct sentences. These errors can be exemplified as word order,
ungrammatical sentence constructions resulting from faulty use of verbs, prepositions,
articles and relative clauses in sentences.

Parallelism

Parallel structure also known as parallelism refers to the repetition of a chosen
grammatical form within a sentence. By making each compared items or ideas in a
sentence follow the same grammatical pattern, one must create a parallel construction.
Parallel structure adds both clout and clarity to our writing.

Table 2. Level of Students’ Syntactic Competence in Parallelism
Scale Verbal Description Parallelism

F Percentage (%)
90 -95 % Very Much Competent 2 4
85-89 % Very Competent 7 14

80-84% Competent 10 20
75-79% Less Competent 17 34
74 % &
Below Least Competent 14 28
Total 50 100
Average 78.00
Descriptive Rating Less Competent

As revealed from Table 2, the respondents fell in the different levels of competence with
the descriptions very much competent to least competent. Accordingly, many of them
were less competent in this content area which led them to the average weighted mean
of 78 with a description of less competent. It only proved that the respondents need to
improve in this area. Students could become better and more effective writers of the
English discourse by allowing themselves to learn how to write observing this specific
content. This is akin to the work of Hijjo (2013) where errors like orthographic mistakes,
informal expressions, active/passive construction, the use of past participles, the use of
past simple tense instead of the present simple tense, the misuse of “s” as a plural mark
or a 3" singular mark, correlation, add or omit morphemes, subject-verb agreement,
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words combination, word structure, punctuation, sentence structure and singular-plural
form were found.

Tenses

Tense is a form of a verb which refers to the time when the action is performed. It is one
of the forms which a verb takes by inflection or by adding auxiliary words, so as to indicate
the time of the action or event signified; the modification which verbs undergo for the
indication of time. It can be seen in Table 3 that the respondents ranked in the different
levels of competence with very much competent to least competent as the
descriptions. Moreover, most of the students got the less competent level in this content
area with the average weighted mean of 78.82.

In relation to the data specified, it was found out that students could hardly write English
discourse observing the proper use of tenses. This result simply entails that reinforcement
needs to be employed to ensure skill acquisition and learning among the students in this
content area through utilization of more effective instructional activities.

Table 3. Level of Students’ Syntactic Competence in Tenses

Scale Verbal Description Tenses
F Percentage (%)
90-95% Very Much Competent 3 6
85-89 % Very Competent 7 14
80-84 % Competent 10 20
75-79% Less Competent 19 38
74 % &
Below Least Competent 11 22
Total 50 100
Average 78.82
Descriptive Rating Less Competent

This finding is related to Stapa and lzahar (2010) which stated that errors in language
learning have always been the centre of attention and knowledge of grammar. They
emphasized that knowledge of grammar becomes an issue of intense community interest,
evident in media discussions especially by those who are concerned with the standard of
English language learning and teaching.

Use of Pronouns
Pronoun is defined as a word that substitutes for a noun or noun phrase. It is a particular

case of a pro-form. They are small words that take place of a noun. If we did not have
pronouns, we would have to repeat a lot of nouns in sentences and paragraphs.
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Table 4. Level of Students’ Syntactic Competence in the Use of Pronouns

Scale Verbal Description Use of Pronouns
F Percentage (%)

90 -95 % Very Much Competent 21 42
85-89 % Very Competent 5 10
80-84 % Competent 4 8
75-79% Less Competent 12 24
74 % &
Below Least Competent 8 16

Total 50 100

Average 84.12
Descriptive Rating Competent

As reflected on Table 4, the respondents had different levels of competence from very
much competent to least competent. Contrariwise, a higher percentage of the
respondents got the scale of five (5) with the description very much competent. As a
whole, they got the average weighted mean of 84.12 which brought them under the
competent category. Most of the respondents were skillful in demonstrating the
knowledge of the use of pronouns particularly in the given test for many of them got
perfect scores. It must be very easy for them to employ in the written discourse the correct
use of pronouns based on the result displayed.

Use of Prepositions

Prepositions are words that precede a noun or pronoun and express a relation between
it and another word. Likewise, it relates its object to some other words in a sentence. A
preposition never appears alone. It is always used with a word or group of words called
its object.

