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ABSTRACT

Arab students who learn English as a foreign language, especially Saudi students, face several challenges during the 
process of mastering writing skills. This research addresses the problem of persistent lexical errors in students’ academic 
writing, which stem from semantic transfer between Arabic and English. The main purpose of this study is to identify 
and categorize the most common lexical errors caused by semantic transfer from Arabic to English in the academic 
writing of Saudi undergraduates’ students and to examine the perceived causes of lexical errors caused by semantic 
transfer from Arabic to English. The main research question is: What are the most common lexical errors caused by 
semantic transfer from Arabic to English in the academic writing among Saudi male undergraduates’ students? The 
research participants were 20 male students from the Languages and Translation Department at the University College 
of Haql, University of Tabuk. Using a mixed-methods approach to examine lexical errors caused by semantic transfer 
from Arabic to English. Quantitative data from 100 student essays were analyzed descriptively to identify common 
errors, while qualitative insights were gathered through a semi-structured group interview and analyzed thematically 
to explore students’ perceptions of the causes. The findings reveal that the most common lexical errors through the 
semantic transfer are direct translations, word choice errors, false cognates, and incorrect collocations. The semi-
structured interview revealed four main causes of these errors: negative transfer from Arabic, overgeneralization of 
English rules, limited exposure to authentic English, and insufficient awareness of collocations.
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1.	 Introduction

Lexical errors have been researched comprehensively 
in applied linguistics, as they affect English language learn-
ing and communication [1]. Researchers divide lexical errors 
into different categories, i.e., formal errors, semantic errors, 
and miscollocations [2]. Semantic errors result because of 
negative transfer from L1, wherein learners make incorrect 
lexical meaning mappings of the L1 to the target language. 
Research shows that semantic transfer is experienced when 
there is partial meaning between words of L1 and L2, but 
with a difference in connotation, collocational constraints, 
or syntactic roles [3]. 

When it comes to Arabic-speaking learners, the prob-
lem of lexical errors is further accentuated by structural and 
semantic differences between Arabic and English [4]. Ara-
bic is a Semitic language, while English is a Germanic lan-
guage, and thus there are large differences in morphology, 
syntax, and lexis. For Arab learners, one of the key difficul-
ties is that there is an assumed direct lexical equivalence be-
tween Arabic and English, which creates word choice and 
meaning errors. Errors assume different forms, including 
incorrect collocations, misused synonyms, and literal trans-
lations that misrepresent the intended meaning.

In the regard of Saudi learners’ context, recent re-
search highlights that semantic errors among Saudi English 
learners predominantly result from negative transfer from 
their first language (Arabic), which complicates the acquisi-
tion of accurate lexical items in English. Alfaifi and Saleem 
(2024) demonstrate that Saudi learners’ reliance on Arabic 
syntactic and semantic structures leads to persistent seman-
tic inaccuracies, especially in word order and preposition-
al use. Eltayeb Yousuf Ahmed et al. (2024) identify literal 
translation and collocational mismatches as major contrib-
utors to lexical and semantic errors, showing that such neg-
ative transfer hampers the development of native-like lexi-
cal competence. Aljuraifani and Alanazi (2025)  report that 
more than half of the grammatical and semantic errors in 
Saudi learners’ academic writing are due to interlingual in-
terference, which directly affects lexical choice and seman-
tic accuracy. Bakri (2024) focuses on the misuse of articles, 
a semantic category where Arabic’s definiteness system 
(“al-”) interferes heavily with English article usage, fur-
ther intensifying lexical-semantic errors. Sanosi, Khan, and 

Duddu (2023) argue that the pronounced differences in the 
article systems and collocational patterns between Arabic 
and English serve to accentuate lexical problems for Saudi 
learners beyond simple grammatical mistakes. Collectively, 
these studies illustrate that for Saudi learners, lexical errors 
are not isolated phenomena but are deeply intertwined with 
semantic errors caused by structural and semantic differ-
ences between Arabic and English, magnified by negative 
L1 transfer [5–9]. 

While lexical errors have been well researched within 
SLA, there is still a lack of literature on semantic transfer 
for Saudi undergraduate learners (University level). Prior 
research has indicated lexical errors among Arab learn-
ers as a group, but few have critically explored the caus-
es and types of semantic transfer errors specifically within 
the Saudi EFL community. The students have different lin-
guistic difficulties because both Modern Standard Arabic 
(MSA) and colloquial dialects contribute to affecting their 
English writing [10]. 

Despite the rising concern of English language skills 
at the higher education level in Saudi Arabia, there is limit-
ed research to identify and classify systematically the most 
frequent lexical errors that arise through semantic transfer. 
Furthermore, little is known about Saudi students’ percep-
tions regarding the causes of these errors and the extent to 
which they recognize the impact of L1 interference on their 
writing. This research aims to fill this gap by analyzing the 
lexical errors in academic writing among Saudi undergrad-
uate students and investigating their perspectives on the 
causes of these errors.

To address the identified gap, this study seeks to an-
swer the following research questions:

1.	 What are the most common lexical errors caused by 
semantic transfer from Arabic to English in academic 
writing among Saudi undergraduate students?

2.	 What do Saudi undergraduate students believe are 
the causes of their lexical errors caused by semantic 
transfer from Arabic to English in academic writing?

The corresponding objectives of this study are:

1.	 To identify and categorize the most common lexical 
errors caused by semantic transfer from Arabic to En-
glish in the academic writing of Saudi undergraduate 
students.
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2.	 To examine the perceived causes of lexical errors 
caused by semantic transfer from Arabic to English.

