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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on the interlingual errors made by adult
Arab learners in the use of the English binomials. Thus, it adds
one more area to those where language fransfer has been
reported. A total of 73 binomials were collected from the
oral and written presentation of the second year university
students majoring in English. The incorrect binomials (85%)
could all be attibuted to negative transfer from Arabic.
These were grouped and analyzed under three main
categories: grammatical errors, lexical errors, and Arabic
specific binomials. The findings of this study need to be
confirmed by further investigation. The study concludes with
pedagogical recommendations that need to be empirically
verified.
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THE INTERLINGUAL ERRORS OF ARAB STUDENTS
IN THE USE OF ENGLISH BINOMIALS

The Transfer Sirategy:

Both competent speakers and learners of a language
commit performance mistakes due to psycho-physiological
reasons such as fatigue, sickness, divided aftention, quick
writing or speaking.  The learner's language [i.e. inter-
language). however, shows signs of incomplete learning
commonly known as competence ‘errors’, (Brown, 1994;
James, 1998; Johnson, 1988; Michaelides, 1990). Hence, the
main reason behind language learners’ errors is incomplete
learning; their inter-language is somewhere along the
continuum from zero to full competence. The learners have
gaps in their linguistic knowledge that need to be filled in by
more learning. A major learning strategy is language
transfer.  Faling back on the psychological principle of
making use of dlready learned skills to learn new ones,
learners transfer from their previous linguistic knowledge to fill
in the gaps in the target language. Foreign language
learners have their first language as well as their infer-
language to draw upon; they depend on inter-lingual as well
as intralingual transfer. Thus, these two types of transfer are
linguistic strategies whereby learners attempt to facilitate the
task of learning and using the target language.

Transfer of Binomials:

The effect of the use of these linguistic strategies may not be
easy to detect since the production of correct as well as
incorrect language forms could also be attributed fo other
factors such as role memorization and subconscious
acquisition. However, the negative effects of inter-lingual
transfer may be fairly easily discerible in case of
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pronunciation. In fact, inter-lingual transfer errors have been
observed at all linguistic levels, (see e.g. Gass and Selinker,
1994; Mahmoud, 1999; Odlin, 1989; Ringbom, 1992).
Evidence for the pervasiveness of negative inter-lingual
transfer is believed to be indisputable specially in foreign
language (FL) learning contexts where the learners’ exposure
to the language is confined to few hours per week of formal
classroom instruction, (Gass and Selinker, 1983; Odlin, 1989:
Ringbom, 1987). Low proficiency level in the FL motivates
language transfer, (see also Giacobble, 1992; Khanji, 1996: SI-
Qing, 1990).

The purpose of this study is to shed light on the inter-lingual
transfer of the English binomials by Arab students. It is
hypothesized that in foreign language learning contexts, the
transfer strategy is used to carry over the features of the
binomials of the first language. As in many other linguistic
areas (e.g. vocabulary, structure, etc.) a remarkable portion
of errors in binomials could, among other factors, be
attributed to inter-lingual transfer. Since no studies have so
far been conducted in the area of binomials to the best of
the present writer's knowledge, this study adds one more
area to those where inter-lingual transfer has been reported.
Few researchers investigated Arab students' errors in using
idiomatic expressions in English (e.g. Kharma and Hajjaj, 1989;
Mahmoud, 2002). However, these studies do not cover
binomials as a type of fixed expressions. In this study the term
‘binomial’ is used to refer to an irreversible sequence of two
words explicitly or implicitly joined by a conjunction or a
preposition, (see also Martinez, 1999). The two words in a
binomial could be synonyms (e.g. far ad away)}, antonyms
(e.9. dead or alive), identical (e.g. miles and miles),
sequential (e.g. wash and wear), or correlative (e.g. soap
and water).
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Empirical Data:

Data for this study were gathered from the oral and written
English of 60 third and fourth semester Arabic-speaking male
and female university students majoring in English in the
colleges of Arts and Education. These students had been
studying English for 11 or 12 years in classroom contexts. They
were not taught English binomials in any systematic manner.
Due to the small number of male students, the sex variable
was taken into account. Binomials were collected from
guided and free written summaries, paragraphs and essays,
and from free and guided oral presentations in general
English courses. Of course, not every student used binomials
in each task. A total of 73 binomials were recorded. As
mentioned earlier, correct production of these binomials
could be due, among other factors, to positive interlingual
transfer since the corresponding Arabic binomials are

semantically and structurally identical to the English ones as
in:

English Arabic
Before and after ((sngs 5 )
Balck and white ( auls ssul )
Here and there ( sy i )
Right and wrong ( sty ot )
Question and answer [ tgms 3w )
Wait and see (g2 et )
In and out (oot J5is )
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Categories - | _No | %
1. Grammuatically or Lexically incorrect 31 50

(a) Grammatically incorrect (26 i.e.
42%)
(1) Reverse order (11 i.e. 42%)
(Il) Use of article (10 i.e. 38%)
(IM) Omission of connector

(b) Lexically incorrect ( 5 i.e. 8%)

2. Arabic-sbecific binomials incorrecﬂy 31 50
transferred

lTOT}AL ) _ |62 | 100 |

The table above shows that 62 (85%) binomials were

incorrect and these could be divided into two main
categories:

1. Grammatically or lexically incorrect (31 i.e. 50%)
2. Arabic-specific binomials incorrectly transferred (31
i.e. 50%)

The grammatical errors (26 i.e. 42%) were far more than the
lexical once (5 i.e. 8%). This could be due to the fact that
many English binomials are also found in Arabic with some
grammatical differences. The following three types of
grammatical errors were detected:

