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INTRODUCTION 
Background of the study  

Morphology is the study of word structures as well as the rules and specifications governing word formation in 

languages. Therefore, it is considered as an inseparable part of the grammatical understanding and awareness of a 

language (Giazitzidou et al., 2023; Oz, 2014). Moreover, learners of the English language are required to develop a solid 

basis of how words are structured and formed (Kieffer & Lesaux, 2011; Matruglio, 2020). The significance of developing 

morphological awareness of teachers is foregrounded in a number of studies in that it allows teachers to support their 

students to understand how words enter a language and what constitutes words through a combination of suffixes and 

prefixes. Furthermore, Templeton (2012) and Cohen-Mimran et al. (2022) argue that there is evidently a positive impact 

associated with learners’ awareness of the structure of words as reflected by their increased vocabulary size, greater 

reading understanding and better written essays. Therefore, morphology can be a useful teaching tool for EFL learners 

who want to develop their writing skills. In a similar vein, Oz (2014) and Levesque et al. (2021) argue that language 

learners, who understand affixation and word structure processes, become proficient language speakers. Therefore, the 

purpose of the current study is twofold; to investigate the impact of derivational and inflectional morphemes on 

improving the quality of EFL tenth graders’ writing and explore the perceptions of English teachers regarding the 

challenges of using these morphemes properly in essay writing. 

 

The research problem  
Word structure and word formation are essential to morphological awareness since this leads to increasing vocabulary 

knowledge and developing other language skills such as writing and reading (Desrochers et al., 2018; Giazitzidou & 

Padeliadu, 2022). Despite the significant role of morphological awareness for improving language learners’ capabilities, 
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this area is mostly abandoned by English language teachers and curriculum developers (Marjokorpi, 2023; Tahaineh, 

2012). Moreover, learners of English struggle to understand the structure of sentences and the word formation process, 

especially when it comes to employing them in their essay writing using derivatives, prefixes, and suffixes (Kuo & 

Anderson, 2006; Sarfraz & Abbas, 2018). In this regard, Fejzo (2015) states that most learners of English have a 

difficulty understanding the way in which words are formed using different types of derivational and inflectional 

morphemes including improper addition of prefixes and suffixes, limited lexical awareness, and finite word structure 

knowledge. As a result, this has a substantial impact on other language skills including writing. By the same token, 

deficiency of phonological and morphological awareness is found to be a commonplace among struggling readers and 

writers as stated by Bowers and Kirby (2009) and Haase and Steinbrink (2022). 
 

In addition, EFL students learning, who struggle with the language, become unable to build their ability to write 

effective essays because they do not have a strong foundation in morphological awareness (Justi et al., 2023; Wolter & 

Green, 2013). An intensive research into the existing literature revealed that there is a plethora of studies conducted to 

investigate the impact and correlation of morphological awareness on different language skills, especially in relation to 

vocabulary and reading comprehension skills (Cohen-Mimran et al., 2022; Freitas et al., 2018; Görgen et al., 2021; Haase 

& Steinbrink, 2022). However, there is a scarcity of research focusing on the effects of morphological awareness on 

essay writing (Agustin, 2010; Ginsberg et al., 2011; Saeidi & Mirzapour, 2013; Sarfraz & Abbas, 2018; Zhang & Koda, 

2013). Therefore, there is a necessity to conduct more research in this area to find out the correlation and impact of 

derivational and inflectional morphemes on improving the quality of students’ writing.  
 

Significance and rationale  
The rationale of conducting the present study stems from the significant role that word structure and word formation 

play in improving a variety of language skills including spelling, grammar, lexis, reading and writing. Therefore, learning 

about morphology cannot be neglected in order to raise learners’ awareness, which in turn, leads to developing their 

overall language learning (Crossley, 2020; Masrai, 2016). In addition, there is a consensus among scholars on the 

necessity of teaching morphology explicitly like other language skills, and curriculum specialists and teachers need to 

pay an equal attention to teaching morphology the same way they do with teaching and delivering other language skills 

(Wahid & Farooq, 2019).  
 

The importance of the present study is also highlighted by Apel (2014) who states that morphological awareness is a 

fundamental linguistic ability that is worth more attention in language learning due to the essential part it plays in 

developing language capabilities. Besides, there are few studies that have investigated the acquisition of derivational and 

inflectional morphemes and their impact on developing EFL Arab learners’ essay writing (Alotaibi, 2016). Therefore, the 

current study is anticipated to enrich the existing literature through investigating the impact of using derivational and 

inflectional morphemes on improving students’ essay writing, which has been under-researched for EFL Arab learners of 

English. Besides, the present study collected data from written essays and semi-structured interviews to help interpret 

data in a fuller way, with the ultimate purpose of adding more in-depth understanding and justification to the nature of 

the relationship between derivational and inflectional morphemes and the writing quality. In addition, the 

recommendations and implications of the present study are also noteworthy as they will be shared with stakeholders, 

policy makers and curriculum specialists in the UAE in order to promote students’ learning experience.  
 