Table 5. Level of Students’ Syntactic Competence in the Use of Prepositions

Scale Verbal Description Use of Prepositions
F Percentage (%)
90 - 95 % Very Much Competent 1 2
85-89 % Very Competent 2 4
80-84% Competent 1 2
75-79% Less Competent 5 10
74 % &
Below Least Competent 41 82
Total 50 100
Average 69.32
Descriptive Rating Least Competent

715

Ignatian International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research Vol 3No 1 January 2025 www.icceph.com



Table 5 shows that among the eight (8) variables included in the study, it is in this area
that a greater part of the respondents was classified under the least competent level.
Moreover, they got the lowest average mean score of 69.32 with the description least
competent. This corresponds to the study of Merilainin (2010) which emphasized that
English syntactic constructions which differ from the corresponding first language (L1)
structures pose great difficulties for Finnish students to learn. It is stated in her findings
that the frequency of syntactic transfer had not decreased during the fifteen-year period
under study can be considered somewhat worrying because it indicates that the students’
knowledge of these syntactic features has not improved. Logically, the students really
had a very poor performance in this particular content area. Most of them failed to answer
correctly the questions on the use of prepositions and sadly, they almost have similar in
abilities. This lowest level ability of the students in this content area highly requires
immediate remediation via learning activities in order to build up better performance.

Subject-Verb Agreement

Verb is sometimes described as an “action word”. This is partly true as many verbs give
the idea of action. But some verbs do not give the idea of action. They give the idea of
existence, of state, of “being” like am, is, are, was and were. Being able to find the right
subject and verb helps one correct errors of subject-verb agreement.

Table 6. Level of Students’ Syntactic Competence in Subject-Verb Agreement

Scale Verbal Description Subject-Verb Agreement
F Percentage (%)

90-95% Very Much Competent 1 2

85-89 % Very Competent 2 4

80-84% Competent 2 4

75-79 % Less Competent 23 46

74 % &

Below Least Competent 22 44
Total 50 100

Average 74.12
Descriptive Rating Least Competent

As indicated in Table 6, the respondents still had different levels of competence from very
much competent to least competent. Nonetheless, there were many of them who were
categorized as less competent. The overall result gave this area an average mean score
of 74.12 with a description of least competent. Correspondingly, the students were
generally slow or poor in answering the items in this content area. They were slow in
finding the correct verb that agrees with the subject. Likewise, many failed to fill out the
missing verbs correctly because the respondents lacked the comprehension skill to get
the general thought of the clozed selection. This reflects on the study of Glendinning
(2010) that advanced learners displayed processing patterns almost identical to those of
the native speakers, suggesting that advanced learners do show native-like processing
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patterns and sensitivity to subject-verb agreement errors in Spanish across increasing
linear distances.

Articles

The three articles in English are a, an, and the. The learner has to decide noun-by-noun
which one of the articles to use. The word a (which becomes an when the next word
begins with a vowel — a, €, i, 0, u) is called the indefinite article because the noun it goes
with is indefinite or general. The word the is known as the definite article and indicates a
specific thing.

Table 7. Level of Students’ Syntactic Competence in Articles

Scale Verbal Description Articles
F Percentage (%)

90-95% Very Much Competent 1 2
85-89 % Very Competent 11 22
80-84 % Competent 17 34
75-79% Less Competent 15 30
74 % &

Below Least Competent 6 12

Total 50 100
Average 80.92
Descriptive Rating Competent

As seen in Table 7, it was revealed that the respondents were ranked in different
categories from very much competent to least competent. Correspondingly, most of
them were competent which gave this content area an average weighted mean of 80.92.
All in all, the respondents were ranked in the competent category. The students
obviously were incompetent in using correct articles in paragraph or essay writing. They
were confused when or when not to use the articles a, an, and the in the cloze test
provided. The inability to properly use articles in written discourse is one of the students’
weaknesses that must be given full attention.