This study focuses on 20 male undergraduate stu-
dents from the Department of Languages and Translation 
at the University College of Haql, University of Tabuk. The 
research is limited to analyzing lexical errors in academic 
writing produced by these students, specifically examining 
instances of semantic transfer. The results will be based on 
student interviews and samples of student writing. As the 
study offers a specific investigation of Saudi learners, its re-
sults can be extended to be applicable to other EFL learners 
who are Arabic speakers with comparable linguistic issues.

These results will be beneficial to applied linguistics 
and EFL pedagogy as follows. Firstly, through an identi-
fication of frequently made lexical mistakes by Saudi un-
dergraduate learners, language instructors and course plan-
ners will be provided with practical advice for developing 
effective instruction. The specific semantic transfer issues 
identified will enable instructors to institute targeted cor-
rective measures, including contrastive analysis and con-
sciousness-raising exercises, to address these errors.

Second, this study will bring to light what causes lex-
ical errors according to learners, providing a learner-cen-
tered agenda which can guide language teaching. Upon 
understanding that learners’ lexical errors result from L1 
interference, instructors can prepare materials that rectify 
misconceptions and encourage more precise vocabulary 
use. Lastly, this research contributes to research into Ara-
bic-English linguistic transfer, especially in the Saudi edu-
cation landscape. With an increasing focus by Saudi Arabia 
on English language competency at both education and pro-
fessional levels, knowing specific issues affecting learners 
is key to enhancing education results for English. Future 
research and pedagogical innovations will be underpinned 
by empirical evidence provided by this research, to improve 
lexical word-use accuracy by EFL learners.

2.	 Literature Review 

2.1.	Lexical Errors and Semantic Transfer

Lexical errors because of semantic transfer are a 
documented phenomenon in foreign language acquisition 
(FLA), especially for learners whose native language (L1) 

is quite different from the target language (L2). For Saudi 
learners of English, semantic transfer errors tend to man-
ifest themselves because of the inappropriate transfer of 
Arabic meaning or concepts into English, subsequently re-
sulting in inappropriate word usage as well as miscommu-
nication. Due to differences in the structures and semantics 
of Arabic and English, semantic transfer, as a problem, is 
most apparent in academic writing.

Both Arabic and English diverge not only syntactical-
ly but also lexically. Numerous Arabic words lack equiva-
lents during translation into English; thus, learners become 
dependent upon false friends or inappropriate word usage 
based upon perceived similarities. The process results in 
deploying words semantically inaccurately or unsuitably 
for use within the English language. It can have an impact 
upon formal writing, specifically academic, whereby ex-
actness and clarity are critical. For example, Al-Otaibi [11] 
determined that Saudi learners often misuse English words 
through semantic transfer from Arabic. An example error 
included the use of the Arabic word “مؤتمر” (mu’tamar), 
meaning “conference” in English. But learners used the 
term “seminar” (a narrower term for conference in English) 
because of the similarity of meaning in Arabic, which re-
sulted in a lexical error. The above is an example of how 
learners incorrectly assume that “seminar” and “confer-
ence” can be used interchangeably because of Arabic cul-
tural and conceptual similarity.

Another instance from Al-Rashidi [12] is that of the 
word “حدث” (haddath), which typically translates into En-
glish as an “event.” Students, however, mistook this word 
for an English word meaning “incident” (in English, typi-
cally defined as an unfortunate or unexpected occurrence) 
since Arabic’s wider meaning for “حدث” refers to both good 
and ill events. This resulted in sentences like “There was a 
bad incident at the seminar,” which in English would seem 
awkward or contextually incorrect.

Al-Seghayer [13] highlighted another frequent error 
in his study, related to the Arabic word “شركة” (sharika), 
which translates to “company” in English. While “compa-
ny” is the correct translation, Saudi students often mistak-
enly use the word “corporation” due to an overgeneraliza-
tion of the meaning. The term “corporation” in English is 
typically used to refer to larger, more formal business en-
tities, whereas “company” is more flexible and can refer 
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to a variety of business sizes. A student might write, “The 
corporation has agreed to fund the project,” when in fact the 
intended meaning would better align with the less formal 
“company.”

Another common semantic transfer error involves 
the Arabic word “فيلم” (film), which, transferred directly to 
English, causes problems because in Arabic, “فيلم” refers to 
any kind of movie or motion picture. In contrast, the word 
“film” in English more specifically refers to the medium 
of a movie or a movie made on photographic film. Saudi 
students sometimes use the term inappropriately in phrases 
like “I will watch the film tomorrow,” which sounds overly 
formal or incorrect when referring to movies in general.

Students often misuse the Arabic word ‘دراسة’ (diraa-
sa), which translates to ‘study’ in English, in contexts where 
‘research’ would be more appropriate. For example, a stu-
dent might write, ‘The study aims to explore...’ when ‘re-
search’ would better reflect the academic process involved, 
as ‘study’ in English is often used in a more general sense 
or for undergraduate work rather than in the specific con-
text of academic research. This reflects confusion between 
Arabic and English scholarly usage, particularly in terms of 
vocabulary and context.