Research aims and questions 
The study aims at investigating the impact of derivational and inflectional morphemes on improving the quality of EFL 

Arab learners’ writing and exploring the perceptions of English teachers regarding the challenges of using these 

morphemes properly in essay writing in the UAE. Thus, the following research questions are used to fulfil the study 

objectives: 
 

RQ1: What is the overall frequency of derivational and inflectional morphemes in grade 10 students’ essay writing?  

RQ2: What is the correlation between the total number of derivational and inflectional morphemes and the quality of 

grade 10 essay writing? 2- 

RQ3: What are the perceptions of English teachers regarding the challenges of using derivational and inflectional 

morphemes in grade 10 students’ essay writing?  
 

Literature Review and Theoretical Underpinning 
Conceptual Framework  

Morphology  

Oz (2014) defines morphology as the study of the inner composition of words and the rules surrounding the structure of 

words in a language. He further argues that morphology is a basic part of the grammatical awareness of a language, yet it 

is unconscious knowledge just like the linguistic awareness. In a similar vein, Stonham (2007) states that morphology 

refers to the mental system employed in word formation or the field of linguistics that deals with word formation and 

structure. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11145-023-10426-2#ref-CR31
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11145-023-10426-2#ref-CR15
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11145-023-10426-2#ref-CR26
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11145-023-10426-2#ref-CR30
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11145-023-10426-2#ref-CR31
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Morphemes 
According to Lieber (2009), morphemes are the smallest units of meaning or grammatical function. Based on this 

definition, units of meaning include words such as enjoy, and units of grammatical function incorporate elements used to 

indicate tense or plural forms (Bae, 2016). A similar definition is elucidated by Stonham (2007) who concur that 

morphemes are the smallest linguistic segments with a grammatical role. However, Sarfraz and Abbas (2018) mention 

that morphemes are categorized into two groups; free morphemes or basic words, which cannot be further split into other 

meaningful units (these are sub-divided into functional and lexical) and bound morphemes or the smallest units that are 

linked to other forms to create more complex words (these are further divided into derivational and inflectional). The 

current study focuses only on bound morphemes. Therefore, the conceptual underpinning addresses only the two sub-

categories of bound morphemes (derivational and inflectional morphemes). Figure 1 shows a classification of English 

morphemes with examples. 
 

Figure 1 

 A classification of English morphemes adopted from (Oz, 2014) 

 
 

Derivational morphemes  

Carstairs-McCarthy (1992) states that derivational morphemes change the grammatical category of words, and they 

include derivational suffixes if they come at the end of a word and derivational prefixes if they occur at the beginning of 

a word. For instance, the verb educate forms the noun education by suffixation of -ion and from the noun education we 

can form the adjective educational by suffixation of -al. Similarly, Rugaiyah (2018) concurs that derivational morphemes 

are used to create new lexical items using prefixes and suffixes. This definition is similar to Yule (2010) who argues that 

derivational morphemes are utilized to create new vocabulary words that have a different grammatical category as 

demonstrated in the sample of adjective-forming suffixes in Table 1. 
 

Table 1 

 A sample of adjective-forming suffixes ((Fitria, 2020) 

Suffix Meaning Example 

-able being “able” reasonable, comfortable  

-al relating to cultural, official, nutritional, educational, personal  

-full  full of  Plentiful, peaceful, beautiful, wonderful, meaningful  

-ic characteristic  economic, artistic, energetic, realistic, naturalistic  

-cal  relating to  psychological, physical, historical, musical  

-ous  characterized by religious, dangerous, rebellious 
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Inflectional morphemes 
Fitria (2020) defines inflectional morphemes as the type of morphemes that do not result in a change of the word’s 

syntactic or grammatical category. For example, the verb play can be formed as plays, played, and playing, yet it is still a 

verb. Similarly, Larrivée (1995) states that inflectional morphemes are more relevant to syntax. These definitions are 

harmonious with that of Mackenzie (2011) who report that inflectional morphemes produce new forms of the same word 

instead of creating new word categories or lexical entries. Furthermore, Yusuf (2017) agrees that inflectional morphemes 

are employed to show some features of the syntactic role of a word. Moreover, Fitria (2020) mentions that there are eight 

inflectional morphemes in English, and they are used to show if a word is singular or plural, if it is present tense or not, 

and if the word is in the comparative or the superlative form as summarized in Table 2. 
 

Table 2 

Eight inflectional morphemes of English adopted from (Fitria 2020) 

English Inflectional Morphemes  Added to Examples  

-s plural  nouns  She has got two guitars.  

-‘s possessive  nouns  Zeynep’s hair is long.  

-er comparative  adjectives  Zeynep has longer hair than Derya.  

-est superlative  adjectives  Zeynep has the longest hair.  

-s 3rd person singular present tense  verbs Zeynep plays the guitar.  

- ed past tense  verbs She played the guitar at the party.  

- ing progressive  verbs She is playing the guitar at the party.  

-en past participle  verbs She has taken the guitar to the party.  
 