Punctuations
Punctuations can be used to connect group of words. Punctuation, in written language,
is the use of standard marks to clarify meaning. It varies from language to language and

preferences for specific marks vary from writer to writer, but, within any given text,
consistency is stylistically favored.
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Table 8. Level of Students’ Syntactic Competence in Punctuations

Scale Verbal Description Punctuations
F Percentage (%)

90-95% Very Much Competent 14 28
85-89 % Very Competent 16 32
80-84 % Competent 8 16
75-79% Less Competent 7 14
74 % &

Below Least Competent 5 10

Total 50 100
Average 84.58
Descriptive Rating Very Competent

The contemporary trend is toward a minimum of punctuation, with clarity as the main
criterion for use. It is otherwise disclosed that of all the content areas, it is only in this
content area where respondents reached the very competent category. The average
weighted mean was 84.58 with the descriptive rating of very competent. Almost all of
the respondents showed a very excellent performance as they took and answered the
test with great passing score. The result showed that many of them knew how to use
punctuation marks according to the substance of the sentence. This would only mean
that these students are very much capable of expressing their minds via paragraphs
and/or essays with correct punctuations.

In general, it is indicated in the study that the respondents were less competent in the
level of syntactic competence in written English discourse test. Specifically, the
respondents’ performance among the eight (8) syntactic variables included, only
punctuations ranked in the very competent category with the weighted mean score of
84.58. Two (2) ranked in the competent level, these were the use of pronouns with the
weighted mean score of 84.12 and articles with the average mean score of 80.92. The
remaining variables like fragments, parallelism, and tenses were categorized as less
competent. Moreover, the last two (2) variables, use of prepositions and subject-verb
agreement were in the least competent level. The result only implied that the students
have to undergo series of reinforcements most especially in the areas where they were
assessed as less and least competent.

In relation to the study of Pampilo (2014) concerning the writing competence of the
students of Negros Oriental State University, it was found out that students are only
competent in the use of inflections and contractions; however, they are just average
writers when sentence structures were examined. Pampilo also disclosed after analyzing
and interpreting the figures that the responses of the sample population taken revealed
their positive attitude towards English. This present investigation conducted had similar
results to Pampilo’s study wherein she suggested that students’ weak points in the use
of syntax must be given exhaustive focus to bolster their good performance in writing and
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must be followed-up so they can fully develop their competence in the accentuated
content areas.

Constructively, Abisamra (2003) emphasized in her study that researchers are interested
in errors because they believed to contain valuable information on the strategies that
people use to acquire a language. According to her, the investigation of errors can be at
the same time diagnostic and prognostic. It is diagnostic because it can tell us the
learner’s state of the language at a given point during the learning process, and prognostic
because it can tell course organizers to reorient language learning materials on the basis
of the learners’ current problems.

As a whole, this responds to Corder as cited by Sawalmeh (2013) who views errors as a
valuable information for three beneficiaries: for teachers, it clues them on the progress of
the students; for researchers, it provides evidence as to how language is acquired or
learned; for learners themselves, it gives them resources in order to learn.

Test of Significant Difference

Table 9 shows the test of significant difference among the mean scores of the eight (8)
syntactic variables, namely: fragments, parallelism, tenses, use of pronouns, use of
prepositions, subject-verb agreement, articles and punctuations using Analysis of
Variance or ANOVA.

Table 9. Test of Significant Difference on Students’ Level of Syntactic

Competence
Sum of df MS F Critical P Remarks
Squares Value Value Value
Between
Groups 2011.42 7 287.35 33.23 2.97 0.000
Within Significant

Groups 3389.66 392 8.65

Total 5401.08 399

As reflected from the table, the p-value of (0.000) is less than the set alpha of 0.05.
Similarly, the obtained computed F-value of 33.23 is also less than the critical value of
2.97. Both confirmed significant at five (5) percent level of probability. Thus, the null
hypothesis, “Ho: There is no significant difference of the respondents’ mean scores in
fragments, parallelism, tenses, use of pronouns, use of prepositions, subject-verb
agreement, articles and punctuations” was rejected. This means that the respondents’
mean scores were significantly different in the eight syntactic variables. This further
implies that the level of competence of the respondents differed among the said variables.
Correspondingly, to find out which variables the students differed significantly, Tukey Test
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was utilized. The results of comparing pair of means between different syntactic variables
are shown in Table 9.