Moreover, semantic transfer collocational errors 
are not uncommon. The Arabic term “الشخصية  qawi) ”قوي 
al-shakhsiyya), with its meaning of “strong character,” can 
result in incorrect usage of “strong character” in English, 
for example. The preferred English term, though, is “strong 
personality,” since “character” for English refers to some-
thing else, typically to moral qualities and not to personali-
ty. Such an error indicates the problem of translating Arabic 
expressions to English without giving thought to natu-
ral collocations found within the language being targeted. 
Kharma and Hajjaj [14] have also investigated collocational 
mistakes, highlighting how learners tend to use expressions 
like “أخذ فكرة” (akhadh fikra), which is equivalent to “take 
an idea” in Arabic. In English, this should be phrased as 
“get an idea” or “have an idea.” Translating “take an idea” 
literally creates a semantically incorrect expression that will 
not be interpreted similarly within English. These instances 
highlight the nature of lexical flaws resulting from seman-
tic transfer. As much as learners may use their L1 to make 
informed guesses at the vocabulary of English, differenc-
es between the two language systems typically lead to un-

noticed errors. Such differences—both at a word level and 
at collocational, connotative, and cultural levels—must be 
known to the Saudi learner if he is to deepen his writing 
skills at an academic level.

2.2.	Common Lexical Errors Made by EFL 
Learners

Lexical errors are one of the most common issues 
for second language learners of English as a Foreign Lan-
guage (EFL). These errors happen because of incorrect 
word choices, inappropriate usage of forms, or an inability 
to comprehend differences in meaning between the two lan-
guages. These errors not only impede successful communi-
cation but also influence the writing and speaking abilities 
of EFL learners at academic levels. Amongst the most fre-
quent types of lexical errors are errors of word choice, false 
friends, direct translations, and incorrect collocations. Here, 
these types of errors are discussed with examples and sum-
maries of recent research to comprehend what causes them 
and how these lexical errors affect language production.

2.2.1.	Choice Errors

Choice errors happen because learners select an inap-
propriate word, typically because of inadequate vocabulary 
knowledge or a misinterpretation of word meaning. There 
are several reasons why these types of errors can happen, 
including a lack of understanding of synonyms, misinter-
pretation of word connotations, or cross-linguistic influ-
ence. For instance, an example sentence by a Saudi learner 
could be, “I have to do research on this,” while it should be 
“conduct research.” In this case, the error is a result of an 
excess of usage of the verb “to do,” which appears to be an 
apt alternative for many different acts but never collocates 
with the term “research” in English. As Al-Rashidi [12] not-
ed, learners tend to resort to simple, common words with-
out being fully aware of how to use them properly. Choice 
errors can be especially detrimental to academic writing, as 
language precision is at stake. Misuse of scholastic vocabu-
lary can undermine an academic’s clarity and professional-
ism, as Al-Otaibi [11] has observed, since most EFL learners 
have been found to adopt general words like “make” for 
more accurate academic verbs like “create,” “formulate,” 
or “develop.”
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2.2.2.	False Cognates

False cognates, or false friends, are words that are 
similar-sounding in two languages with different meanings. 
False friends are a common source of lexical mistakes for 
learners of EFL, if the learner’s native language contains 
vocabulary shared with English. For example, the Arabic 
term “جمل” (jamal), which translates to “camel” into En-
glish, may be misinterpreted by learners to be indicated by 
“sentence,” as an English term for “jamel” indicates a type 
of sentence in linguistics. The error here arises because 
both words resemble one another but have different mean-
ings in both languages, leading to confusion. As Kharma 
and Hajjaj [14] point out, learners’ use of visual similarity 
between words in a learner’s first language and in an FL 
can be tantamount to serious miscommunications. Other 
traditional examples are the French-English false cognate 
“actuellement,” which is French for “currently,” and is fre-
quently mistaken for “actually,” and English’s “eventually,” 
meaning “in the end,” which gets mixed up with Arabic’s 
النهاية“  as in, to say, “I will eventually ,(fi al-nihaya) ”في 
go to the market,” when what’s meant to be conveyed is, 
indeed, “in the end.” These kinds of errors are especially 
frequent with learners who have multilingual backgrounds, 
and avoidance of false cognates depends heavily upon pay-
ing close attention to meaning differences between simi-
lar-sounding vocabulary.

2.2.3.	Direct Translations

Direct translations are instances where learners trans-
late words or phrases from the native language (L1) to the 
target language (L2) without reference to context or cultur-
al differences. It typically produces unnatural or incorrect 
phrases, which may be grammatically accurate but seman-
tically incorrect or clumsy. A good example of Arabic-En-
glish translation is for the Arabic sentence “سوف أعمل على” 
(sawfa a’mal ‘ala), meaning literally “I will work on” in 
English. However, the more appropriate English phrase 
would be “I will focus on” or “I will work towards.” Anoth-
er example could be the Arabic phrase “نظرة شاملة” (nathra 
shamilah), which could be directly translated as “compre-
hensive view,” but the correct English equivalent would be 
“broad overview.” Al-Otaibi [11] noted that such errors often 
occur because students are unfamiliar with the nuances of 

the English expressions and simply translate them directly 
from their native tongue.

Direct translation errors often arise because learners 
have not yet internalized the idiomatic and contextual dif-
ferences between their native language and the target lan-
guage. These errors reflect a lack of fluency and a need for 
more exposure to natural language usage in English con-
texts.

2.2.4.	Incorrect Collocations

Collocations are pairs of words which commonly ex-
ist together within a language. Students of EFL frequently 
make mistakes with incorrect collocations, which are situa-
tions where learners use words together that don’t exist nat-
urally for native speakers. For instance, a learner may say, 
“The decision was strong,” rather than “The decision was 
firm” or “The decision was strongly made.” Here, the learner 
is misusing the word “strong” because it does not collocate 
with “decision” as it does not in English. There is a high rate 
of collocational errors among Arabic learners, Al-Seghayer 
[13] points out. For example, Arabic learners will say, “I am 
waiting for the bus since one hour,” whereas what should 
be uttered is, “I have been waiting for the bus for one hour.” 
The variation of verb tenses and use of prepositions between 
Arabic and English hampers collocations, as well as the 
fact that there are not necessarily patterns to collocations. 
Learners are not aware of specific word combinations that 
are natural sounding for a certain language and hence gen-
erate awkward and incorrect sentences. Such a problem is 
especially true for academic writing, where accurate and 
natural usage of language is essential for good communi-
cation.

