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ABSTRACT

Objective: This paper investigates the linguistic struggles of a learner
of Arabic as a foreign language at the School of Oriental and African
Studies (SOAS). It is intended to offer a thorough assessment of the
linguistic challenges faced by the learner and to develop strategies to
overcome them. Methodology: Through a variety of methods, including a
deep analysis of a writing sample, a case-study questionnaire, a recorded
interview, classroom observations, and a self-assessment form, the study
pinpoints the learner’s weaknesses in speaking, reading, writing, and
listening. Results: The findings reveal that the learner has problems in the
construct phrase idhafah, conjugation of verb tenses, mixing colloquial
with Standard Arabic, adjective-noun agreement, and comparative and
superlative adjectives. Recommendations: The study concludes by
proposing recommendations to tackle these types of errors by identifying
their sources and offering tailored remedy activities and materials.
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Introduction

Mastering a foreign language does not come without its own obstacles.
The experience, in essence, is like climbing a mountain with falling rocks
and ice, but with each step forward, one gets closer to the best views. The
challenges that foreign language learners typically face could be attributed
to a multitude of factors, including the learners’ age, their aptitude for
language learning, individual differences, and the amount of exposure to
the target language (Nageeb & Awad, 2011; Ortega, 2009).

This paper uses various research tools to diagnose and address the kind
of errors made by a learner of Arabic as a foreign language. We begin with
a brief overview of the participant’s ethnic and religious background,
followed by an explanation of the learner’s current proficiency level in
Arabic and his own previous attempts at learning Arabic. We then
highlight three main errors, which were repeatedly found in the
participant’s spoken and written production. The errors include L2
interference-related challenges, dialectical interference errors, and
developmental errors. After a comprehensive description and discussion
of the nature of these errors, the paper presents a series of steps along with
four remedial activities designed to assist the learner to overcome the
observed challenges.

Learner’s Ethnic and Religious Background

This case study examines a bilingual male learner of standard and
colloquial Arabic aged 22 at the time of the experiment with Gujarati as
his mother tongue and a near-native fluency level of English as his second
language. In addition to his main two languages, the participant is a
beginner speaker of Indonesian. In the self-assessment form, the
participant expressed the belief that his status as a native Gujarati speaker
with advanced English skills and basic Indonesian proficiency did not
significantly enhance his Arabic learning experience (see Appendix 1).
Instead, he attributed his progress in Arabic to his practice of Islam,
considering it a significant advantage (see Appendix 5). The learner’s
interest in Arabic, stems, in part, from his religious upbringing as it is the
language of the Holy Qur’an. This is evident in his response “Thanks to
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the Qur'an” when expressing his gratitude upon our astonishment at
hearing his clear pronunciation of the Arabic letters (see Appendix 5).
Emphasizing his passion for learning Arabic, he suggested that it was
important for gaining a better understanding of his religion Islam (see
Appendix 1). This can be interpreted as an indication of the positive impact
that the learner’s knowledge of the Quran has on acquiring the correct
articulation of Arabic alphabet. Moreover, it is indicative of the great
advantage of having an integrative motivation, which gives the learner a
unique edge in mastering Arabic fluency. According to Zhang (2020),
integrative motivation is “the desire to associate with speakers of the target
language out of interest in their language or culture” (p. 2). Unlike
instrumental motivation, which takes practical reasons as its motivating
factors to learning a specific language, integrative motivation proves more
effective as suggested by Harmer (1998). This shows the immense
advantage that this learner has for learning Arabic.

