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Abstract:Robert Lado (1957), as well as most contrastive linguists, 

have shown that the learner's first language may have a big role to 

play in the process of second language learning. Due to differences 

between languages, whether in their  syntactic, grammatical, 

pragmatic, or phonological systems, difficulties in learning a second 

language may arise. One of the most frequent difficulties Arabic L1 

students face when learning the English language is learning the 

English language grammatical system and their ability to 

communicate effectively according to that.   

This paper pinpoints common grammatical mistakes which 

English learners make and possible solutions to such mistakes are 

listed and explained. Illustrations are given of how the differences 

between the Arabic and English language regarding the grammatical 

system cause L1 Arabic learners of English to make mistakes and 

errors in their English learning process and how this prevents learners 

from meaningful English communication. The aim of this paper is to 

prove that English students make similar grammatical and syntactic 

mistakes which are repeated and frequent. That is, many grammatical 

mistakes of Arabic native language speakers are orderly made and 
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regular. Errors in the English language grammar and syntax which 

students commit are not random and are found to be very much due 

learners' mother-tongue interference. Arabic first language 

interference is found to play an important role in English 

second/foreign language especially when it comes to learning the 

English grammatical and syntactic system. For instance, due to the 

differences between Arabic and English in terms of the use of 

determiners, prepositions, conjunctions, using singular/plural forms 

and proper word order many problems arise. English learners from an 

Arabic mother-tongue can be negatively affected by transferring from 

their parent or first language. This paper concludes a number of these 

negative interference problems, discusses them thoroughly and lists a 

number of possible solutions which are seen to be effective in 

English teaching classrooms and environments. 

 
 م. رنا عبد ذياب العجيلي 

  كلية التربية للبنات، جامعة تكريت

تها دور يؤدي تنوع اللغات واختلافها في قواعد  النودو والنمدال اليدوتي واادت  ا ا :الخلاصة

يدد   ددا كبيددف فددي  هددارء وكلددالء العتىلعدديا علددل اكتلدداا وتىلددك اللغددت العا يددت كعددا   ددارت الى 

خطدال ح ى  هك العشكلات و كعفها  يوعا وتكفار وهي الأال رااات، ولذا يناقش هذا البوث إ

وعد ل  الىفةيدت النوويت التي يقع فيها طلبت اللغت الا كليزيدت كلغدت نا يدت وخاادت النداطقيا ةاللغدت

 ق رتهك علل التواال ةشكل فىال في اللغت العا يت  تيجت لذلك. 

لبدت ليعيدت لطئىت فدي الىعليدت التىيبيا هذا البوث  يضا الأخطال في قواع  النوو العنتشدفء والشدا

ت  يضدا اللغت الا كليزيت والولول العقتفحت لول وتجنب  عل هذه الأخطدال. توحده هدذه ال رااد

 اللغتدديا التددينيف الددذي يؤديددف اخددتلان اللغتدديا الىفةيددت والا كليزيددت خااددت فيعددا يتىلدد  ةقواعدد 

 لغدت  ولدليا ةاللغدت الىفةيدت كو ااايات النوو وكيف  ن هذه العليلت ابب في ع ل ق رء الناطق

البودث  علل التواال والت اطب ةشدكل كدافي وفىدال فدي اللغدت العا يدت يالا كليزيدت . يعبد  هدذا

شداةهت كدفرء و ت كذلك  ن الأخطال التي يقع فيها طلبت اللغت الا كليزيت الناطقيا ةاللغت الىفةيدت 

ىددا ي يا. فىلددل اددبيل الععددال يواددببها الفئيلددي اخددتلان التفكيددب اللغددوي والنوددوي ةدديا اللغتدد

ا داء هؤلال الطلبت  ا  شاكل في اات  ال الضعائف و دوات الىطف وحفون الجف. وكذلك العى

في اات  ال العلدفد والجعدع والتفتيدب اليدويه للجعدل  وويدا. ويىدف  البودث  جعوعدت  دا 

 العقتفحات والولول  ا  جل التغلب علل  عل هذه الأخطال و ىالجتها.