Theoretical framework  

Structuralism Learning Theory (SLT) 
One of the theories that underpin the present study is structuralism, which was established by Ferdinand de Saussure 

(Alsubaiai, 2021). Structuralism is explained as a method that focuses on the structure of the underlying system and the 

links that exist among its constituting elements. According to the structuralist approach, the meaning of a word is less 

dependent on the object it refers to, but it is determined by the underlying structure of the word (Kridel, 2008). Between 

1940 and 1960, studying morphology was effectively highlighted by a plethora of structuralists who examined topics and 

issues associated with the theory of word formation (e.g., Harris, 1980; Hockett, 1947).  
 

The selection of the structuralism learning theory as a relevant underpinning of the current study is supported by the 

fact that the structuralist approach is regarded as meritorious due to its contributions to the study of morphology 

(Vressick-Chilborn & Rachman, 2020). For instance, among the many contributions of structuralism is the way words 

are considered as having complex internal structures (de Saussure et al., 1960). This is contradictory to the previous 

traditional view of words as the basic unit of grammatical theory and lexicography (de Saussure et al., 1960). Similarly, 

the structuralist approach identifies words as analyzable in terms of morphemes, which are the smallest units of meaning 

and grammatical structures (Fitria, 2020).  
 

Behaviorism Learning Theory (BLT) 
Behaviorism is another psychological theory of learning that underpins the current study. The main concept of the 

behaviorist theory is the interpretation and analysis of human behavior according to the pattern of stimulus-response-

interaction as well as the link between them (Cox, 2008). To elaborate this further, the theory implies that association 

between a specific response and a stimulus forms a habit. According to (Ziafar & Namaziandost, 2019), learning -as 

viewed by behaviorism- is altering the behaviors of learners into what is known as the desired behavior, which receives 

positive reinforcement whereas the behavior with the least fit is awarded negative.  
 

The significance of behaviorism in language learning is evidently seen in the utilization of various teaching and 

learning approaches such as the audio-lingual method, the grammar translation method, and the direct method (Ziafar & 

Namaziandost, 2019). The choice of the behaviorist approach as a theoretical underpinning of the present study is 

because the theory has a direct connection to the approach of teaching writing that is known as “the product approach” 

(Dulaney et al., 1965; Fantino & Staddon, 1985). Furthermore, teaching writing necessitates imitating and transferring 

models given by the instructor in order to reach an error-free final approach (Rejeki, 2017). In this regard, the theory is 

applicable to the study in that it explores English teachers’ perception of the challenges of using derivational and 

inflectional morphemes in EFL Arab learners’ essay writing.  
 

Literature Review 

The impact of morphological awareness on language receptive skills  
A number of studies concluded that morphological awareness was an effective predictor of improved reading, lexis, 

grammar and listening skills (Justi et al., 2023; Marantz & Jensen, 1992; Northey et al., 2015). Similarly, some 
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researchers averred that morphological awareness was essential to understanding reading and other language skills not 

only beyond the word level, but also at the sentence and text level (Apel, 2014; Cohen-Mimran et al., 2022; Levesque et 

al. 2021). In a similar vein, a plethora of studies found out that morphological awareness had played a significant part in 

developing young learners’ reading as part of their literacy skills improvement (Deacon et al., 2014; Kirby et al., 2011; 

McCutchen, Green & Abbott, 2008). These findings were harmonious with the results of a number of previous studies 

(e.g., Khoshkhoonejad et al. 2016; McCutchen & Logan, 2011; Mousikou et al., 2020) where morphological awareness 

had positively correlated with developed word decoding and improved vocabulary.  

 

In addition, a number of studies investigated the effects of morphological awareness on different stages of child 

development, and they concurred that morphological understanding had a substantial effect on vocabulary acquisition 

and word retrieval after the age of eight years (Anglin et al., 1993; Desrochers et al., 2018; Derwing, Smith & Wiebe, 

1998; Taha & Saiegh-Haddad, 2016). Consistent with these findings, Kieffer and Lesaux (2011) mentioned that language 

learners with sufficient knowledge of word formation using suffixes, prefixes and root words had a better ability to 

comprehend new words as well as understand reading texts. In the same way, some studies concluded that use of 

morphemes resulted in improving learners’ listening skills (Ginsberg et al.,  2011; Karimi, 2012). In a different study, 

Saeidi and Mirzapour (2013) employed the quasi-experimental study design using a pretest-posttest design with 20 

participants to investigate the impact of morphological awareness on participants’ listening skills. The results showed 

that participants’ listening comprehension skills improved significantly after receiving morphological instructions.  

 

The impact of morphological awareness on language productive skills  
According to Wahid and Farooq (2019), very few studies investigated the impact of morphological awareness on 

learners’ writing skills. In this respect, a study conducted by Perlmutter (2014) revealed that knowledge of morphemes 

resulted in improving learners’ ability of composing written sentences. These findings were similar to the results 

concluded by Allen and Lembke (2020) in which morphological awareness proved to play a significant part regarding 

word choice and sentence composition in writing. To put it in another way, these studies reached similar findings with a 

number of previous studies in that the capability of learners to identify morphological relations among words provided 

easiness and accessibility to a variety of word forms when writing essays and other text types (e.g., Bowers & Kirby, 

2009; Cao, 2022; Green et al., 2003). However, some studies went beyond this, and they examined the impact of 

morphological awareness on the cohesiveness of written texts. For example, Perfetti (2007) stated that morphological 

understanding led to creating cohesive and meaningful representations of words and overall texts. In a number of similar 

studies, it was concluded that the effective understanding of morphemes provided grammatical cues, which could guide 

writers in creating cohesive sentences using a variety of word forms and structures (Bahr et al., 2012; Bowers & Kirby, 

2009; Green et al., 2003; Northey at al., 2015).  