The Learner’s Arabic Proficiency Level

The learner’s self-assessment paper (see Appendix 1), shows that he
perceives his proficiency level in Arabic as elementary A2. The learner
also states that he feels more confident about speaking and reading than
his writing and listening skills. That is not surprising when you consider
that the learner is an Arabic heritage student. According to Saadah (2011),
Arabic heritage learners typically possess a native-like accent in their
heritage language. These students are exposed to a lot of Arabic input
through reading the Qur’an or having discussions with their families about
certain religious issues. Such discussions typically include the use of some
Arabic words so they can express the exact meaning of the words they are
using. Heritage students therefore are at an advantage because they can
easily practice their Arabic skills through having conversations and
through reading, especially when it comes to self-taught learners of Arabic
as the participant classified himself in the self-assessment form (see
Appendix 1).
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Previous Arabic coursework and immersion experiences in the Arab
world

Beyond the Arabic course the participant is currently taking at SOAS
this term, he has had additional experiences studying Arabic and living in
two Arab countries. This includes undertaking a one-month Arabic course
in 2012 at Eton Institute in Dubai. The participant mentioned spending a
total of five years residing in the UAE and a two-year period living and
working in Saudi Arabia. These experiences of studying and working in
Arab countries may have contributed to enriching the participant’s Arabic
proficiency. However, it is important to emphasize that Arabic is gradually
being replaced by English, which is taking on the role of a lingua franca,
thus displacing Arabic as the primary means of communication among the
diverse Emirati population, which consists of over 150 different ethnic
groups (Randall & Samimi, 2010). Therefore, it may be less likely that he
significantly benefited from the time spent in the UAE. In contrast, his
experience in Saudi Arabia, where Arabic is the dominant language of
communication, may have been more conducive to the development of his
Arabic language skills.

Theoretical Framework

There are various perspectives through which we can analyze errors
made by second language learners. These errors can be categorized based
on their sources, such as interference errors, or according to their syntactic
or pragmatic aspects. However, for the purpose of this case study we are
classifying L2 learners' errors based on their sources.

Al-Khresheh (2016) discussed two major theories of error analysis in
foreign language learning: Contrastive Analysis theory (CA) and Error
Analysis theory (EA). The CA theory assums that errors in second
language learning result from negative transfer of rules from the learners'
native language. However, criticism of this theory's limitations in
addressing all types of errors led to the development of the EA theory,
proposed by Corder in 1967. The EA theory acknowledges that errors can
stem not only from interlingual factors but also from intralingual ones.
This means that errors may arise from the target language itself, as learners
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may generalize rules based on their limited understanding, resulting in
errors such as using "childs™ as the plural form of the word "child" instead
of the correct form "children” (Al-Khresheh, 2016).

According to Brown (2000 as cited in Kirmizi & Karci, 2017), novice
L2 learners often try to apply the rules of their native language to the target
language, leading to a higher frequency of errors compared to advanced
learners. This tendency stems from their limited proficiency in the target
language. Similarly, Al-Khresheh (2016) confirms that novice learners'
lack of proficiency in the target language makes them more vulnerable to
generalizing or simplifying certain rules and applying them to various
contexts.

Research Questions

This case study seeks to identify the challenges encountered by Arabic
learners as they navigate the language learning process, as well as propose
effective remedial strategies to address these challenges. To achieve these
goals, three research questions were formulated as follows:

1. What types of errors do the participant typically make?
2. What are the underlying sources of these errors?

3. What actionable steps can be taken to mitigate these challenges and
facilitate effective learning?

Research Tools

The research employed a variety of instruments to gather data on the
participant’s proficiency in speaking, reading, writing, and listening in
Arabic. The research instruments are as follows.

1. Self-assessment form (Appendix 1)
Questionnaire (Appendix 2)

Writing sample (Appendix 3)
Classroom observation (Appendix 4)

o M N

Semi-structured interview (Appendix 5)
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The rationale behind using all these research tools was the necessity
to obtain comprehensive insights into the learner’s competence across the
four language skills and to gain a deeper understanding of his prior
experience with Arabic. According to Thompson (2015), self-assessment
forms play a crucial role in determining participants’ linguistic background
and proficiency in second language acquisition research. They facilitate
the exploration of data obtained through various research tools, placing it
in the appropriate context based on learners’ prior language learning
experiences. Additionally, questionnaires, writing samples, classroom
observations, and interviews are all important research tools that can be
used to pinpoint areas of weakness in students’ written and spoken
production in the target language (Nunan, 1992).