 -لدالة: الكلمات ا
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Introduction 

     Learners of a second language, whatever their background, come across a number of 

difficulties when attempting to learn a new language this is due to the differences between 

languages and to the dissimilarities in their grammatical, syntactic, phonological  and pragmatic 

systems too. This is a problem which is also found in L1 Arabic learners of English due to the 

influence of their mother-tongue. Mother-tongue interference is the influence of the learners 

native language on their second language learning ability. However, it must be realized that 

mother-tongue interference does not always mean a negative influence on second/foreign 

language learning ability. In some cases, the learners' mother-tongue may positively influence 

the learners' ability to learn new second/foreign language learning skills, specifically, in language 

aspects which are to be similar between the learners' mother-tongue and her/his second language. 

Nevertheless, the focus of this paper is to show areas of difficulty that arise in the English 

language learning process due to the negative influence of learners' native language. L1 Arabic 

learners of English encounter  mother-tongue interference also, especially when it comes to 

learning the English grammatical and syntactic system. For instance, due to the differences 

between Arabic and English in terms of the use of determiners, such as the use of articles many 

problems arise. The use of prepositions properly by L1 Arabic students is also influenced. 

English learners from an Arabic mother-tongue can be negatively affected by transfer from their 

first language considering the use of adjectives, learning correct word order, using singular and 

plural forms, joining items by using connectors and conjunctions, and so on.  

    All in all, Arabic native speakers are very much influenced by their parent language, also 

termed as their mother-tongue, native language, first language and, or  L1. This is the case, 

especially when they are communicating and learning the English language while referring to 

their first language for a source of help and backup. This is due to differences in the use of 

articles, prepositions, determiners, adjectives, word order and other language items and skills by 

both the Arabic and English languages. Due to the importance of such language items to the 

English second language  learning process and due to the need of adequate competence of  such 

matters by L2 English learners, this paper lists a number of these negative interference problems 

and discusses them thoroughly. 
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Statement of the Problem 

     English language students make certain mistakes which are found to be repeated among 

English students. Many of these mistakes are not random and are similar from one student to 

another. Many of these mistakes made in the English language, especially by Arab mother-

tongue students are due to the interference of their first language. This is a basis of contrastive 

studies and what is known as mother-tongue interference. Here, in turn, interference of the 

mother-tongue regarding grammatical points is analyzed and studied. 

Hypotheses of the Study 

This study hypothesized the following: 

1. English students, as well as learners of English, in general, make certain mistakes that are 

similar to one another and repeatable.  

2. English students in ESL/EFL make grammatical mistakes that are found to occur due to 

first language interference and mother-tongue influence. 

3. Contrastive studies should be taken into consideration due to mother-tongue inference, 

especially regarding English students with an Arabic native language. 

Procedures of the study 

The procedures in this study are as follows: 

1. Giving a theoretical background on grammatical mistakes that are found repeatable by L1 

Arabic students. 

2. The sample of the study has been collected from English students' compositions and 

writings in Tikrit University College of Education for women. 

3. These compositions are analyzed by the researcher and studied to measure L1 Arabic 

students' grammatical mistakes. 

4. The study is conducted, through the study, of second year students' compositions, in 

order to analyze and study repeatable grammatical mistakes due to first language 

interference. 

Value of the study 

     It is hoped that this study could be a contribution to a better realization of grammatical and 

structural mistakes, especially mistakes which are repeated by English students and the 

importance of contrastive studies within this regard. It is expected that this study tackles the 

importance of the study and realization of first language interference, with regard to L1 students 

and learners of English with an Arabic mother-tongue. The hope, in this study, is also to direct 

teachers, regarding grammatical and structural mistakes and how they are usually similar among 

ESL/EFL students and are not- random. This is to direct teachers, in the hope of improving 
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learning and teaching as well as hope of more success in schools, colleges and ESL/EFL 

environments. 

Literature Review 

     Determiners, prepositions, adjectives, word order, singular and plural forms, using connectors 

and conjunctions and similar grammatical and syntactical items are found in every language. 