 

In a comparative study between Chinese and Spanish learners of English, Sun et al. (2022) argued that there were 

significant differences in terms of derivational and inflectional morpheme acquisition, especially in relation to their 

impact on learners’ speaking and writing skills. On the contrary, Farran et al. (2011) mentioned that morphological 

awareness of Arabic and English were not related to each other. Therefore, this was a hinderance to Arab learners of 

English in terms of learning different language skills including writing and speaking (Wahid & Farooq, 2019). By the 

same token, these results were consistent with those identified by Saiegh-Haddad and Geva (2007) who stated that there 

was no association of morphological awareness between Arabic and English and the morphological structure of the two 

languages was not the same. Although the majority of previous studies provided evidence of the positive effects of 

morphological understanding on EFL learners’ writing and speaking skills, that there is not a single study stating a 

straightforward contribution of morphological awareness to EFL learners’ writing skills as averred by Wahid and Farooq 

(2019).  

 

Overall, despite the huge number of studies that examined the impact of morphological awareness on improving L2 

different language skills (e.g., Cole et al., 2018; Simpson et al., 2019), little emphasis is given to investigate the influence 

of morphological awareness on writing, particularly for EFL Arab learners (Cao, 2022; Wahid & Farooq, 2019). 

Therefore, the current study is anticipated to add a missing piece to the existing literature in order to fully comprehend 

the effects of derivational and inflectional morphemes on the writing quality of EFL Arab learners.   
 

Research Methods 
The present study used the phenomenological mixed methods approach to investigate the correlation between bound 

morphemes (both derivational and inflectional) and the quality of essay writing for grade 10 Arab EFL learners. 

According to Creswell and Tashakkori (2007), researchers might employ the phenomenological mixed methods approach 

to inform the qualitative and quantitative data collection, data analysis and interpretation. Similarly, Halcomb (2018) 

states that the mixed methods approach is mostly convenient to numerous research since it combines qualitative and 

quantitative approaches to integrate findings and make inferences using both approaches.  
 

https://prc.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s41155-022-00245-9#ref-CR42
https://prc.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s41155-022-00245-9#ref-CR12
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Quantitative Research Methods 
Apuke (2017) mentions that quantitative research utilizes various techniques such as document analysis, surveys, 

experiments, and tests to collect numerical data. Creswell and Tashakkori (2007) also states that researchers employ the 

quantitative approach to examine the different relations that exist among variables so that the collected numerical data are 

analyzed using statistical procedures. In this regard, the quantitative research approach was employed in the present study 

to answer research questions 1 and 2. To elaborate this further, the quantitative descriptive statistics approach was used to 

answer the first research question through analyzing the frequency of bound morphemes (both derivational and 

inflectional) in learners’ essay writing. However, the quantitative correlational statistics approach was selected to answer 

the second research question through identifying the correlation between the total number of bound morphemes used and 

the quality of students’ writing.  

 

Qualitative Research Methods 
Ozanne et al. (1992) concur that qualitative research is meant to provide results that are not reached through statistical 

procedures. In a similar vein, Flick (2018) claims that qualitative research focuses on interpreting the subject ive meaning 

of a certain phenomenon through gathering non-quantifiable data. Moreover, adopting qualitative research methods 

results in producing detailed description of participants’ emotions, attitudes, opinions, and experiences (Maniski, 2000). 

Therefore, the qualitative descriptive research method was adopted in the current study to answer the third research 

question through exploring the perceptions of five English teachers regarding the challenges of using bound morphemes 

in grade 10 Arab EFL learners’ essays. For this reason, the researchers opted for semi-structured interviews with open-

ended questions to obtain rich details of English teachers’ perceptions (Watkins, 2012). In addition, semi-structured 

interviews were purposefully selected to provide participants with enough freedom and ease to share their perceptions, 

opinions, and attitudes about the phenomenon under study (Creswell & Poth, 2016). In accordance with the study's semi-

structured interview protocol, participants were contacted, and their consent was obtained in advance. Each interview 

lasted for 30 minutes where the researchers re-introduced participants with the study's goals and reassured them of their 

privacy and the security of their data. Interviews were recorded, transcribed and qualitatively analyzed using thematic 

analysis. 
 

The semi-structured interview questions focused on areas such as the availability of resources  and teaching materials 

to teach morphemes at school, the methods and techniques employed in teaching morphemes to EFL learners, the effects 

of using morphemes to promote students’ writing skills, the design of English curriculum and its integration of 

morphemes, the main challenges of using bound morphemes in EFL learners’ essays, and the recommended methods of 

overcoming these difficulties (see Appendix A). Table 3 provides a summary of the research methods and instruments 

used in the current study.  
 

Table 3 

A summary of the research methods and instruments of the study  

Research Questions  Approach  Participants  Instruments  

1- What is the frequency of 

derivational and inflectional 

morphemes in grade 10 students’ 

writing?  

