IMPACT: International Journal of Research in : . — s
Humanities, Arts and Literature (IMPACT: IJRHAL) H g"‘ﬂ jj, (L:é [ L
ISSN(E): 2321-8878; ISSN(P): 2347-4564 B = —
Special Edition, Mar 2014, 17-24

© Impact Journals

DIFFICULTIES OF READING ARABIC AS A FOREIGN LANGUAG E

SHABAN, ALI ALI
Al-Azhar University, Cairo, Egypt

ABSTRACT

This paper aims to investigate the problems aswatiaith reading Arabic as a foreign language. fesearcher
in the field of teaching Arabic as a foreign langeanust have noticed that learners of Arabic famaesproblems that
lead to hindering or slowing down their progresgaading as a language skill. Anderson (1999) dsfireading as an
active, fluent process which involves the readet tlie reading material in building meaning. Meanitogs not reside on
the printed pages nor is it only in the readerthi same direction, Urquhart & Weir see reading asocess of receiving
and interpreting information encoded in languagenfeia the medium of print (1988, p. 22). It mednat the role of the
shape of the print is crucial in facilitating ontering the reader's progress. This paper trigihiooint the difficulties that

face non-native Arabic learners, and the diffefaators pertaining to those problems.

An empirical tool, to be described below, was utedchieve the objectives of this paper. Despi¢eftitt that a
lot of work has been done on this area of study aerwhelming majority of the findings of this gapvere not shown or
mentioned in earlier works. The scope of this stadyered the orthographic, phonological, lexicghtactic, semantic,
and contextual factors that shaped the accurasgnély, and comprehension of the texts read byttlteests participating
in this study. The results showed that there aneesareas in the Arabic language that posed re#ileobe to the reader;
(1) Determining the correct vowel that goes witkhas® consonants of the verb-root. (2) Determinimg d¢orrect vowel
that goes with the tense-subject morpheme of theegmt tense. (3) The grammatical case endingsrbswand nouns
according to the grammatical function they carryhia sentence. This paper is organized as foll@egstion 1 introduces
some basic discussion and related work. Sectios @voted to the main research point and sectiomr8duces the

conclusion of the paper.
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1. INTRODUCTION
General Introduction, Background, and Related Work

There has been a growing interest in teaching eahing Arabic as a second or a foreign langudgeval the
world. A great deal of research relating to thikjeat matter was published in different periodicBeading, as a language
skill, has captured the attention of workers anskagchers in the field of teaching foreign langsalgmg time ago.
For example, Ching Yin Leung (2002), Mokhtari, KadaReichard, C (2002), Frances H Mecartty (20069, Abu-Laiel
reported different types of reading difficulties dapanese, English, Spanish, and Arabic respegtiVéieir works

examined different participants in different levefsducation.

In the last twenty years or so, a good deal ohtitie has been given to investigating the probleersaining to
reading in Arabic. In fact, reading in Arabic idrinsically different from reading in most othenfuages. This is due to

the fact that Arabic is a member of the Semiticifgmvhich has some special calligraphic charastas.
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Arabic has a special alphabetical system. In higr&oin General Linguistics, (Arabic translatio88%, p. 52),
Ferdinand de Saussure maintains that the Greelatadphis the origin of all other alphabets, wher&sumns,
F. (1993, p. 314) sees that the Phoenician alphalibe alphabet from which the Greek and othehathets originated.
However, the Greek and Phoenician alphabets diffemany respects, the most relevant of which is elmation.
The Greek from the very beginning used a writingtasm that represents all the sounds of any gived;vemnsonants and
vowels, whereas the Phoenician and Semitic languagglected writing the vowels, and recorded thesgpants only in

their writing system.

The early establishment of the Arabic writing systevas not divergent, in most of its details, frome tearly
establishment of the Semitic writing systems in egahy that is, the southern Arabic alphabet, knoas
Al-Musnad, which is the representative of the earlier stafjthe Arabic alphabet, was void of any symbol ttedéers to
vowel sounds, be they long or short. The northemab#e alphabet as well, originated from the Nabateeas also void of
reference to vowels. It is worth mentioning thag tiorthern alphabet is the dominant Arabic system, rand on which

many modifications were done (Abu-Eid, 2009).

The current Arabic alphabet comprises twenty elgtiérs, three of which are semi-vowels «s <), as they can
be used as consonants or vowels. In addition teeth&rabic has three short vowels, which are notadly represented
by letters, but by diacritics that are placed abowéeneath the written letters, they are calleth&ashort vowel "a",
Kasrah; short vowel "i", and Dhammabh; short voweél. "These diacritics are not normally representethé written form

of Arabic language except for pedagogical purpasder religious scriptures, especially the Qur'an.