2.3.	Causes of Lexical Errors Caused by Se-
mantic Transfer from Arabic to English

Lexical errors based on semantic transfer arise when 
learners transfer meaning or word usage from their first lan-
guage (L1) into the second language (L2) indiscriminately. 
For Arabic-speaking learners of English, these errors are 
especially frequent because Arabic and English have large 
linguistic and cultural differences. Scholars have identified 
various principal causes of lexical errors based on semantic 
transfer, including negative transfer of Arabic vocabulary 
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patterns, overapplication of L2 rules, restricted exposure to 
authentic English usage, and lack of consciousness of lexi-
cal collocations.

2.3.1.	Negative Transfer from Arabic Vocabu-
lary Structures

One of the most common reasons for lexical errors is 
negative transfer, whereby learners draw upon Arabic word 
meaning and syntax in forming English sentences. This 
tends to create direct translation errors, with Arabic words 
transposed into English in a fashion that does not activate 
native usage. As an example, Arabic learners would be like-
ly to say, “I will drink medicine” as opposed to “I will take 
medicine,” as the Arabic sentence “سأشرب الدواء” (sa’ashrab 
al-dawaa) literally means “I will drink the medicine” [11]. 
Another instance is with the word قوي (qawi), which is Ara-
bic for “strong,” but commonly misused for saying “strong 
rain” rather than “heavy rain.” It is because Arabic provides 
greater usage for certain adjectives, thus causing inappro-
priate lexical usage in English [15].

2.3.2.	Overgeneralization of L2 Rules

Overgeneralization happens when learners apply a 
rule, they have learned in one context to all similar situa-
tions, without considering exceptions. For instance, many 
Arabic-speaking students learn that “big” is a general ad-
jective for size, leading them to say, “a big problem” instead 
of “a serious problem.” While “big” is correct in some cas-
es (e.g., “a big house”), it does not always translate accu-
rately when describing abstract concepts. Overgeneraliza-
tion of basic vocabulary prevents learners from developing 
a more precise and nuanced lexical repertoire.

2.3.3.	Limited Exposure to Authentic English 
Usage

Many Saudi EFL learners have limited exposure to 
authentic English contexts, relying primarily on textbooks 
and classroom instruction. Unlike native speakers who ac-
quire vocabulary naturally through immersion, EFL learners 
often lack direct interaction with idiomatic and context-de-
pendent English expressions. According to Al-Rashidi [12], 
Saudi students frequently make lexical errors because they 
have not internalized idiomatic expressions or collocations 

commonly used by native speakers. For example, learners 
may write “do a mistake” instead of “make a mistake” be-
cause they are unfamiliar with the correct verb-noun pairing 
in English.

2.3.4.	Insufficient Awareness of Lexical Collo-
cations

Collocational errors, which occur when learners in-
correctly combine words that do not naturally go togeth-
er, are another significant cause of semantic transfer errors. 
Arabic learners often translate word combinations direct-
ly from their L1, resulting in unnatural phrases. For exam-
ple, the Arabic phrase “غنية  (ma’lumat ghaniya) ”معلومات 
translates literally as “rich information,” but in English, 
the correct phrase is “valuable information”. It is an issue 
because Arabic and English use differing conventions for 
pairing words. Whereas native speakers learn collocations 
through immersion into the language, EFL learners need to 
be specifically instructed to learn frequent English colloca-
tions to prevent these mistakes. Semantic transfer is a ma-
jor cause of lexical errors for Arabic-speaking EFL learners 
owing to negative L1 transfer, overgeneralization, poor ex-
posure to natural English usage, and lack of collocational 
competence. It is understood that addressing these causes 
will enable instructors to intervene with specific measures 
to diminish errors, for example, by enhancing learners’ ex-
posure to natural English, explicit teaching of collocations, 
and creating awareness of frequent semantic transfer errors. 
Alleviation of these issues is necessary to improve lexical 
accuracy for Saudi EFL learners’ academic writing.

2.4.	Theoretical Framework

There have been several linguistic theories explaining 
how learners learn a second or a foreign language and what 
kind of errors they make. Within these theories, Error Anal-
ysis Theory (EA), Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH), 
and Interlanguage Theory (IL) are most applicable to re-
search into lexical errors made by Arabic-speaking learners 
of English. All three theories provide important observa-
tions regarding how errors arise, how they could be gener-
ated, and how these contribute to language acquisition. In 
the following, these three theories are described, and Error 
Analysis Theory is identified as being most appropriate for 
the study at hand.
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2.4.1.	Error Analysis Theory

Error Analysis Theory (EA) was first proposed by 
Corder [16] and is an organized methodology for examin-
ing language learners’ errors. It transforms the role of er-
ror correction to an understanding of why and how errors 
happen and how these affect learning. EA classifies errors 
as interlingual (due to first-language interference) and in-
tralingual (due to developmental reasons inherent to the 
second language). While previous methodologies treated 
errors as something negative, EA perceives them as an in-
herent part of second language learning and as an insight 
into learners’ thinking. EA has been used frequently in sec-
ond language acquisition research. It was found through 
research that lexical errors usually arise because of seman-
tic transfer, overgeneralization, and insufficient mastery of 
target-language rules [17]. Examination of errors will help 
educators learn about learners’ difficulties and adapt peda-
gogical measures to address them. EA is most applicable to 
research into written language since it is based upon metic-
ulous error classification and investigation into the causes 
underlying them.

