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LANGUAGE LEARNING CHALLENGES for ARABIC SPEAKING ELLs  

 

SCRIPT AND NUMERICAL SYSTEM CHALLENGES 

ALPHABET: 

 

NUMBERS:                                                                                                                                         CLOCK: 

          

Arabic numbers are written left to right (just like English). 

  

ENGLISH:  

 Script from left to right 
 

 26 letters, 44 sounds (and numerous ways 
to pronounce different sound 
combinations) 
 

 English letters written next to each other to 
make up a word 
 

 three times as many vowels as Arabic 
 

ARABIC:   

 Script from right to left 
 

 28 letters (10 of which do not exist in 
English), 8 vowels/diphthongs     
 
 

 Arabic words are made up differently 
than English words (letters are joined 
to make up a word, not just written 
next to each other)  
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(FROM: http://danielschereck.com/wp2002arabia/wp-arabicnumbers.htm) 

PRONUNCIATION CHALLENGES (particularly for intermediate/senior students) 

Pronunciation interference:  

 Awareness of how and where the sounds are produced is key (check the following app) 

http://www.uiowa.edu/~acadtech/phonetics/ 

 It’s also about where the sounds are pronounced… 

                              

                                                                                   Arabic                    English  
(From: How does Arabic Influence the Pronunciation of English) 

http://www.slideshare.net/ptharpe/how-does-arabic-influence-the-pronunciation-of-english 

 

 When a sound does not exist in Arabic, ELLs replace it with the nearest L1 sound 

 Difficulties with pronunciation affect spelling and writing 

 Challenges that may have an impact on spelling or pronunciation 
 

Example 

V
O

W
EL

S - Length of vowels: all vowels in Arabic are long  
 
 
- an important pronunciation rule in English is that a vowel followed by a 
voiced consonant is produced double as long as the vowel followed by a 
voiceless consonant  
 

Sheep and ship may be pronounced the 
same way 
Bill Clinton  Beel Cleentone  
-The vowel in “bead” is twice longer 
than the vowel in “beat” because d is 
voiced; (also “eggs” compared to “eks”)    

  

- /e/, /a/ and /i/, are pronounced differently than in English. In English, 
/e/ is pronounced with the mouth stretched to the sides; not so in Arabic. 
-/e/ and /i/ used interchangeably 

Internet  Enternet   
sit  set 
IraqAraq 
hospitalshospitels 

Words that are only differentiated by their vowel sound are tough for 
Arabic speakers 

pit-pet-pat-peat 

Two different /a/ sounds in Arabic:  one is a vowel that does not exist in 
English; it is pronounced like a voiced sound (the vocal cords vibrate) 
between /a/ and /i/  
 

Rafat  Raafat  
Sara  Saraa 

Final vowel dropped, particularly when spelling short, monosyllabic words  note  not 

http://www.uiowa.edu/~acadtech/phonetics/
http://www.slideshare.net/ptharpe/how-does-arabic-influence-the-pronunciation-of-english


 Vesna Nikolic, 2015 

3 
 

 
 
 
Shortening may occur within the word 

late  let 
 wrote  wrot 
hope   hop 
raid  red 

Because of how words are spelled in Arabic, speakers tend to omit vowels 
in the middle of words, which may affect their spelling:  
 

Arabic  as Arbek 

 Arabic speakers sometimes add vowels next to consonant clusters, where 
they do not belong  
 

split  spilit 
arrangedarrangid 

C
O

N
SO

N
A

N
TS

  
English consonants are voiced or voiceless depending on whether the 
vocal cords vibrate during production.  

o Voiced:  b, d, g, z, v ; th ,zh, d, dz, r, w, j, l, m, n ng (you can sense 
the vibration in the vocal cord area) 

o Unvoiced: p, t, k, s, and f ; th, sh, h, ch  (no vibration) 

 
The problem is not that students cannot 
pronounce some of the consonants (the 
position in the mouth is fine but the 
holding of the position is problematic). 
If so, count to 10 as the students are 
holding the sound. 

Different tongue placement and movement 
Arabic /p/ is a variation of “b.” Arabic speakers can pronounce both 
sounds, but they do not hear them as different consonants (more 
prevalent in the Gulf region) 
The words 'pit', 'pet', 'put', 'pot', and 'pat' might be hard for Arabic speakers 

to pronounce and recognize, due to the combo of /p/ + vowel 

Peter  beater; problem  broblem; 
palace  balace 
pump  bump 

/r/ is a “rolled” /r/ in Arabic, pronounced with the tongue touching the 
roof of the mouth; in English it is near the roof but not touching it  
 

park and first 

Two different /h/ sounds, both voiced and voiceless, with the second one 
pronounced as a deep voiced sound /kh/ 
 