As seen in the table, variable pairs which have the same superscript were the following:
punctuations and use of pronouns, tenses and articles, fragments and parallelism,
fragments and tenses and fragments and articles.

Table 10. Results of Comparing Pair of Means between Different Syntactic

Variables
Variables Mean
1. Fragments 78.9%
2. Parallelism 78.002
3. Tenses 78.82%¢
4. Use of Pronouns 84.124
5. Use of Prepositions 69.32¢
6. Subject-Verb Agreement 74.12f
7. Articles 80.92bc
8. Punctuations 84.584

Legend: The mean scores with the same superscript do not significantly differ (p < 0.05).
Statistically, there was no significant difference between those variable pairs. This
denotes that students’ level of syntactic competence of those variable pairs were the
same.

Moreover, the use of prepositions and subject verb agreement were significantly lower
in mean scores than the rest of the syntactic variables. Whereas, fragments’ mean score
was significantly lower than punctuations and the use of pronouns but not significantly
different from the mean scores of parallelism, tenses and articles. While punctuations and
the use of pronouns’ mean scores did not significantly differ, but were significantly
higher than the rest of the variables.

The result supports the respondents’ diverse abilities in the eight (8) content areas. Result
further reveals that respondents have higher level of competence in the use of pronouns
and punctuations compared to other areas which have the same level of competence in
fragments, parallelism, tenses and articles. However, they need to focus much on the
areas on the use of prepositions and subject verb agreement, for it is in these areas that
their performance was very poor.

Conclusions
Relative to the findings of the study highlighted, the level of students’ syntactic
competence in written English discourse revealed that of the eight (8) variables included

in the investigation, only punctuations ranked in the very competent category with the
average score of 84.58. Two (2) ranked in the competent level - these were the use of
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pronouns with the weighted mean score of 84.12 and articles with the average core of
80.92.

Accordingly, students were less competent in the content areas such as fragments,
parallelism, and tenses and least competent in the use of prepositions and subject-
verb agreement. They failed in comprehending the given cloze well and that they fell
short in answering the items correctly. In the same manner, reading the given selection
repetitively to understand its content as observed can also be considered as a factor that
affected their performance. The results made known that students lacked the competence
in many aspects of grammar. They must have the support needed to lessen the difficulties
they encountered.

As a final point, the respondents’ level of competence in the use of syntax was less
competent. Consequently, students’ poor study habits, lack of interest and attitude
towards the subject might be held responsible in their incompetence in the use of syntax
in written English discourse. Nevertheless, language teachers are very much capable of
overcoming these perplexities by way of reinforcements. Thus, proposed learning
activities in this instance, really play a vital role.

Recommendations

Taking into account the findings and conclusions of this study, the following
recommendations may be considered:

1. Campus administrators must passionately lead in the implementation of the crafted
learning activities and persistently give follow-ups to ensure indisputable learning from
the students. They may as well organize activities and programs that will train and develop
teachers in the use of appropriate teaching techniques and strategies.

2. The language teachers must make use of the proposed learning activities
coupled with more suitable and efficient teaching strategies that will help elevate and
upgrade students’ writing proficiency in the target language.

3. Students are highly expected to improve their level of syntactic competence in
written English discourse by disciplining themselves to exert extra effort to study and learn
about the areas of grammar where they need improvement. This is to prepare them into
becoming competitive workers in the real arena — the world.

Compliance with Ethical Standards

This research adheres to the ethical guidelines for research involving human participants.
All participants were fully informed about the purpose, procedures, and scope of the
study. Written consent was obtained before their participation, ensuring that they
understood their rights, including the right to withdraw at any stage without penalty.
Participant data were anonymized to protect identities and maintain confidentiality.
Personal identifiers were replaced with codes, and any identifying information was
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securely stored and accessible only to the principal investigator. Participation in this study
was entirely voluntary. No coercion or undue influence was exerted on the students to
ensure their involvement. The data collected were handled and analyzed with utmost
integrity. Misrepresentation, fabrication, or falsification of data was avoided, ensuring
accurate reporting of findings. Finally, the participants were given access to the results
upon request. Findings were shared responsibly to benefit academic and pedagogical
advancements without compromising participant anonymity
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