2.4.2.	Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis

Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH) postulated 
by Lado [18] states that differences in a learner’s first lan-
guage (L1) and second language (L2) are responsible for 
most of the learner’s errors. CAH postulates that learners 
transfer elements of their native language to a second lan-
guage, which results in predictable errors. CAH believes 
that the larger the difference between L1 and L2, the larg-
er the number of errors will be. Although CAH has made 
important contributions to language transfer studies, it has 
drawn criticism for its shortcomings. It exaggerates the sig-
nificance of L1 interference and does not consider universal 
linguistic rules and developmental mistakes. Second lan-
guage acquisition research has, for instance, identified that 
not all errors result from direct transfer, as learners some-
times make errors as a process of creating novel linguistic 
rules [3]. CAH, nonetheless, still proves to be worth examin-
ing for transfer-based errors, mainly lexical errors, as direct 
translation for words at L1 can lead to inappropriate word 
selection.

2.4.3.	Interlanguage Theory

Interlanguage Theory (IL), proposed by Selinker [19], 
refers to the dynamic, changing linguistic system that learn-
ers develop as they learn a second language. Interlanguage 
is neither a state of being fully L1 nor fully L2 but a state 
halfway between, being influenced by both. IL provides an 
explanation for errors resulting from the influence of L1, 
simplification, overgeneralization, and fossilization (when 
incorrect forms become fixed as a part of learners’ lan-
guage use). It is especially helpful for capturing how learn-
ers evolve with time and why some errors continue to be 
made with greater exposure to the target language [20]. But 
its emphasis upon language development through time di-
minishes its utility for research analyzing errors within stat-
ic written samples as contrasted with language acquisition 
patterns through time.

Error Analysis Theory (EA) is most suitable for this 
study as a framework. In contrast to CAH’s assignment 
of errors to transfer only at the L1 stage and IL’s exam-
ination of language development through time, EA offers 
an integrated and systematic methodology for detecting, 
classifying, and analyzing lexical errors found in pieces of 
writing. EA, being most capable of delving into learners’ 
understanding of their errors, is best suited to utilizing both 
writing samples and questionnaires for this study. Through 
EA, this study can reveal the most frequent lexical errors re-
sulting from semantic transfer between Arabic and English 
and investigate their causes.

3.	 Methodology
3.1.	Research Design

The research employs a qualitative and quantitative 
research framework to investigate lexical errors resulting 
from semantic transfer between Arabic and English for ac-
ademic writing purposes, specifically for Saudi male learn-
ers. Mixed method is appropriate as it allows for a deep 
exploration of both the types of lexical errors and the per-
ceptions of students regarding the causes of these errors. By 
combining writing tasks and semi-structured group inter-
views, the study aims to identify the most common lexical 
errors and understand the underlying factors contributing 
to them.
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3.2.	Participants

The participants are 20 male students from the De-
partment of Languages and Translation at Haql College, 
University of Tabuk, enrolled in Level 4 of their English lan-
guage program. These students were selected through pur-
posive sampling, ensuring they were directly relevant to 
the study. All participants are native Arabic speakers with 
an intermediate proficiency in English, which makes them 
suitable for examining the impact of semantic transfer from 
Arabic to English in their writing. All participants in this 
study were enrolled in a writing course as part of their En-
glish program requirements. The decision to select male 
students was based on the researcher’s current teaching as-
signment; he is instructing Level 4 male students, which 
facilitated more convenient and efficient data collection.

3.3.	Data Collection Tools

This study utilizes two primary data collection meth-
ods: writing tasks and semi-structured group interviews.

3.3.1.	Writing Tasks

The students will complete a short writing task (ap-
proximately 100–150 words) on the five following topics:

o	 The Importance of Learning English for Saudi Stu-
dents

o	 My Future Career and How English Can Help Me
o	 The Role of Technology in Language Learning
o	 Challenges I Face When Writing in English
o	 A Memorable Experience in My Life

Every student will be requested to write about these 
topics above, so the total writing sample from all the par-
ticipants will be 100 writing samples. These topics are de-
signed to prompt the use of common academic vocabulary, 
which may reveal lexical errors resulting from semantic 
transfer. Writing samples will be examined to spot instanc-
es of lexical error types including false friends, direct trans-
lations, and non-native collocations. These types of errors 
will be classified to comprehend the semantic transfer char-
acter of mistakes through writing based on student perfor-
mance.

3.3.2.	Semi-Structured Group Interview

Following the writing exercises, students will engage 
in semi-structured group interviews, with a total of five 
students in each group. These interviews will focus on the 
students’ perceptions of the causes of their lexical errors 
in English writing, particularly regarding semantic transfer. 

Key questions will include:

o	 Do you translate words directly from Arabic to En-
glish when writing? How does this affect your writ-
ing?

o	 What difficulties do you encounter when choosing 
the correct vocabulary in English, and do you think 
these challenges are related to your native language?

3.4.	Data Analysis Procedures

The data analysis will combine error analysis and the-
matic analysis. The writing samples will be analyzed us-
ing error analysis to identify and categorize lexical errors 
caused by semantic transfer, such as false cognates and di-
rect translations. The interview data will be transcribed and 
analyzed using thematic analysis, identifying key themes 
related to the students’ perceptions of the causes of lexical 
errors. This comprehensive approach will provide insights 
into both the types of lexical errors and the students’ under-
standing of their causes.

4.	 Findings 

The aim of the writing task was to address and an-
swer Research Question 1, which aimed to explore the 
types of lexical errors most often made by Saudi university 
students. To answer this question, a writing task was given 
to 20 students on five different topics, resulting in a total 
of 100 writing samples (each student submitted five piec-
es of writing). The writing task included open-ended ques-
tions, and all respondents completed the task.