Discussion and Analysis

The participant exhibits clear strengths, particularly in pronunciation
and reading. During the interview, the student demonstrates the ability to
accurately read and pronounce Arabic words. However, it should be noted
that both written and spoken production display some weaknesses,
particularly in grammar, writing, and vocabulary. These areas of weakness
are further discussed below.

Examination of grammatical inaccuracies in the student’s written
work

The majority of the errors identified in the written sample (see
Appendix 3) can stem from the influence of the student’s second language
(L2) or the student’s effort to construct a grammar of Arabic based on his
limited grammatical knowledge of Arabic. For instance, the student
incorrectly wrote, o/ 4eslal/ 4 uLb Ui (1 am a student in the University of
London). However, the correct way to write the sentence is <esls 4 <l L/
o4l When followed by a definite noun, the noun <=« (university) does
not require a definite article. That is because it is annexed with a proper
noun, and that makes it known (definite) to the listener. Moreover, the
learner could correctly construct questions in terms of word order as in:
Sow ) b wo Bl (What do you study, Idrees?). However, the Arabic
written production includes a verb conjugation error. The correct way to
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write the question is s/ & w27 I3le, Therefore, challenges with Arabic
verb conjugation could be a plausible explanation for this particular error.

Examination of the learner’s errors in oral production

Despite demonstrating impressive speaking skills during the role-
playing activity, (see Appendix 4), some minor errors were identified in
the spoken production of the learner that did not significantly impact the

flow of the conversation between the learner and his colleagues. A
sample of these errors is shown in Table 1 below along with their types in
reference to their sources:

Table (1): Linguistic errors observed in learner’s performance.

Types Examples
Cross-linguistic errors due to L2 £l sgll (o il —
transfer effects ol A e ST Gl —

Py e

Dialectical interference-related e
errors Condl ) Jole  —
Developmental errors LAl —
Ll ple¥) A ciS U —

Cross-linguistic errors due to L2 transfer effects

The first column shows cross-linguistic errors due to L2 transfer
effects. The learner accidently used the wrong word for the Netherlands
(22 s¢l') influenced by their source knowledge of their second language, i.e.,
English. In this case, the correct way to say the word is by removing the
definite article </from the word +/s//and adding the letter /at the end of
the word. This particular kind of error could also be attributed to
interference from Arabic because the names of some Arab countries begin
with the definite article o/ (the) as in cwsd/ «rstall «02,¥ (Jordan,
Morocco, Bahrain).

We can observe similar types of errors in the first raw of Table 1, e.g.,
e s/ (more expensive). This reflects the learner’s tendency to mimic
the comparative form from English, which is the learner’s second language

2432
ANUJR-B. Vol. 38 (12), 2024 Published by: An-Najah National University, Nablus, Palestine



(L2). This also applies to phrases like cwsS s3luy/ ¢ wrsS Uyl 6 (good
strawberries, good teachers) where he overlooks Arabic’s rule of matching
nouns and adjectives in gender and number, unlike English. In essence, the
learner’s knowledge of English is influencing their acquisition of Arabic
grammar.

Dialectical interference-related errors

The examples in the second row of Table 1 above demonstrate the
learner’s production during a class of Egyptian Arabic (see Appendix 4).
Consequently, the learner's production should adhere to the grammatical
rules of Egyptian Arabic rather than standard Arabic. The error < Y (I
don’t like) can be attributed to the overgeneralization of standard Arabic
grammatical rules because, unlike standard Arabic, Egyptian Arabic uses
the particle .4..Leinstead of ¥for negation. Therefore, the correct usage in
Egyptian Arabic is (i L,

Another example of Modern Standard Arabic influencing the learner’s
Egyptian Arabic production is the question £s/ 4/ Jele (What’s the
weather like?). It is possible that the learner applied the same structure
used in Standard Arabic, where a question typically starts with a question
word. The correct and more natural in Egyptian Arabic is 4/ Jle sal/(i.e.,
placing the question word at the end of the sentence).