These language items, however, are used daily and spontaneously in both the Arabic and English 

languages. Determiners  are considered  an essential part of the English language grammatical 

system, as well as the Arabic language. This is also the case with prepositions. Therefore, 

learning English syntactical items, such as determiners and prepositions and being able to reach 

adequate competence of these language items is considered inevitable for second language 

learners of English. As a result, learners of English should carry enough knowledge of these 

necessary grammatical items in the English language in order to be capable of using these 

language items properly. L1 Arabic speakers of English need to be taught the similarities and 

differences between English and Arabic in regard of the use of determiners in general and 

articles in specific, not to neglect the use of prepositions also. As such, contrastive studies need 

to be given more attention and focus, as they are one way in improving our second/foreign 

language learning attempts. Moreover and more precisely speaking, Arabic mother-tongue 

learners of English need to be made aware of how to use syntactical language items such as 

determiners and propositions in English, when and why. In addition, it is required from EFL/ESL 

classrooms and in EFL/ESL teaching materials to illustrate such matters and to show areas 

wherein the learners' mother-tongue may have a negative influence on the learning ability of 

determiners, the article system and the use of prepositions in English and should present to 

students places where first language interference may occur. 

     Teaching English as a second language is met with problems of mother-tongue interference, 

which means problems of first language interference or the effect of the learner's native language 

on her/his learning attempts of a new and another language. Part of these problems is mother-

tongue interference in Arabic-native speakers' acquisition of the English articles, prepositions, 

determiners and so on. (Sabbah, 2015: 274) 

     Contrastive analysis is concerned with the study of a pair of languages with the aim of 

discovering their structural similarities and differences. Contrastive analysis is a method that was 
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widely used in the 1960s and early 1970s to explain why some features of a target language were 

more difficult to learn than others. (Mozlan, 2015: n.p.) 

     Contrastive analysis, and the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH), which are concerned 

with comparing languages in the aim of discovering similarities and differences in hope of 

finding possible areas of difficulty or otherwise, are used to explain why certain items in second 

language acquisition are more difficult to learn than others. This is based on the idea that the 

more difference between the learners' mother-tongue and the target language, the more difficulty 

the learner will face. ("Contrastive analysis," 2015: n.p.). 

     According to Lado's Linguistics across Cultures (1957) those items of a target language that 

are similar to the learners' first language will be easy for her/him to learn while items and 

structures which are different from the learners' first language will be difficult to learn. This is, 

also,  part of what is known in contrastive studies as the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis. 

(Mozlan, 2015: n.p.) 

     There are many grammatical mistakes that English language learners make due to first 

language or mother-tongue interference. For example, English language learners make errors and 

mistakes in the use of articles because of the differences between the article system in both 

Arabic and English. English language learners misuse articles due negative transfer from their 

Arabic mother-tongue. Transfer is of two types, according to contrastive studies. There is 

positive transfer in which the learner's mother-tongue facilitates the learning and acquisition of 

target language items and structures. Within the topic of English articles there are instances in 

which translation from the mother-tongue helps. So, when the learner refers back to the article 

system in Arabic and attempts to use her/his first language as a back-up, there are instances 

where positive transfer is applicable. Notwithstanding, there are instances when the learners' 

mother-tongue becomes a source of error, especially with regard to the use of articles. In this 

case, this is known as negative transfer. Concerning using English articles this is found because 

of the different uses of the article system and how they are encoded in both languages. This idea 

is also part of the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis, where in we have the strong version and the 

weak version.  (Sabbah, 2015: 272) 

     Nonetheless, there is an important difference, within English language studies, between 

mistakes and errors according to Ellis, Corder & Brown among others (as cited in Sabbah, 2015: 
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270). Errors are made by learners due to ignorance of the correct rules and happen on a deeper 

level than mistakes which are considered to be slips of the tongue or lapses in the learner's 

performance in the second language. (Ibid) 

     Mistakes in English language learning environments can be explained by referring to 

language theories and learning theories. Among them are the Contrastive Analysis Theory and 

the Error Analysis Theory. The Contrastive Analysis Theory, as mentioned above, explains 

learners' errors by analyzing similarities and differences between two languages or more. In 

contrastive studies it is asserted that learners of a new language will tend to depend on and refer 

back to their native language when they encounter target language items that greatly differ with 

their mother-tongue. The theory   of "Error Analysis", similarly, studies learners' errors in the 

second language with the aim of recognizing the reasons behind such errors and their causes. 

