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Why did they write it like that? 
First Language Logic Behind Second Language Problems:  Spanish to English 

 
VERB PROBLEMS 

 
Example Explanation Correction 
Is difficult to write 
good sentences in 
English. 

Spanish verbs all contain a subject 
inside the verb, so it’s not necessary 
to add the word he, she or it. 

It is difficult to write 
good sentences in 
English. 

Archbishop Romero, 
he was killed in the 
sanctuary. 

Since the verb in Spanish has the 
subject inside, sometimes student 
overcorrect and write two subjects 
for the same verb. 

Archbishop Romero 
was killed in the 
sanctuary. 

 
All students must to 
concentrate on the 
lecture. 

The Spanish language equivalents 
of can/must/should use the infinitive 
(to ________ ) for the following 
verb. 

All students must 
concentrate on the 
lecture. 

 
The President wanted 
that Congress would 
approve his budget. 

Spanish generally uses a dependent 
clause with “that” after want, expect, 
ask, tell, and several other verbs 
instead of what’s more common in 
English:  an object and an infinitive. 

The President wanted 
Congress to approve 
his budget. 

 
That costly mistake 
was making by a new 
employee. 

Passive voice is seldom used in 
Spanish.  Instead, Spanish speakers 
use a construction with an active 
verb and a reflexive pronoun (itself, 
himself, themselves, etc.).  For 
example, se habla espanol aqui is 
literally “Spanish speaks itself 
here.” Therefore, using passive 
voice constructions can be a 
potential minefield for Spanish 
speakers. 

That costly mistake 
was made by a new 
employee. 

 
The government has 
this problem since 
five years ago. 

Spanish can use simple present 
tense verbs in some situations 
where English uses present perfect 
(has/have + past participle). 
 

The government has 
had this problem 
since five years ago. 
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PREPOSITION PROBLEMS 
 

Example 
 

Explanation Correction 

We used to live in 
Grand Avenue at 
Waukegan. 

In, on, and at are the same word 
(EN) in Spanish. 

We used to live on 
Grand Avenue in 
Waukegan. 

 
They came to the 
United States for find 
a better life. 

Spanish uses the word para (for) to 
express purpose 

They came to the 
United States to find a 
better life. 

 
Parents should not hit 
to their teenage 
children. 
I gave to my mother a 
beautiful bouquet of 
flowers. 

Spanish uses the word TO (A in 
Spanish) in two instances where 
English does not: (1) in front of all 
direct objects that are persons and 
(2) in front of all indirect objects.  
This can result in a lot of extra to’s 
in a sentence. 

Parents should not hit 
their teenage 
children. 
I gave my mother a 
beautiful bouquet of 
flowers. 

 
He’s not sure if he 
will accept the 
position or not; it 
depends of the salary 
and the benefits. 
She’s afraid that her 
boss will be mad with 
her if she leaves work 
early. 

Spanish uses certain prepositions 
with particular adjectives and verb, 
but students can’t always rely on 
translating directly from Spanish to 
English to find the appropriate 
preposition. 

He’s not sure if he 
will accept the 
position or not; it 
depends on the salary 
and the benefits. 
She’s afraid that her 
boss will be mad at 
her if she leaves work 
early. 

 
Those books were 
destroyed for the 
Moors. 

In Spanish, the preposition POR is 
both for and by (also it looks and 
sounds like for in English), so it 
often gets chosen incorrectly, 
especially in passive voice 
sentences to indicate WHO has 
done something. 

Those books were 
destroyed by the 
Moors. 
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ARTICLE AND ADJECTIVE PROBLEMS 
 

Example 
 

Explanation Correction 

The education is 
important to live the 
life well. 

Spanish uses the definite article EL 
or LA (the) in front of abstract or 
general nouns. 

Education is 
important to live life 
well. 

 
My uncle is doctor at 
the University of 
Guadalajara. 

Spanish uses no article in front of 
occupations. 

My uncle is a doctor 
at the University of 
Guadalajara. 

 
Einstein was the more 
intelligent man in the 
world. 

Spanish makes comparisons 
differently than English: the same 
word, MAS, is both more and most.  
To compare more than two things, 
Spanish uses a form like “the 
more.” 

Einstein was the most 
intelligent man in the 
world. 

 
They admired her 
beautifuls portraits 
of her ancestors. 

Spanish puts “s” not only on plural 
nouns, but also on the adjectives 
that modify those plural nouns. 

They admired her 
beautiful portraits of 
her ancestors. 

 
OTHER PROBLEMS 

 
Example 
 

Explanation Correction 

Her teachers didn’t 
tell her nothing about 
the test. 

In Spanish, double (and even triple) 
negatives are usual and correct. 

Her teachers didn’t 
tell her anything 
about the test. 

 
I knew about the 
tragedy what had 
occurred in my 
hometown. 

In Spanish, the same word, QUE, is 
both which and that (and with an 
accent mark it’s what); this 
situation can cause confusion for 
Spanish speakers who sometimes 
use the WHAT incorrectly to 
introduce a clause. 

I knew about the 
tragedy that had 
occurred in my 
hometown. 

 
I’m interested in 
learning every things 
about economics. 

The Spanish expression for 
everything is TODAS LAS COSAS, 
which is “all/every the things.” 

I’m interested in 
learning everything 
about economics 

 