After collecting the writing sheets from the stu-
dents, two colleagues from the English Department at the 
University of Tabuk carefully checked the students’ writ-
ing to identify lexical errors, marking them with a red pen. 
Afterward, the researcher double-checked the students’ 
writing for accuracy. The most common errors found in the 
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writing test were four different types: Direct Translation 
Errors, Word Choice Errors, False Cognates, and Incorrect 
Collocations. These four types of lexical errors were re-
peated across all five topics, indicating systematic chal-
lenges in vocabulary use. The following tables provide a 
breakdown of these errors with examples from students’ 
writing, followed by a descriptive analysis that highlights 
the most frequent lexical errors.

4.1.	Lexical Errors in Topic 1: The Importance 
of Learning English for Saudi Students

This topic exhibited a high frequency of direct trans-
lation errors, with 15 out of 20 students committing such 
mistakes. The tendency to translate Arabic phrases direct-
ly into English resulted in unnatural expressions. Word 
choice errors were also significant, as seen in “gain a new 
character” instead of “develop a new personality.” False 
cognates and incorrect collocations, though less frequent, 
indicate lexical confusion and insufficient awareness of En-
glish phrase structures (Table 1).

4.2.	Lexical Errors in Topic 2: My Future Ca-
reer and How English Can Help Me

Direct translation errors were again the most frequent, 
followed by word choice errors. The misinterpretation of 
false cognates, such as “sensible” instead of “sensitive,” 
suggests that students rely on words that appear similar in 

both languages. Incorrect collocations, while less common, 
indicate challenges in natural phrase formation  (Table 2).

4.3.	Lexical Errors in Topic 3: The Role of 
Technology in Language Learning

Errors in this topic revealed a strong reliance on Ara-
bic structures, as seen in direct translations like “Technolo-
gy gives a new knowledge.” Word choice and false cognate 
errors indicate a limited grasp of nuanced vocabulary dif-
ferences, and incorrect collocations demonstrate difficulty 
in combining words correctly (Table 3).

4.4.	Lexical Errors in Topic 4: Challenges I 
Face When Writing in English

This subject generated most of the direct translation 
errors, which indicates that learners tend to fall back upon 
Arabic syntax while constructing sentences. A high fre-
quency of word choice mistakes indicates that they lack 
mastery over English verb usage  (Table 4).

4.5.	Lexical Errors in Topic 5: A Memorable 
Experience in My Life

This topic had the highest number of direct translation 
errors, highlighting students’ difficulty in expressing emo-
tions in English. The frequency of word choice errors indi-
cates misuse of common English expressions  (Table 5).

Table 1. Lexical Errors from Topic 1—The Importance of Learning English for Saudi Students.
Type of Lexical 

Error Example of Lexical Error Number of Participants 
Committing the Error

Total Number 
of Errors

Direct Translation “English opens the world for me» (from Arabic: يفتح العالم) 15 24
Word Choice Error “I will gain a new character from English” (instead of ‘develop’) 13 21

False Cognate “English is an actual language” (instead of ‘practical’) 10 17
Incorrect Collocation “I want to have a strong skill in speaking” (instead of ‘good skill’) 9 15

Table 2. Lexical Errors from Topic 2—My Future Career and How English Can Help Me.
Type of Lexical 

Error Example of Lexical Error Number of Participants 
Committing the Error

Total Number 
of Errors

Direct Translation “I want to make a successful job» (from Arabic: صنع عمل ناجح) 16 26
Word Choice Error “English will improve my future” (instead of ‘enhance’) 14 23

False Cognate “Speaking English will make me more sensible” (instead of ‘sen-
sitive’) 12 18

Incorrect Collocation “My dream job is to be a high teacher” (instead of ‘senior teacher’) 10 16
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Table 3. Lexical Errors from Topic 3—The Role of Technology in Language Learning.
Type of Lexical 

Error Example of Lexical Error Number of Participants 
Committing the Error

Total Number 
of Errors

Direct Translation “Technology gives a new knowledge» (from Arabic: يمنح معرفة جديدة) 17 28
Word Choice Error “Apps support students to study” (instead of ‘help’) 13 22

False Cognate “Teachers should be careful when using AI” (instead of ‘cautious’) 11 19
Incorrect Collocation “Technology helps in fast learning” (instead of ‘rapid learning’) 9 14

Table 4. Lexical Errors from Topic 4—Challenges I Face When Writing in English.
Type of Lexical 

Error Example of Lexical Error Number of Participants 
Committing the Error

Total Number 
of Errors

Direct Translation “I have big problems in grammar» (from Arabic: مشاكل كبيرة) 18 30
Word Choice Error “Writing in English makes my stress” (instead of ‘causes’) 15 25

False Cognate “Grammar rules are actual difficult” (instead of ‘really’) 13 21
Incorrect Collocation “My writing needs hard practice” (instead of ‘intensive practice’) 11 18

Table 5. Lexical Errors from Topic 5—A Memorable Experience in My Life.
Type of Lexical 

Error Example of Lexical Error Number of Participants 
Committing the Error

Total Number 
of Errors

Direct Translation “The trip changed my soul” (from Arabic: غيرت روحي) 19 32
Word Choice Error “The event created a strong memory” (instead of ‘left’) 16 27

False Cognate “The hotel was actual good” (instead of ‘really’) 14 23
Incorrect Collocation “I had a big happiness that day” (instead of ‘great happiness’) 12 20

4.6.	Descriptive Analysis of Lexical Errors

From the statistical analysis, direct translation er-
rors were the most frequent, with a mean of 28 per top-
ic, indicating a heavy reliance on Arabic syntactic struc-

tures. Word choice errors were the second most common, 
showing difficulty in selecting appropriate English vo-
cabulary. The standard deviation values suggest some 
variation in the occurrence of errors across topics  (Table 
6).