The phonological representation of the Arabic alygtds one to one correspondence, that is, eagihgnee has
only one phonological value, and each sound hag onk grapheme. Juxtaposition of certain graphewelss a
phonological phenomenon called ‘germination’, tlestncommon example of it happens when the defanitiele "al" is
prefixed to nouns beginning with one of a closedo$esounds (14 sounds) known as "sun sounds".sbhed "I" of the

definite article becomes identical to the adja¢enh sound" and gets geminated to it.

This brief presentation of the Arabic writing systéas been indispensable as reading in its esseacdy rests
on recognizing and decoding the written symbolthefwritten language. The first thing that faces ldnguage learner is
reading. Reading in its essence is a complex oftahg@nocesses that aim at deciphering the writianb®ls, rendering
them into phonological values, and extracting ammepout of them. It is axiomatic that the relagsbip between letter,
sound, and meaning is arbitrary, as there is ncdbgonnection between the shape of the letteringhonological
value, neither between the total sum of the phagiodd components of a given word and its meaningirig this process

the reader endeavors to build a mental image ofvtitels he is reading (Al'ayed, S., 1995, p. 8).

Reading in Arabic requires more cognitive demamdl, mental processes for associating a written synabits
phonological representation, as the Arabic alphabgiloys a considerable number of extremely sinsijanbols; the only
way of distinguishing between them is by placindod or more above or beneath the symbol. Morem@me of them
have different forms according to their positiomaicurrence in the word; the most acute of themhés letter ).
And when the vowels that shape the final form & ttord, and determines their grammatical relatigosskwith other

lexical items in a given utterance are absentctmmitive demand for reading comprehension is oéytanagnified.
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Accurate reading in Arabic requires operating memgnitive processes; among them:

e Envisioning the symbols that constitute the worad dinking them to their appropriate phonological

representations.

» Envisioning the appropriate form of the word. listhtage he/she is obliged to choose from a nuwbehoices
that may go up to five; each of them has many ptessseadings and many different interpretationds Thdue to
the fact that the absence of short vowels in Araéde it a homographic language. So, the readetsexmre
cognitive efforts, and applies many mental processalecode and render the written symbols intmdsuthen,
infer their meanings. For example, the r&oT B: to read, has five possible lexem&sitaba: he wrote kutiba:
it was (has been) writteKattaba: asked or forced to writéuttiba: was asked (forced) to writkytub: books, and

kath: writing, or abdomen.
* Recognizing the morphological and morpho-phonolaigstructure of the word.
» Realizing the grammatical relationships holdingasetn the components of the sentence.

» Recalling the lexical meaning of those componeats inferring the proper contextual meaning of wWiele

utterance.

Some earlier researches were done to measure fhetsefof the absence of short vowels on reading
comprehension in Arabic (Abu-Rabia, S. 2007; Abdulb M. 2011; Muhammad, F. 2011; Sartawi, Z. n.d.;
Na'ima, W. 2012). These researches examined ndyiskexic and normal speakers of Arabic, but thipgvaexamines
normal non-native learners of Arabic at the uniitgrievel. The participants were the final semesteurth year students
of the Arabic language section in both Abai andrAkabi universities, Almaty, Kazakhstan. They casgat 12 students
from Abai University, and 13 students from Al-Far&miversity. Both groups studied Arabic as a magabject for

eight semesters.

The measurement was designed to test the phonalptggical, morphological, and grammatical knovgedf
the students, and the impact of the knowledge efdhfactors on facilitating reading in Arabic. tingprised three
paragraphs; ten lines each, on different topiceyTMere written without short vowels to reflect tih@mal Arabic printed
material. The material was reader friendly, in ¢base that the students studied them in earlieestens, and was suitable
to their level. (Anderson & Armbuster, 1982)

The students were asked to mark all the letterd ulite appropriate vowel markers according to their
understanding of the texts. They were given endirgé for considering the morphological structuréshe words, their
lexical meanings, and the grammatical functionaxfteword so that they can decide the case-endimgemaf each word.
They were not allowed to receive any help fromithagilators or their colleagues. The next dayytivere asked to voice
record the same texts twice; once form a copy witlioe short vowels, the other from a vowelizedycfoice recordings
aimed at measuring the linguistic accuracy, andltlecy of the participants, as well as the semuing strategies each
of them used. Other strategies used by the paatitipwere revealed when the results of scoring tmeswers were
discussed with them. The discussion aimed alseriflying the students' knowledge, and explaining discrepancies that
were spotted between marking the written forms witkvel markers and the vowels they used in the rebrdings.