     Within this regard, determiners are applicable. Other grammatical mistakes faced by English 

language learners that are found to be repeatedly made by English language learners of  an 

Arabic L1 are in their use of determiners. Determiners, which are words used before nouns and 

words which are used to refer to something of a particular type or something specific, are also 

affected by negative transfer from the Arabic language with regard to L1 Arabic language 

learners' of English. (anonymous, 2019: n.p.) 

    It must be mentioned, that determiners go before a noun or noun phrase but do not add 

information to that noun or phrase and do not carry much meaning on their own. (Ibid) 

     The list of determiners used in the English language includes: articles, "a", "an", and "the". 

The articles "a, an" are indefinite articles, whereas "the" is called a definite article. Words like 

"my, your, our, their, his, hers, whose, etc." are determiners and known as adjectival possessive 

pronouns. Determiners in English also includes demonstratives or demonstrative pronouns, such 

as "this, that, these, those, which, etc.". Quantifiers such as "few, a few, many, much, each, 

every, some, any, etc." are also types determiners used in the English language. Numbers "one, 

two, three, four, etc." and ordinals such as "first, second, next, etc."  are also examples of types 

of determiners. (Hassan, 2017: 17) 
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Methods 

     A qualitative approach is adopted in this paper. Teaching English Composition for two years 

in a row and by noticing students' writings it has been found that EFL/ESL students commit 

common mistakes and make similar errors regarding English grammar. These mistakes are found 

to be repeated by students. Also, it is found that the main source of these mistakes and errors is 

the learners' first language (Arabic) and translation or transfer from their native language. So, for 

example, in the Arabic language we repeat "wa" when enumerating or mentioning a list of items 

in a series. So, for example, in Arabic it is said or written as follows:  ا تفت الأل لطللتها لىبت وعييف"

 و وكولاتت"

      EFL/ESL students or learners from an Arabic mother-tongue repeat the mistake in that they 

write "the mother bought her child a doll and juice and chocolate and fruit." This, in fact, is 

inaccurate grammatically in English language. This sentence should be written as follows in the 

English language: "The mother bought her child a doll, juice and chocolate" Here, the 

conjunction "and" should be included in the sentence to the final added word in a list. 

     By following Lado' studies of contrastive analysis, the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis and 

Inference Theory, results have been gathered within this paper. 

     By studying and analyzing previous ESL/EFL student compositions, as well as considerations 

of previous researches, and pre-existing data and through the comparison between Arabic and 

English structural systems certain cases have been perceived, here, also.  

Discussion and Results 

     Grammar and syntax are not an easy language aspect to be learned by second/foreign 

language learners, however, it is vital and indispensable. To learn a language one must learn its 

grammar well enough. Our schools and educational systems in the Arab world focus on grammar 

and its rules and requirements. However, need arises that attention be payed to teaching L1 

Arabic students areas of interference and transfer. That is, more attention should be put on 

teaching L1 Arabic leaners of English aspects and parts of the English language where their 

Arabic mother-tongue may lead them to make mistakes or errors due to negative transfer and due 

to the negative interference of their parent language or mother-tongue. In turn, more focus needs 

to be directed to contrastive studies, where first language interference is found. If Arabic mother-
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tongue learners of English were made aware of such interference matters they will, in turn, be 

made aware that referring to their first language or translating from their native language in such 

grammatical aspects will not help, if not realize that it will certainly be a source of mistakes and 

even errors. 

     Thus, learning English articles by students whose mother-tongue is Arabic is asserted to the 

significance of the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis.  This paper supports and highlights such 

findings. Due to the difference between the Arabic article system and the English one, many 

Arab learners of English encounter difficulties while trying to learn the correct use of articles in 

English language. The difficulty in learning English articles if faced by L2 English learners 

whose native language has no article system or whose native language has an article system that 

functions differently.  

     English language learners make repeated grammatical mistakes in the English language, 

especially in the use of articles. Sources and reasons behind such grammatical mistakes which 

are found to be made by L1 Arabic students in almost a similar way is because the notion of 

definiteness and indefiniteness with regard to the article system  are encoded differently in the 

Arabic language than that in English. The English language system includes the definite article 

"the", the indefinite articles "a"/ "an", and the zero article "Ø". Arabic language, on the other 

hand, includes the use of the definite article "the" or "ال التىفيف". 