Developmental errors

Developmental errors are “...errors occurring when learners attempt
to build up hypothesis about the target language on the basis of limited
experiences” (Heydari & Bagheri, 2012, p. 1584). The analysis of the
sentences in this category demonstrates the learner’s weaknesses in the
areas of vocabulary and grammar. This lack of familiarity with Arabic
vocabulary and grammatical rules has prompted the learner to use English
in answer to questions in Arabic (see Appendix 5 for the interview
transcript). These types of errors are understandable because given the
wide range of Arabic grammatical structures and vocabulary across Arabic
dialects which can lead to confusion for learners.
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In the first example, provided in the third row of Table 1 above, the
learner said /& 420/ (the language of the Holy Qur’an) instead of saying
oLl 44l(1anguage of the Holy Qur’an). Therefore, he defined the first noun
when there was no need to define it with the article J/(the) because it is
already defined by the second noun, which is &4/ (the Holy Qur’an). He
may have confused the noun-adjective phrase agreement (e.g., 4 _all 4xlll)
with the construct phrase (referred to as idhafah in Arabic). The rule for
the use of the Arabic definite article says that in the case of idhafah
(construct phrase) the first noun does not receive the definite article, since
it is already defined by the noun that follows it. However, in the case of
the noun-adjective phrase agreement, both the noun and its adjective must
receive the definite article J/(the) if they are to be definite.

In the second example </ LY/ 4§ <uisS U/ (1 was in the Emirates), the
learner is clearly confusing the short vowel (%) with the long vowel ().
Therefore, he should have written <xiSinstead of <isS According to Saadah
(2011), this is a common mistake among learners of Arabic as a foreign
language, who usually confuse the short vowels (<, <, ) with their
corresponding long vowels (s, / ).

Learner’s Current Needs

The student’s strengths lie in speaking and reading comprehension;
while listening and writing require further development. Additionally, the
learner demonstrates challenges with:

1. The construct phrase known as idhafah

Verb conjugation across sentences.

Blending colloquial and standard Arabic.

Maintaining agreement between nouns and adjectives.

o M N

Formation of superlative and comparative adjectives.
Recommendations

Based on our findings regarding the learner’s current Arabic
proficiency level and needs, we recommend the learner should:
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1.

Engage with Arabic audio materials across various genres, particularly
by watching the news on TV channels like Al-Jazeera and Al-Araby
for standard Arabic, and Syrian or Egyptian drama series like “Spot
Light”, or “Mirrors” for Syrian Arabic.

Immerse himself in writing Arabic by maintaining a daily journal or a
daily shopping list in Arabic, or even by getting in touch with Arabic
native speakers via virtual social platforms, which has been found
beneficial in enhancing foreign language learners’ writing skills as
confirmed by Bataineh (2010). The learner could also take up writing
short stories or summarize Arabic texts. In doing so, the learner can
familiarize himself with Arabic culture which will then enhance his
confidence in speaking and writing in Arabic.

Gain understanding of the possible grammatical errors that learners of
Arabic as a foreign language are likely to make by reading Table 2
below.

Finally, to address the previously discussed challenges, the learner can

engage in specific activities such as the ones outlined in Appendices
6,7, 8,and 9.

Table (2): Explanation of Errors.

Error Explanation
The construct | The construct phrase, also known as idhafah,
phrase combines two or more nouns to express possession
idhafah or belonging. Learners can utilize their

understanding of English possessive structures to
grasp this concept more easily. Here are the various
forms of idhafah and their corresponding English
translations.

noun-+proper N noun+definite N noun+ N+
pronoun
iy A e
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Error

Explanation

(Peter’s school) (The student’s school) (My
brother’s school )

The construct phrase follows a specific logic:
combining a noun (N) with a preposition (prep), a
proper noun, or a definite noun (defined with the
article the) transforms an indefinite noun into a
definite one. This rule applies similarly in both
English and Arabic, although some differences exist.
Refer to Appendix 6 for additional details and
practice exercises.