In some cases, the vowels used by a given pamitipahe written form were different from those'stee used in the oral
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recording. Rating the students was not an aim isf $tudy. It only aimed at detecting the difficati that non-native

learners of Arabic face.

The rationale behind this measurement is that acguand fluency in reading Arabic as a foreign laaue
reveals the student's degree of phonological acguraorphological awareness, lexical and contextuahnings, and the

knowledge of the grammatical relationship holdirgvieen the lexical items in the sentence.

The results showed deficiencies at many linguidtieels; phonological, morphological, and grammatica
The phonological errors were detected from theevoézording, whereas, other errors were detected fioice recordings

and the written papers.

The most common phonological errors can be groupedl) The absence of the fricative dental sou(ils
(0), (). (2) Misusing the stress patterns. (3) Inaccurate of the definite article "Lam ashshamsiyya"
(Normally known as "Sun Letters"). (4) Mixing betgre long and short vowels. (5) Mixing between Hamalagjat
(the pure glottal stop) and hamzayul - wasl (jainghottal stop).

The most recurrent morphological errors were represi by: (1) Word class (verb/noun/adjective/abver
distinction). (2) Derivation: Noun-adjective-advedlistinction. (3) Tense (Inability to use the catrgowel-marker with
the tense-person exponent in the present tenses)veithis is well-related to the recognition of therb root.
(4) Determining the correct vowel that goes witk 8econd consonant of the root in the present temee The most
recurrent grammatical errors were acutely exengdifiby: (1) The inability to use the correct the ngmaatical

case-endings. (2) The inability to distinguish bextw normal nouns and mamnu' min as-sarf (diptates)o
2. THE RESEARCH POINT AND PROPOSED SOLUTION

The relationship between phonological awareness reading ability has been tested in English anceroth
languages, resulting in compelling evidence thatuaderstanding of the phonological constituentswofds is an
important determiner of reading success in many erothalphabetic orthographies besides English
(Yopp, 1988; Treiman, 1992; Durguno” glu, Nagy &Hcia-Bhatt, 1993; MacBride-Chang, 1995, Abu-Rasia2007).
Recognizing the letters and linking them to thelopological values did not seem to pose a majoblpro to the
participants of this study. They showed stableitgbib decode the written symbols and render themetognizable
sounds that did not hinder understanding them.tBaitfluency in reading was something else. Manthefparticipants

took longer time than expected for achieving tham$formation process.

The errors that occurred in the voice recordingseewmt prevailing in the rendering of the writtdmacacters, but
in trying to guess the unseen components, i.e slibet vowels. Short vowels, in Arabic, decide ti@phological form of
the word, for example, kataba (verb: he wrote) werkutub (plural noun: books), which, in turn, gssi a syntactic
function to the word, and helps denoting the oVenglaning of the utterance. This clearly shows thatcorrect guessing
of the unseen short vowels leads to creating ttimate phonological shape of the word. This is asilareading skill in
itself. Abu-Rabia, S. (2007. p. 93) noted that "Thest important skill in phonological processingthg association of
sounds with letters, that is, the understandingrabheme—phoneme conversion rules and the exceptiothese rules"”.
This remark does not tune well with the written owelized Arabic texts, since the process of graghphoneme linkage

without detecting the short vowels, is not suffiti¢o decode a written Arabic text. A major funatiof short vowels in
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Arabic is assisting the reader to envision thelfstape of the word, through providing him with thél information

he/she needs to decode its morphological struetotldts grammatical function (Abu-Leil, et Al. B2

Accuracy at the phonological level cannot be adtewithout guessing the correct short vowels. AlaibiR
(1996) tested the role of vowels on reading acguiacArabic among highly skilled Arabic readers dgE/—18 years.
The results indicated that vowels had a significafféct on the reading accuracy of poor and skilledders in each
reading condition. The same results hold for the-native participants of this study, as accuracyg alearly manifested
during reading the vowelized copy of the materkdbwever, fluency was less noticeable than accurbtyst of the
participants stressed the fact that the vowel mankere an impediment to their normal fluency,te/tare not used to it.
This was really astonishing, as it was in full agnent with observation noted by for adult Arab m¥ad
(Abu-Leil, et. al., p. 28).

The reader reads the text and interprets its mgamnynmentally providing the missing grammaticaloimhation
(vocalization process) that leads to an acceptaldepretation. This amounts to an additional m#huanan annotation
with decisions that may have a non-trivial impacttbe overall annotation routine in terms of boticuracy and speed
(Maamouri, M. et.al. 2004).