Quantitative 

descriptive 

statistics  

30 grade 10 Arab EFL 

learners at a private 

school in the UAE 

Manual annotation  

2- What is the overall correlation 

between the total number of 

derivational and inflectional 

morphemes and the quality of 

students’ writing?  

Quantitative 

descriptive 

statistics  

30 grade 10 Arab EFL 

learners at a private 

school in the UAE 

Pearson correlation 

coefficient  

3-What are the perceptions of 

English teachers regarding the 

challenges of using inflectional and 

derivational morphemes in grade 10 

students’ essays writing? 

Qualitative 

descriptive  

Five English teachers at a 

private school in the 

UAE 

Semi-structured 

interviews 

 

It is vitally significant to pilot the data collection instruments before conducting the study (Majid et al., 2017). 

Therefore, the researchers piloted the interview questions to test them and to get some practice in the interviewing 

process. According to Kvale (2007), piloting the interviews leads to strengthening the interview protocol through 

identification of defects that need some modifications. As such, some of the interview questions were adjusted to keep 

the study more focused and to get the results that would help to answer the research questions of the study. 
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Participants, Sampling and Corpus 
Sampling is regarded as a key component of any research due to the substantial influence that it can have on the 

quality of research results (McKim, 2016). To fulfil the purpose of the present study, 30 personal narrative essays of 30 

female EFL Arab learners (N=30) of grade 10 were used to quantitatively analyze the use of bound morphemes (both 

inflectional and derivational) in their writing. Students studied the American curriculum at a private school in the UAE. 

They were all female Arab learners who had been studying EFL for 12 years. Participants’ age range was between 13 to 

14 years, and they were from different nationalities such as Emiratis, Egyptians, Palestinians, Jordanians, and Sudanese.  

 

This research focused on Arab students learning EFL in tenth grade since this grade level marks the transition from 

elementary to secondary school. In addition, tenth graders must take standardized tests in English, such as the 

International English Language Testing System (IELTS) and the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), for 

which they must demonstrate their ability to write coherently in order to receive high marks. This is a compulsory 

requirement for grade 10 students in order to meet the requirements of the English learning course at school.  

 

However, the qualitative data were collected from five English teachers who taught English for high school students. 

All five teachers were females who had solid experience in teaching EFL, and their teaching expertise ranged from 10 to 

13 years. The choice of participants was mainly based on convenience sampling since it was easy to access and 

implement using the required sample size (Cubit & Lopez, 2011).  

 

The Writing Task  

All 30 Arab EFL learners of tenth grade were asked to write a personal narrative essay of at least 250 words as part of 

their end of term two exams of the academic year (2020-2021). Students were asked to choose one of two topics and 

write an essay using the structure that was covered as part of the academic writing course (see Appendix B). The final 

essays were collected, marked and quantitatively analyzed for the purpose of the present study.  

 

Data Analysis and Research Procedures  
The personal narrative essays were marked according to a 20-points holistic rubric that was automatically generated 

by the Holt McDougal online software, which was used as part of the academic writing support documents at school (see 

Appendix C). The rubric included criteria such as the introduction, organization of ideas, grammar use, narrative style, 

and punctuation. The participants’ essays (N=30) were marked by five experienced English teachers who taught high 

school students and who had at least 10 years of expertise in assessing academic writing. The inter-raters had nearly 

perfect consistency in marking the essays as measured by Cronbach Alpha at 0.92.  Following this, manual annotation 

was employed by the researchers to identify the frequent use of bound morphemes in participants’ essays (Appendix D). 

Furthermore, Pearson Coefficient correlation was utilized to identify the linear correlation between the total number of 

morphemes used and the quality of students’ writing as reflected by their marks out of 20.  
 

Regarding qualitative data that were collected using semi-structured interviews, the researchers used thematic 

analysis to analyze them. According to Javadi and Zarea (2016), thematic analysis is an approach used to reach 

meaningful concepts and themes using data through highlighting, examining, and recording themes. According to 

DeSantis and Ugarriza (2000), thematic analysis is widely used due to its flexibility. It also helps to reflect and clarify the 

reality as argued by Morse (2009). In addition, Javadi and Zarea (2016) state that thematic analysis is regarded as a 

fundamental method for qualitative analysis in interpretive phenomenological research as well as other research methods. 

For these reasons, the researchers examined the transcribed qualitative data meticulously to find clusters of replies that 

were similar enough to be grouped together. After analyzing the interviews, the researchers were able to draw meaningful 

conclusions and develop useful themes. 
 

Ethical considerations 

Before conducting the current study, the researchers got informed consent forms of all participants upon providing 

them with the purpose and significance of the study. They were assured that their names would not be used. As such, 

anonymity and confidentiality were assured (McKim, 2016). Moreover, participants were informed that they had the 

freedom to withdraw at any time without justifying their actions (Fleming, 2018). A written consent form was received 

from the school principal and the Head of English Department after informing them of the rationale and significance of 

the study. 
 

Findings and Discussion  
Quantitative Findings and Discussion  
 

RQ1: What is the overall frequency of derivational and inflectional morphemes in grade 10 students’ essay writing?   