     The definite article "the" or "ال التىفيف" is used in almost a similar way to the English definite 

article, because the Arabic language encodes the notions of  definiteness and indefiniteness  in a 

different way than that of the English language. In the Arabic language, the definite article is 

"the" or " التىفيف  ال  ", whereas, the definite article has no equivalence. That is, there is no 

indefinite article in Arabic. Furthermore, because of the uniqueness of the English article system 

and because they are frequently used within the English language, Arabic L1 learners of the 

English language face significant difficulties in learning the English article system all over the 

world. (Hassan, 2011: 3) 

     For example, Arabic L1 learners of English may say "University library is open" instead of 

"The university library is open" due to the interference of the Arabic language "  الجا ىت كتبت 

 This is, as explained earlier, known as negative transfer of the learners' mother-tongue or . لتوحت"

first language. This is because the learners of English refer back to their parent language for help 
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and back-up. In this example, the source of error is because of L1 Arabic interference in which 

we find that the Arabic language has no use of the definite article but, in fact, a zero article is 

used. Another example of repeated mistakes made by L1 Arabic learners with regard to 

grammar, specifically concerning articles is the omission of the indefinite article "a" so, for 

example, L1 Arabic learners usually say "My father works in hospital" instead of "my father 

works in a hospital" because such an article does not exist in the learners' mother-tongue 

(Arabic). The source and cause of this grammatical error is also because of negative transfer 

from the learner's mother-tongue and because of first language interference wherein the Arabic 

translation of such a sentence is " يىعل  ةي في  لتشلل" . (Sabbah, 2015 : 274) 

     Common grammatical mistakes or errors that L1 Arabic learners make as a result of mother-

tongue interference is, as mentioned earlier, in the use of determiners such as articles. Another 

source of mistakes and errors students and second language learners commit and which occur 

due to their Arabic language interference is in their attempt to use English prepositions. 

Prepositions are considered one of the most difficult grammatical aspects that face learners of 

English, in general, and Arabic native speakers, in particular. It is a fact that the prepositional 

system in the English language is very varied and many prepositions in English carry the same 

function, which makes it difficult for learners to distinguish between them. For instance, the 

prepositions "in", "on, "at" all refer to place but are used differently according to the situation of 

the sentence. Notwithstanding, Arabic mother-tongue English language learners may face even 

more difficulty than others when using English prepositions due to the reasons mentioned earlier, 

regarding first language interference and due to the fact that the prepositional systems in both 

Arabic and English are very different.  

     Consequently, when L1 Arabic learners try to solve difficulties they face when attempting to 

use English prepositions and if they were to refer to their native language, they will most likely 

make mistakes and errors, within this regard. For example, a student of an Arabic mother-tongue 

may use the preposition "in" instead of "at" to refer to "position" as in the sentence "I am in 

school" rather than "I am at school" affected by interference from the Arabic language, translated 

from the Arabic first language "ا في الع رات  ".  

     Likewise, other grammatical mistakes that L1 Arabic learners of English may make is in the 

use of adjectives. In English, adjectives do not agree with the nouns they modify. In Arabic 
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language, however, the case is not similar. I.e., in the Arabic language, adjective agree in number 

with the nouns they modify. The cause of this error that English language learners from and 

Arabic first language background is also due to mother-tongue negative transfer. (Sabbah, 2015: 

274) 

      Other mistakes or errors that may be made by L1 Arabic learners of English could be made 

due to in the differences between word order in both English and Arabic. For example, adjectives 

follow the nouns they modify in Arabic grammar while in English language the adjectives 

precede the nouns they modify. For example, "It is a large house", or "A noisy party. While, if 

translated from Arabic to English, English language learners would say something like "A party 

noisy", "A house large" accordingly affected by negative transfer from their first language 

concerning word order:  "ف  نزل كبيف"، "إ ها حللت ااخبت  ". (Ibid) 

      English language learners from an Arabic mother-tongue may also face difficulty when 

attempting to distinguish between singular and plural forms, due to the fact that the English 

language does not have easy rules regarding these grammatical aspects. For instance, some 

English words have the same form for both singular and plural. For instance, the "s- plural" is 

used in the English language sometimes at the end of the word despite being a singular form. 