Another acute observation was recorded about tlesssipatterns the students produced. Stress matiérhe
students' mother tongue, which they transferredhto target language played an unmistakable roldiverting the
phonological shape of some words, especially thobieh tend to bear the stress on the first or sécgyllables.

The Kazak language tends to place the stress dimtiesyllable.

The factor of guessing was clearly manifested esiain deciding the grammatical case ending. Thedweoder
the students of Arabic are familiar with is verisubject + object (or any other complement). Whenléixical meaning or
the grammatical feature (such as transitive/initaed of the verb, is absent, guessing plays aomajle in choosing the

case ending of the following nouns. For exampleéhesentence:
Al g agalls o IS Le A€0/ ] S Lail 5
What afflicted the Barmakids with disastersis the injustice and tyranny they prevailed.

The verbnakaba (afflicted with disaster) was unfamiliar to most of the participants, scgythattributed the
function of the subject to following word-baramikah (the Barmakids), whereas it is the object, not the subject, of the
verb. This strategy oAnalogy to the normal Arabic word order was recurrent ie shudents' answer. But the case was a
complete chaos when the sentence involved two daiorainanimate words representing the functiosudfject/object or
a genitive structure in the sentence. This happdme the lexical meaning is absent. The dichotonignate/inanimate is

a crucial clue for deciding the grammatical funet@f the sentence components.

Accurate reading requires producing the grammat@ade endings that is governed by the grammatical
relationship holding between the constituents @ sentence. This, on the other hand, requiresttieateader should
understand or be familiar with the meaning of tleidal items of the sentence. The dilemma is thag¢, can produce a
correct and accurate reading in most of the langsiage know so long as he can link the written symlo their
phonological values. This is due to the fact thasonants and vowels are represented in the dais dwealing with.

But in Arabic, where short vowels are missing, thisntal or cognitive process of rendering writtgmbols into sounds is
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not enough for producing accurate reading. Intengixical familiarity, doubled with a high skill tchoose from many

possible homographs, and a sound knowledge of &igthimmar is an indispensible factor for accurasaling.

How can a curriculum provide for all of these fast@t the Asian university level? Day & Bamford @20
advocated the ten principles presented by WillidRag; in 1986 for teaching reading, which he callextensive reading"”,
as a remedy for this prevailing problem,. Thesaqypies were meant to be guide lines to teachehelo their students
make up for the limited time assigned to readingumricula, the absence of interesting texts inosthooks, and to
encourage the students to choose what they wargaid. This is an alternative put forward for impngyvthe reading

skills, enhancing the students' feelings towardddhguage they learn, and creating a taste arse $ethe language.

Unfortunately, these principles do not tune welthwthe Arabic language and the Asian context inclwhive
work. It does not tune well with Arabic as readingArabic always needs guidance from the teachedexiding the
necessary short vowels, otherwise, the studenipedkibly acquire the wrong form the words, whidghhbe incurable in
the future. The only alternative is to provide viined texts for extensive reading, which entailseavy financial burden.
On the other hand, it does not tune well with the#afA context, as Thomas Robb denotes, "in ingiitatized settings in
many parts of Asia, where the priorities of thedstuts favor extra curricular activities, such amtqime jobs, clubs and
social life, over learning, simple encouragemernt mot be effective with a large number, and pegnhéige majority, of
one's students" (Robb, T. 2002). This exactly hfddshe Central Asian context, where social lded part-time jobs are
prior to any thing else in a student's life. Anatipeoposal was set forth by Palinscar. A. S. et(B#84, p. 168) for
engulfing the gap of learners' weakness in readitige calls it "The reciprocal teaching method", amantains that it
could be the prime reason for success. She quotas seasons for supporting her proposal. Firshviblves extensive
modeling of the type of comprehension fostering anchprehension-monitoring activities that are ugudifficult to
detect in the expert reader, as they are executeertty. The reciprocal teaching procedure providaglatively natural
forum for the teacher to engage in these activiiestly and hence to provide a model of what thist expert readers do
when they try to understand and remember textsor8eche reciprocal teaching routines force thelestts to respond,

even if the level of which they are capable isyadtthat of an expert.
3. CONCLUSIONS

The reciprocal teaching procedure involves contiusutrial and error on the part of the student, redrto
continuous adjustment on the part of the teachénd current competence. This method soundsldeitfar the Arabic
teaching context. It prompts mutual reading ad#sitetween the students and teachers, whichyin teads to guiding
the students to achieve useful rounds of fruitkdching, and acquiring the sound phonological perdmce on the

students' part.
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