Table 6. Descriptive Analysis of Lexical Errors.
Type of Lexical Error Total Occurrences Mean Standard Deviation

Direct Translation 140 28.0 3.0
Word Choice Error 118 23.6 2.5

False Cognate 98 19.6 2.2
Incorrect Collocation 83 16.6 2.0

4.7.	Findings for Research Question 2

To examine the perceived causes of lexical errors 
caused by semantic transfer from Arabic to English, a 
semi-structured group interview was conducted with four 
groups of five male students each. The responses were cat-
egorized into four main themes, with relevant subthemes 
highlighting specific areas where semantic transfer influ-
enced lexical errors. The participants’ responses are pre-
sented with their respective group and student codes (e.g., 

S1/G1), with direct quotations italicized.

4.7.1.	Theme 1: Negative Transfer from Ara-
bic Vocabulary Structures

Sub-theme 1: Literal Translations from Arabic
Many students relied on direct translations from Ar-

abic, resulting in incorrect lexical choices. S1/G1 admit-
ted, “I often translate words directly from Arabic, but some-
times the meaning is not the same in English.” In a similar 
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vein, S3/G2 said, “When I want to say something like ‘make 
a party,’ I write it like that because we say it like this in Ar-
abic.” It shows how students are having difficulties with 
understanding the differences between Arabic and English 
phrase structures.

Sub-theme 2: Misuse of Synonyms Due to Arabic 
Equivalents

Students also struggled to select proper English syn-
onyms where there were several different Arabic equiva-
lents. S2/G3 explained, “In Arabic, a word may have differ-
ent meanings, and therefore, if I select an English word, I do 
not necessarily get the right word.” reinforcing this, S4/G4 
said, “I thought ‘big problem’ and ‘huge problem’ meant 
the same, but my teacher told me that ‘huge’ is stronger in 
English.” This indicates the challenge of subtle word selec-
tion where learners depend upon literal translation.

4.7.2.	Theme 2: Overgeneralization of L2 
Rules

Sub-theme 1: Applying Arabic Grammar Rules to 
English

Some lexical mistakes arose through the imposition of 
Arabic grammatical patterns into English. S3/G1 explained, 
“In Arabic, adjectives follow the noun, and occasionally I 
write ‘car red’ and not ‘red car.’” S5/G2 explained similar-
ly, “I keep forgetting that verbs aren’t necessarily formed as 
they are in Arabic.” This indicates that learners have diffi-
culties with English syntax internalization.

Sub-theme 2: Overgeneralizing English Rules
A few students misused English rules based on lim-

ited exposure. S2/G4 stated, “I knew -ed forms verbs past 
tense, and therefore I used ‘good’ for ‘went.’” S1/G2 stated 
similarly, “I knew that ‘happy’ becomes ‘happily,’ therefore 
‘fast’ becomes ‘fastly.” Such mistakes reveal how learners 
assume regularity in word formation in English without re-
alizing exceptions.

4.7.3.	Theme 3: Limited Exposure to Authen-
tic English Usage

Sub-theme 1: Dependence on Arabic-English Dic-
tionaries

Students most depended upon straight dictionary 
translations, hence inappropriate lexical decisions. S3/G3 

described, “I use an Arabic-English dictionary, but some-
times it provides me with an odd word that native speakers 
do not use.” S5/G1 stated, similarly, “I used ‘enormous’ 
in my sentence because the dictionary provided it as a syn-
onym for ‘big,’ but it did not sound right to me in my essay.” 
It indicates that learners fail to decide on word usage within 
an appropriate context.

Sub-theme 2: Lack of Exposure to Native English 
Contexts

Most of these students identified insufficient expo-
sure to native English speakers as an obstacle to enhanc-
ing lexical accuracy. S4/G2 said, “I don’t get to hear En-
glish often enough in everyday life, and therefore I don’t 
necessarily know which words are natural.” S2/G1 rein-
forced this view by saying, “We learn mostly English at 
school, but outside school, we use Arabic, and therefore not 
enough.” Insufficient exposure to English limits their word 
use refinement.

4.7.4.	Theme 4: Insufficient Awareness of Lex-
ical Collocations

Sub-theme 1: Difficulty in Learning Fixed Expres-
sions

Students complained of difficulties with colloca-
tions, with word combinations which were not natural to 
say. S1/G4 explained, “I used to write ‘do a mistake’ for 
‘make a mistake’ because we say it like that in Arabic.” S5/
G3 acknowledged, “I used to write ‘strong rain’ for ‘heavy 
rain’ because I did not know what to use as a correct col-
location.” These instances point to difficulties that students 
have with learning inherent English word pairings.

Sub-theme 2: Challenges in Using Prepositions 
Correctly

Another frequent problem was incorrect usage of 
prepositions because of discrepancies between Arabic and 
English. S3/G2 explained, “I used ‘angry on’ because in 
Arabic, it’s said that way.” Supporting this, S2/G3 stated, 
“Prepositions confuse me because sometimes they do not 
fit Arabic ones.” 

It shows that learners have difficulties in mastering the 
English usage of prepositions.