The first research question examined the frequency of occurrence of bound morphemes (both derivational and 

inflectional) in grade 10 students’ essays. This part provides the data results and discussion related to this research 

question. Table 4 shows the frequency of occurrence of morphemes in essay writing of participants (N=30).  
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Table 4 

Descriptive statistics of derivational and inflectional morphemes 

 N Range  Minimum  Maximum  Sum  Mean  Std. Deviation 

Inflectional 

Morphemes 

30   74    26   100  1707  56.90     18.342 

Derivational 

Morphemes 

30   47    14    61  1025  34.17      12.668 

Valid N 

(listwise) 

30       

 

As shown in Table four, the mean inflectional morphemes (µ=57) was substantially greater than the mean 

derivational morphemes (µ=34). In the same way, the minimum number of inflectional morphemes used was 26, which 

was almost as twice as the minimum number of derivational morphemes at only 14 morphemes. The difference between 

both categories was significantly evident in the maximum number of morphemes used since it accounted for 100 

inflectional morphemes compared to only 61 derivational morphemes in participants’ essays. This significant difference 

was proved by the total number of inflectional morphemes (Σ = 1707) which was substantially larger than the total 

number of derivational morphemes (Σ = 1025). As a result, the above statistical analysis using the frequency table 

demonstrated that inflectional morphemes were more frequent than derivational morphemes in participants’ essay 

writing. Detailed frequencies of inflectional morphemes and derivational morphemes are provided in Appendix E and 

Appendix F respectively.  
 

These findings were consistent with a number of studies that revealed the higher number of inflectional morphemes 

over derivational morphemes in students’ written texts (Allen & Lembke, 2020; Bahr et al., 2012; Green et al., 2003). 

The findings were also similar to those reached by Berko (1958) who concurred that young children between five and 

seven years developed better inflectional morphological understanding than derivational ones. In addition, Anglin et al. 

(1993) had similar results in which he stated that young learners of English were identified using less derivational 

morphemes compared to inflectional ones. In a similar vein, the findings of the current study were harmonious with those 

concluded by Wibowo (2016) who averred that the most dominant morphemes in students’ essay writing were 

inflectional morphemes, particularly -s plural.  
 

To further elaborate on the quantitative results of research question 1, Figure 2 compared the frequency distribution 

of derivational and inflectional morphemes, and it was clear that there was an abundant use of inflectional morphemes 

compared to derivational morphemes in participants’ essays. This indicated that students were more able to produce new 

forms of the same word without changing its grammatical category than they were able to create new lexical items using 

prefixes and suffixes (derivation).  
 

Figure 2 

Comparison of the frequency distribution of derivational and inflectional morphemes  

       

RQ2: What is the correlation between the total number of derivational and inflectional morphemes and the quality of 

grade 10 students’ essay writing? 
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The second research question examined the linear correlation between the total number of bound morphemes used 

(both derivational and inflectional) and the quality of participants’ writing as reflected by their marks. Therefore, Pearson 

correlation coefficient was used in order to identify the type and degree of association between these two variables. Table 

5 presented a summary of the findings after running the correlational statistical analysis.  
 

Table 5 

The correlation between the total number of bound morphemes and participants’ marks 

 Total number of bound morphemes  Students’ writing mark  

Total number of            Pearson correlation 

bound morphemes     Sig. (2-tailed)                   

                                      N 

                               1 

 

 30 

.447* 

              .013 

30 

Students’ writing          Pearson correlation mark                             

Sig. (2-tailed)                   

                                      N 

                         .447* 

                         .013 

                            30 

   1 

 

 30  

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
 

According to Table 5, it is noted that Pearson correlation coefficient was (r=0.447), which showed a positive 

moderate correlation between the total number of morphemes and participants’ marks. In a more elaboration, the degree 

of association between these two variables was interpreted as a moderate correlation since its value was 0.3 < 0.44 < 0.5 

(Tavallali et al., 2017). In order to confirm the validity and reliability of the obtained results, the significance value was 

used to confirm that these findings were not a mere coincidence. Consequently, the significant value (p-value) was 0.013 

< (α) 0.05, which indicated that there was a statistically significant correlation between the total number of bound 

morphemes used and the participants’ marks. This is an effective indicator that the total number of bound morphemes 

was moderately linked to the quality of participants’ writing. To elaborate this further, participants who used a higher 

number of bound morphemes obtained a better writing mark than those who utilized fewer bound morphemes in their 

essay. In this regard, Table 6 presents some examples of how the total number of bound morphemes correlated positively 

with the quality of participants’ writing as reflected by their marks.  
 

Table 6 

The positive correlation between the total number of bound morphemes and students’ marks 

Participants’ ID Total number of bound morphemes Participants’ writing marks 

2 116 19.75 

23 85 18 

18 62 17 
 

The correlational statistical findings were supported by similar findings in the existing literature. For instance, Myhill 

(2008) and Dobbs (2013) found out that students of poor writing grades tended to use fewer bound morphemes compared 

to those who used a higher number of morphemes in their writing. Consistent with such an account, Bahr et al. (2012) 

mentioned that the impact of morphological awareness on students’ writing is evidently present in the way they 

manipulate written language more precisely to achieve better writing. In a similar vein, the present study results were 

harmonious with those averred by Northey et al. (2015) who concluded that the density of using morphemes as well as 

learners’ morphological understanding were recognized as predictors of the writing quality of students.  
 