(1) Reversing the order: (11 errors, 42%)

Binomials are a type of fixed expressions, hence the order of
the connected words is, in most cases, irreversible. Some of
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Binomials are a type of fixed expressions, hence the order of
the connected words is, in most cases, ireversible. Some of
the semantically shared binomials in English and Arabic are
structurally in the reverse order. For instance, the equivalent
of the English binomial ‘needle and thread' is in Arabic
‘thread and needle'. The following are example of mis-
ordering errors:

Between me and you { iy s )
Take and give ( ey 35 )

Water and soap ( os:talls Ut )

I and you { esis Ui )

Groom and bride ( sty met )
Sweet and bitter ( agsl> )

(2) Use of the definite article: (10 errors, 38%)

In Arabic, the definite article is used before generic and
abstract nouns. Inter-lingual transfer of the Arabic structure
may have led to the lnserhon of ‘the’ in English as in the
following examples:

the life and death { wslis st )

the profit and the 10ss ( 3,lusdts 2t )

the war and the piece ( pdudly = )
the love and marriage { gy ol )

the crime and the punishment ( Glialty a2t )

(3) Omission of the connector {5 errors, 19%)
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There are cases where English uses a connector but Arabic
may. or may not use one. The following errors reflect the
Arabic strucuture:

Up down ( wssy g )
e hot humid ( o,y > )
* moming evening ( slu 7l )

o step step ( sshs 54hs )

o One one ( sy asly )

Compared to the grammatical errors (42%), the lexical ones
were very few (8%) and they were due to incorrect rendering
of some Arabic words in the corresponding binomials. The
five errors found were:

e fun and playing (=fund and games) | Gy gl )
* sky and earth (=heaven and earth) ( s, stedi )
¢ meat and blood (=flesh and blood) { s g )
* spirit and body (=body and soul) ( sy 74, )

* head to foot (=head to toe) ( patt Ji ool o )

Half of the incorrect binomials (31 i.e. 50%) were due to the
transfer of the Arabic specific ones; the binomials that are
found in Arabic but not in English. Of course, as in any
language, Arabic has its own language and culture specific
binomials. Such binomials are always at the tip of the tongue
of Arabic speakers. Hence students of English tend to
transiate them into English. Translation of these Arabic-
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specific binomials often lead to comprehension problems.
Even native speakers of Arabic may need to consult the
students to understand some of these incorrect binomials.

e footandleg ( slus e )

e tfie and untie ( Ly Ji )

o turning and circling ( oty < )

® lionorhyena (s s ¢ po )

e the eye and the head ( i iy oult )

o the brother and the friend ( ety #31 )
e cold and safe ( L s )

e Zayd and Obayd ( ases &3 )

e Dream or knowledge ( ¢ ple of pl> )

Conclusion and Implication:

This article sheds light on the interdingual errors of Arab-
speaking university students in the use of the English
binomials, an area which has, so far, not been investigated.
The lack of studies in this area could be attributed to the fact
that Arab learners of English usually express themselves in
plain non-idiomatic English. However, compared to idioms
and phrasal verbs, binomials are more frequently used
because they are, in most cases, endocentric and more
frequently used in standard and non-standard Arabic. The
correct production of some binomials (15%) by fthese
students could be due to memorization, subconscious
acquisition or positive transfer from their first language. The

-17-




THE INTERLINGUAL ERRORS OF ARAB STUDENTS IN THE USE OF ENGLISH BINOMIALS
Dr. Abdul minam Mahmod Mohammed

incorrect ones (85%) could, among other reasons, be
attributed to negative inter-lingual transfer.

From a pedagogical point of view, the first language (L1)
could be used as an inoculation against its own negative
effects. Since inter-lingual transfer is a major learning and
communication strategy, specially in foreign language (FL)
learning situations, the use of L1 in FL teaching is in line with
the learners tendency to make use of their mother tongue in
formulating hypotheses about the FL. Adult learners could
be presented with a brief and clear account of the role L1 in
FL learning with the aim of arousing their interest in knowing
one of the main strategies underlying their errors and non-
errors, (see also Atkinson, 1987; Mahmoud, 1997, 1998:
Marton, 1988; Ringbom, 1987; Rubin, 1987).

Open discussion of the similarities and differences between
binomials in L1 and the FL with examples of cases of positive
and negative transfer may help students know when to
transfer and when not to. Informal discussions with some
teachers and students revealed that bilingual word lists at the
end of some language course books are useful. However,
meaning of words change depending on context of use,
hence such valuable space could be spared for bilingual lists
of fixed expression such as binomials and idioms. It might be
useful to provide students with lists of English binomials
including: :

1. binomials that are structurally and semantically
equivalent to those of L1.

2. binomials that are semantically identical to but
structurally different from those of L1.
3. the most common English -specific binomials.
-18-




[ 02003 it puelidl aaad kol Al ol yallg i 3500 Ao ]

These steps are intended to counteract the effects of
negative transfer from the mother tongue in using the English
binomials. For more tips on teaching binomials in general the
reader may see, for example, Martinez (1999).

Needless to say, further research is needed before any
significant use could be made of the present findings. Similar
studies need to be carried out not only with different groups
of adult Arab learners but also with learners of English from
different L1 backgrounds. Empirical evidence in favor of the
usefulness of contrastive comparisons (e.g. Lott, 1993
Mahmoud, 1997) needs to be confiimed by further
experimentation. The usefulness of bilingual lists of binomials
remains to be empirically verified.
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