“h” may be mispronounced in English 

Problems distinguishing between /v/ and /f/ 
Remedy for /v/: pronounce it the same as /f/, but make sure throat does 
not vibrate (/v/ is voiceless)  
Sound  /f/ used for /v/, or /v/perceived as /f/ 

Valentina  Falantena 

/sh/ and /ch/ pronounced interchangeably  
 

cherry  sherry; confusion  
pronounced as Confucian 

Problems pronouncing “th” as in “this”  
 

sounds like /z/ - more prevalent in Egypt 
than in Gulf countries 

ST
R

ES
S Varies in English (yesterday vs. tomorrow); regular and predictable in 

Arabic 
 

(Arabic) AraFAT vs. (English) ARafat  

R
ED

U
C

- 

TI
O

N
S Reductions (or swallowing) of sounds common in spoken English; it’s 

problematic for Arabic speakers)  
Whatcha do?  
Jew know her? 

 
TIPS 
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o Have students practice vowel length over and over again. Studies show that things have to be 
repeated 3-7 times in order to be remembered. The problem with most pronunciation material 
is that they have students repeat things only once. This does not work. 

o Choral repetition works, even though it has not been considered effective for many years. 
o Have two students from two different cultures read the same sentence. Most likely the length of 

the sentence will be different. The length will depend on their native language. In English, only 
stressed words take time.  

o If students complain that people do not understand them, or ask for repetition a lot, it may be 
because of the vowel length. Tell them to vary the length of their vowels. 

o Discuss the issue of touch with intermediate students. Check if the students are aware of the 
difference in Canadian and Arabic cultures. Label touch behaviours from 1-5; 1 being friendly, 5 
being completely inappropriate for friends/strangers. In different cultures, the type of touch 
Canadians would label as 4 may be considered level 1.  

 
TONE 
 
Emotional affect and mental attitude in English are marked by tone. Native speakers naturally show 
affect and they trust it more than words. By showing affect, they give words appropriate meaning.  
People are extremely sensitive to tone, and they trust it more than words.  
The meaning of the verbal message is determined by 
 

(Mehrabian and Ferris) 

In English, there is a 7-point range for tone: 
 

 

  7           6                         5                       4                    3                      2                1 

Positive range (sincerity)                      Neutral tone                    Flat tone                                    Sarcasm 

Flat tone is commonly used in many cultures, including the Arabic culture. When people hear flat tone, 
they interpret it as contradicting to the message (even if the message is positive). It may sound 
rude/harsh/monotone/angry in English, and the speaker may not realize it. For ELLs, awareness is key. 
 
 
GRAMMAR CHALLENGES 
 

Challenge Example 
 

Body 
language

55%

Tone
38%

Content
7%
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no verb “to be” in Present Tense (omission 
or addition of verb ‘to be”) 

“She good teacher”; “Where he going?” “So it is cost money.” 

no auxiliary “do” “You go there every day?” 

Articles are part of the words in Arabic, not 
separate words 

“Playing video games is good thing.” 

No Present Perfect in Arabic “I finished my work. What I do now?” 

Pronoun required in relative clauses (“Where is the pencil which I give it to you?”; “Is that the 
teacher whom you met her?” 
 

Students infer that an auxiliary is needed 
everywhere (even for modals) 

“Do I must do that?” 

 
 
WRITING CHALLENGES 
 

Arabic people are social and communicative (speaking and listening may be preferred to reading and 

writing). 

 No distinction between lower and uppercase letters (everything written in cursive writing) 

 Loose rules for punctuation 

 Vocabulary challenges: very few English-Arabic cognates  

 Differences in style, organization and structure 

 Linear style of writing (e.g., the concluding sentence offers a new idea) 

 Sentence structure: many simple sentences can be linked using “and” in Arabic (and they are 

grammatically correct, but they are run-on sentences in English!) 

(“I really like soccer and I play it all my life and I play it with my friends and of course it is my 

favorite sport.”)  

o Remedy: encourage students to use only short sentences in the first draft, then combine 

them into compound or complex sentences in the second draft, so that their writing 

does not sound choppy. 

Research shows that: 

 Knowledge of math concepts and reading (e.g. decoding skills) are transferable; however, only 

concepts fully mastered in L1 are transferable  

 Learning to read in L1 first is a useful skill, except for when the script is different.  

WHICH NEWCOMERS SUFFER MOST IN TERMS OF AGE? 

 Younger arrivals have the advantage of sounding good, but they are forever chasing a moving 
target as they struggle to catch up in English at the same time as they lose their first language 

 Studies point to the 12-14 year-old arrivals at the highest risk for educational failure; these ELLs 
are stuck between the two languages, with neither L1 or L2 providing enough of what is 
necessary for them to achieve academically before time runs out   

Source: Variability in ESL Outcomes: the Influence of Age on Arrival and Length of Residence on Achievement in High School  

by Heddy Roessingh, TESL Canada Journal, Vol. 26, No 1, Winter 2008 