Qualitative findings and discussion  

RQ3: What are the perceptions of English teachers regarding the challenges of using derivational and inflectional 

morphemes in grade 10 students’ essay writing? 
 

The third research question explored the perceptions of English teachers regarding the challenges of using bound 

morphemes in students’ essays. Semi-structured interviews were utilized to answer this research question. This section 

reports and discusses the qualitative findings, which were analyzed using thematic analysis and grouped into relevant 

themes as follows.  
 

EFL learners’ morphological awareness 
Most English teachers reported that the main challenge regarding using morphemes was that students had almost little 

to no awareness of bound morphemes since they did not study them explicitly as a separate skill. In this regard, one 

participants mentioned that “Grade 10 students do not study morphemes as part of their English curriculum, but they 

have some basic awareness about them from their primary education when they were used to study parts of speech and 

some grammar aspects such as verb tenses, singular and plural, and comparative forms of adjectives.” However, another 

participant stated that students use bound morphemes unconsciously in their writing due to the increased amount of 

writing practice they have regularly. However, they are not explicitly introduced to them as part of the curriculum unless 



Global J Res Edu Lte. 2023; 3(4), 1-23 

                  @ 2023 | PUBLISHED BY GJR PUBLICATION, INDIA                       
 

10 

they make mistakes related to word form, verb tense, singular and plural nouns, and comparative and superlative forms 

of adjectives that require their teachers to correct these mistakes for them.  
 

Decontextualization of teaching morphemes 
All participants claimed that curriculum design and the teaching approaches at school tended to avoid teaching 

morphemes explicitly. In this regard, one participant argued that “The focus at school is directed to teaching literature 

and reading skills, academic writing essays, and a small portion is given to teaching grammar and lexis.” Another 

participant concurred that “Teaching grammar skills focuses mostly on the topics that help students improve their writing 

skills such as types of sentences, phrases, clauses, sentence structures, etc. Meanwhile, teaching vocabulary focuses on 

synonyms, antonyms and word use.” Despite all this, all participants averred that bound morphemes were not taught 

either implicitly or explicitly as part of the English curriculum, and students relied on their prior knowledge of word 

formation and structure from their early stages of their primary years of education. However, a few participants added 

that vocabulary and grammar skills were taught separately without contextualizing them. Therefore, students did not 

relate well to these skills in a way that helped them to develop their morphological awareness.  
 

Difficulties using morphemes 
The main challenge that was reported by all participants regarding the use of bound morphemes in learners’ essays 

was that students had a lack of awareness of base words and affixation (suffixes and prefixes) due to many reasons. To 

elaborate this further, some participants confirmed that, “The teaching materials do not cover aspects of morphology at 

any stage of the curriculum design due to ignorance of teachers’ voice regarding what students need to study and focus 

on while designing the English curriculum.” This was supported by another participant who stated that “There is nearly 

no intention from the head of curriculum to increase students’ morphological awareness assuming that they are not in 

need to develop this type of understanding at the moment.” Besides, lack of teacher training on how to help students 

acquire and develop morphological awareness was communicated by all participants as a major barrier of using bound 

morphemes for EFL Arab learners of grade 10. In addition, most participants stated that the existing differences in 

derivation and inflection between students’ second language (L2 English) and their mother language (L1 Arabic) was a 

great obstacle in acquiring and using morphemes properly and extensively in their writing. 

  

In the same respect, another participant reported that derivational morphemes had constraints on word formation, 

which limited productivity of an affix. For instance, the affix -able seems to be very productive since it is added to many 

base verbs to form new adjectives including manageable and moveable yet, it becomes problematic if added to base verbs 

such as study and arrive.  As such, these limitations and constraints caused extreme difficulties to learn and use 

morphemes for L2 learners. A final challenge identified by all participants was that “Teachers are not encouraged to 

conduct morphological analysis of students’ word formation and structure that would result in developing and improving 

their weaknesses regarding use of morphemes in their academic writing.”  

 

Recommendations regarding using morphemes 
In the last part of the interview, English teachers were asked to share their thoughts and recommendations in terms of 

how to overcome the challenges related to students’ use of morphemes in their writing. One participant mentioned that 

teaching morphemes should be explicit like other language skills as it would increase students’ vocabulary size and 

provide a variety of word forms. Another participant affirmed that teaching morphemes needed to be in context, and it 

should be part of teaching writing, vocabulary, and grammar. A third participant added that “curriculum designers are 

advised to incorporate teaching morphemes into the English curriculum at different educational stages due to its 

importance in language learning.” However, most participants recommended providing training for English teachers on 

how to conduct morphological analysis and how to maximize the use of the results of such analysis to promote students’ 

learning experience.  
 