Verb
conjugation of
the present
tense

While the learner demonstrates ease with present
simple verb conjugation, they sometimes confuse the
3rd person singular pronoun _» (he) with the 2nd
person singular pronoun </(you). This challenge
can be overcome with practice exercises, as outlined
in Appendix 7.

Adjective-noun
agreement

Two groups of nouns are described in Arabic using
adjectives:
1. Rational nouns. (There should be agreement
between adjectives and nouns in terms of
definiteness, and other grammatical features such as,
gender, number, and case). Examples:
(the Palestinian female <likhwlsl/ cilaleal)  —
teachers)
(the Palestinian male teachers) (stickailsl/ ) saleal/ —
(an Egyptian boy) ¢s_rxae 2y —
(a Syrian girl) < < —

2. Irrational nouns. (the adjective describing a
plural noun is a feminine and singular). Examples:
(productive trees) & sie </ ad  —
(the productive trees) 3 siel/ < adll  —
(a productive tree) 3 sio s ad  —

ANUJR-B. Vol. 38 (12), 2024
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Error Explanation
(new chairs) saa /S —
(anew chair) L2 w S —
See Appendix 8 for a remedial activity.
Comparative 1. Arabic allows direct comparisons using the
and superlative | pattern Jxé/(Af’al) along with the preposition (s
adjectives (than) between the nouns. Imagine the pattern Jé/as
a template; you extract the root consonants of the
adjective (e.g., /o w7l for cwa) and fit them into the
pattern while adjusting vowels. Examples include
i/ (smaller) from the adjective _x<s (small) and
aa/(more beautiful) from s (beautiful).

2. Building on the comparative pattern J=8, Arabic
forms superlatives similarly with only one key
difference: placing the comparative adjective that
rhymes with J=il before the noun. For example, /i
il e /(This is the best student). The superlative
adjective itself implies definiteness, eliminating the
need for the definite article J/(the). Refer to
Appendix 9 for more details and helpful exercises.

Conclusion

This study set out to investigate the linguistic errors made by a learner
of Arabic as a foreign language in spoken and written production. It aimed
to diagnose the errors made by the learner and provide techniques and
remedies that could assist him in overcoming those errors.

The study identified several areas of weakness where the learner had
difficulty learning and acquiring certain aspects of standard and colloquial
Arabic. These areas of weakness include the construct phrase idhafah,
conjugation of Arabic verb tenses, mixing between colloquial and standard
Arabic, and forming comparative and superlative adjectives.

The findings of this study suggest that exposure to authentic Arabic
language input through watching news channels or TV shows is crucial to
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acquiring delicate aspects of the Arabic language especially when the
learners have not been immersed in the Arabic culture. It is our belief that
when learners of Arabic are exposed to news and TV shows, they are
unlikely to mix between features associated with standard Arabic and
others that can only be found in the colloquial varieties such as Syrian and
Egyptian TV shows. We also recommend that learners of Arabic,
especially those that are not directly immersed in a culture where Arabic
is the main language should consolidate their writing skills by preparing
shopping lists in Arabic and by writing short stories and summaries of any
piece of writing that they read. Finally, we believe that it is important that
learners of Arabic as a second language should use their current knowledge
of Arabic to befriend and socialize with native speakers of Arabic on
Facebook and social media applications. In doing so, they will gain
exposure to the Arabic cultures and, as a result, simultaneously and
implicitly enhance their Arabic reading, writing and listening skills.

Indeed, the implications of the present study go beyond treating the
linguistic errors faced by a single learner of Arabic. Our experience shows
that the kind of errors that were identified in this paper are typical of many
learners of Arabic as a foreign language. Therefore, the activities that we
proposed can prove fruitful for fellow teachers of Arabic as a foreign
language and their learners.
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