Examples include "physics", "mathematics", "statistics", and so on. So, if an Arabic mother-

tongue learner of English was to go back to her/his native language to decide whether a word is 

singular or plural, negative transfer may occur and interference may result, as in using the word 

"statistics" which is singular in English but plural in Arabic. Therefore, such a learner may 

confuse the "s" letter, at the end of the word "statistics" to be an "s-plural". This may happen, as 

a result of mother-tongue interference due to the learners' inability to differentiate between 

singular and plural forms in English, as in the Arabic word: "إحيال". (Ibid) 

     Another grammatical mistake and error that is repeatedly found to be made by L1 Arabic 

mother-tongue learners of English is in using connectors and conjunctions. In the Arabic 

language, words written in series and joined together are done so by placing "wa" between them. 

As a result of Arabic mother-tongue interference, Arabic L1 learners of English are found to 

connect words mentioned in a series and join them by repeatedly using "and" between these 

words. The correct way to join words in a series in the English language, however, is by using 

commas between them and using the conjunction "and" before the last word. For example, 
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Arabic learners of English usually write "I ate apples and bananas and strawberries and oranges 

and dates" which is an incorrect way of connecting words in English, where such words are 

joined or connected as follows: "I ate apples, bananas, strawberries, oranges and dates." (Ibid) 

     Here, emphasis on previous research findings regarding the English language and its 

grammatical and syntactical rules has been applied. A major source and cause of repeated error is 

found to be because of the differences between the Arabic and English languages in concern to 

these necessary and essential language structures and elements. Arab learners of English, as any 

new language learners of any background, make mistakes or repeated errors in their English 

learning process. Nevertheless, many of these mistakes or errors are unconsciously or 

involuntarily made by Arab learners of English due to the differences between the grammatical 

system in both languages. 

     Making mistakes when learning a new language is something inevitable. However, teachers 

should be required to make lists and become familiar with the common errors learners of a target 

language make in their learning process. It is suggested, here, that teachers highlight repeated 

mistakes and common errors and correct these frequently faced problems made by students. 

Mistakes and errors should lead to improvement, progress and not lead to frustration. As well, 

teachers should learn how and when to correct these errors. Also, the suggestion, here, to 

teachers of second and foreign language classrooms is to show respect to students' native 

language. It is also needed that teachers highlight to L1 Arabic learners of English the areas 

where the native language would be a source of error, if the teacher was knowledgeable of the 

learners native language. If not,  teachers could ask their Arabic L1 speaking students how a rule 

is used in their native language all in the aim of familiarizing learners with contrastive studies, in 

which referring to the mother-tongue in new language acquisition could be a source of 

improvement and progress or error. (Sabbah, 2015: 274). 

Conclusions 

     Due to the fact that learners of the English language, especially learners from an Arabic 

first language background make repeated mistakes and errors regarding English grammar. 

And, due to the fact that these mistakes are made by L1 Arabic learners in almost a 

systematic way and are similarly made by other learners due to the negative influence of 

their mother-tongue, learning English by students whose mother-tongue is Arabic 
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emphasizes the importance of  contrastive analysis and contrastive studies.  This is due to 

the fact that Arabic L1 speakers encounter huge difficulty while attempting to use the 

English language grammar and syntax among other language items. The source of such 

difficulty is mostly based on the degree of difference between the Arabic article system 

and the English system and may be sometimes also due to confusable similarities between 

the Arabic and English languages.  

     The difficulty in learning English language grammar and syntax by Arabic L1 speakers 

is because their  native language has a system that functions differently. Finally, it is 

concluded that it is the duty of teachers of the English language to take such matters into 

consideration and it is on their part to attempt to clarify areas of expected difficulty and 

confusion that learners of English may encounter in the English language learning process. 

This would certainly lead to overcoming problems learners may face and thus lead to better 

second/foreign language learning and acquisition. 

     This, in turn, emphasizes the importance of contrastive analysis studies and the need to 

include them in educational systems, because the source of many of the difficulties that L1 

Arabic leaners of English come across is due to the degree of difference between both 

languages. Teachers of the English language should become knowledgeable of such 

language aspects as they are regarded an expected sources of difficulty, mistakes and 

errors. Need arises that teachers become aware of repeated mistakes and errors that L1 

Arabic learners make in regard to English language grammar and familiarize students with 

these problematic areas all in hope of better English second/foreign language learning and 

teaching.      
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