Discussion of the Qualitative Findings 
The qualitative findings demonstrated that there were some barriers of using bound morphemes (both derivational and 

inflectional) as reported by English teachers. These challenges incorporated the lack of teacher training and preparation 

to teach these morphemes for grade 10 Arab EFL students. In addition, the English curriculum did not include teaching 

morphemes yet, students relied on their morphological understanding from their early stages of education. The explicit 

difference between students’ mother tongue (L1 Arabic) and second language (L2 English) in terms of morpheme 

acquisition was another main difficulty for students. This was reflected in the way in which grading morphemes was not 

included in the writing rubric.  

 

These findings were supported by previous studies including Al-Haydan (2020) and Cao (2022) who consented that 

morphological awareness received little to no attention since it was not integrated in English textbooks. Similarly, Justi et  

al. (2023) believed that lack of students’ morphological understanding was an indicator of their improper preparedness to 

utilize these morphemes to develop their language skills and competence. In harmony with these findings, Badawi (2019) 
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recommended that morphological awareness has to be a basic part of EFL books at school to raise students’ awareness 

and help them to overcome the obvious difficulties that they have with regard to using morphemes.  

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 
Summary and main findings 

The purpose of the study is twofold; to investigate the impact of derivational and inflectional morphemes on 

improving the quality of EFL Arab students’ writing, and to explore the perceptions of English teachers regarding the 

challenges of using these morphemes properly in essay writing. The current study’s significance originates from the fact 

that there are few studies that have explored the acquisition of bound morphemes and their association with students’ 

written essays, more particularly for Arab EFL learners (Alotaibi, 2016; Wahid & Farooq, 2019). The present study 

employed the phenomenological mixed methods approach to answer all three research questions. Quantitative descriptive 

statistics and quantitative correlational statistics were used to find the frequency of derivational and inflectional 

morphemes and the correlation between the total number of bound morphemes and the writing quality respectively. 

However, semi-structured interviews were used to explore English teachers’ perceptions of the challenges of utilizing 

these morphemes into students’ writing.  

 

The findings of the study indicated that the frequency of inflectional morphemes was higher than that of derivational 

morphemes in students’ writing. In addition, the results showed that there was a moderate positive correlation between 

the overall number of morphemes used and the quality of students’ writing. However, the qualitative findings 

demonstrated a number of challenges that students encountered regarding the use of morphemes including lack of teacher 

training, the exclusion of teaching morphemes from the English curriculum, the differences between learners’ L1 

(Arabic) and L2 (English) in terms of the way morphemes are structured and the lack of morphological awareness among 

students.  
 

Limitations 
There are some limitations of the current study such as limiting the study and participants to one context, which is a 

private school in the UAE. Therefore, the results of the study cause some barriers for generalizability. Another limitation 

is the sampling choice which is based on convenience sampling only. This creates some bias, unlike adopting random 

sampling which tends to avoid being biased. Moreover, employing manual annotation to find out the number of bound 

morphemes used is considered a weakness of the present study. It would be more effective and reliable if the researchers 

used automated software that would result in more accurate results in this regard.  
 

Recommendations and implications  
One recommendation of the current study is for curriculum specialists to reconsider incorporating resources to teach 

morphology into the English curriculum due to its positive relatedness to various language skills of students. Another 

recommendation is for English teachers to focus on teaching morphemes in their daily lesson planning through designing 

activities that would enhance students’ morphological awareness and understanding. A final recommendation is for 

professional development teams at schools to provide training for English teachers on how to teach morphology to 

students in a way that would lead to raising their awareness.  
 

The present study houses valuable implications at the pedagogical and the conceptual or theoretical level. To 

elaborate this further, there are some pedagogical implications for the teaching of English presented in this study as well 

as some conceptual and theoretical insights into morphology, morphemes, and morphological awareness. In line with the 

findings of the current study, teachers of EFL are expected to find the relevant information they need to design lessons 

adequately to meet the needs of their learners regarding using morphemes to enhance their writing skills capabilities as 

well as to promote their morphological understanding.  

 

In addition, English language and writing classes should incorporate exercises on proper instruction and word 

formation into their teaching resources. Teachers should also help students with their word-formation on an individual 

basis to meet their learners’ needs. In this regard, word formation guidelines in English might be helpful to students, and 

teaching students proper morphology will improve their writing skills. On the conceptual and theoretical level, the 

present study comes as a validation of the structuralism learning theory and the behaviorism learning theory, which 

underpin the current study, since the written essays of students were analyzed, and the results confirmed how the use of 

bound morphemes positively affected the writing quality of students.  
 

All things considered, future studies should focus on investigating the impact of sub-categories of derivational and 

inflectional morphemes separately to examine if there is a significant impact of each of these sub-categories on 

improving the quality of writing. Moreover, future studies should consider extending the study context to include 

different schools and a larger sample of participants. Furthermore, more in-depth qualitative research is required to 
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further investigate the most effective measures of overcoming the challenges faced by L2 learners regarding the use of 

morphemes in their writing.  
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Appendices 
Appendix A: Semi-structured interview questions for English teachers 
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Appendix B: The Writing Task 
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   Appendix C: Holistic Writing Rubric 
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Appendix D: Samples of students’ writing 
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Appendix E: A detailed frequency table of inflectional morphemes  
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Appendix F: A detailed frequency table of derivational morphemes  
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