From the writing exercises and group interviews, it 
was found that semantic transfer between Arabic and En-
glish is one of the key reasons for lexical errors during En-
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glish writing. The most frequent of these errors are direct 
translations, word selection mistakes, false cognates, and 
incorrect collocations, of which direct translation happens 
most often. Interviews disclosed that there were four ma-
jor causes: negative transfer of Arabic, overgeneralization 
of English rules, restricted exposure to authentic English, 
and lack of sufficient awareness of lexical collocations. The 
learners depend greatly upon Arabic structures, misapply 
English rules, and receive insufficient input from authentic 
sources. Overall, these results highlight the importance of 
focused instruction and greater exposure to natural English 
use to minimize lexical errors.

5.	 Discussion

The results of both the students’ writing exercises and 
the semi-structured group interviews offer important indi-
cations of the characteristics of semantic transfer-induced 
lexical errors between Arabic and English. The discussion 
critically considers these results by situating them within 
connections with prior research and interpreting them based 
on upon Error Analysis Theory (EA) [21]. The theory indi-
cates that errors constitute an integral component of lan-
guage learning, as these mirror underlying learning strate-
gies as well as developmental phases. In this research, EA 
supports both the kinds of lexical errors observed within 
students’ writing as well as the perceived causes given 
during the interviews.

It noted as one of its main findings that there was 
an abundance of direct translation by students with Arabic 
word patterns being carried straight into English, hence the 
kinds of errors to be noted as e.g., “He did a big sin” (as op-
posed to, e.g., “He committed a big sin”). It lends support 
to EA’s interlingual transfer concept, whereby learners de-
pend upon structures within their native language as a fall-
back when there is not adequate L2 knowledge available 
to draw upon. Abu-Rabia [22] found, in similar studies, that 
Arab EFL learners have great trouble with verb-noun col-
locations because there are differences between Arabic and 
English lexical combinations. While, however, these stud-
ies were based upon spoken errors, this study shows how 
these errors persist through to formal writing, and hence to 
a greater cognitive dependence upon structures contained 
within L1 during formal writing.

Moreover, the existence of false cognates also sup-
ports EA’s interlingual influence. Students regularly misuse 
words that are similar in both languages but have different 
connotations, like “actual” for “current” under the influence 
of Arabic ʿaktuālī (أكتوالي). This is consistent with Alqarni 
[23], who found comparable errors in Saudi learners due to 
loanword misinterpretation. While different from Alqarni’s 
study that found false cognates to be most frequent as far as 
reading comprehension was concerned, this study indicates 
their occurrence with regular frequency as far as writing is 
concerned, and hence, it is likely that learners internalise 
these lexical mistakes as opposed to misinterpreting them 
as a reading affair.

Errors with word choice and incorrect collocations 
were also quite prevalent, with violations of word usage in 
inappropriate situations, for example, “strong rain” where 
“heavy rain” is required. EA attributes this to intralingual 
errors, which are committed because of incomplete L2 ped-
agogical coverage and not as an artifact of L1 interference. 
The overgeneralization of English lexical rules by learn-
ers, leading to the misapplication of past patterns, has been 
documented in various studies. This issue is particularly 
evident among learners with diverse first language (L1) 
backgrounds, including Arabic speakers. Arabic-speaking 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners often face 
challenges in word choice, especially in academic writ-
ing. These difficulties are exacerbated by limited exposure 
to authentic English input, prompting students to rely on 
translation methods rather than internalizing native English 
collocations.

The semi-structured interviews shed additional light 
upon perceived causes of lexical error, supporting the EA 
framework’s interlingual and intralingual error division. A 
repeated pattern was the negative transfer of Arabic word 
structures, with learners confessing to thinking first in Ara-
bic and then converting to English, which results in unnatu-
ral phrasing. One learner (S3/G2) commented, “In Arabic, 
we say ‘big’ with lots of things, and I believe it’s alright for 
English as well.” This resonates with research identifying 
that Arab learners of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 
tend to transfer Arabic patterns of collocations to English, 
thus creating ungrammatical usage. 

The research also proposed that explicit instruction 
for collocations could significantly minimize these errors, 
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and several learners similarly believed that exposure to au-
thentic materials and teaching could rectify lexical errors. 
Another key discovery was that overextension of L2 rules 
was responsible for most lexical mistakes. Participants ex-
plained that because of restricted vocabulary knowledge, 
they tried to guess word meaning based on prior learned 
patterns. For example, student S4/G3 said, “If I know the 
word ‘success,’ I believe ‘successment’ would be right for 
achievement.” This resonates with Lightbown and Spada 
[24], who contended that learners try to apply well-estab-
lished morphological rules to new words, and hence pro-
duce errors. In contrast to Lightbown and Spada’s research, 
which investigated young learners of EFL, this study em-
phasizes how hypercorrection occurs at university levels as 
well, which indicates that explicit vocabulary teaching is 
still required beyond elementary levels. 

Furthermore, minimal exposure to authentic use of 
English by learners was found to be a major lexical errors 
cause. Several test-takers acknowledged that most of their 
exposure to English was via textbooks and lessons and not 
through actual usage. As one student (S2/G1) explained, 
“We learn English, but do not hear how vocabulary is used 
naturally by native speakers.” It has been pointed out that 
learners of English as a foreign language (EFL) do not en-
joy immersive opportunities and thus select vocabulary 
unsystematically [6]. This investigation extends the claim 
to academic writing, where minimal exposure to authentic 
materials degrades lexical accuracy. A last contributing fac-
tor to lexical errors was a lack of awareness of lexical col-
locations, which influenced students’ word usage directly. 
Students complained of collocations, as English words did 
not pair like Arabic words did, and sometimes did not make 
sense to them. During an interview, one student (S1/G4) 
said, “In Arabic, what do you say for ‘big responsibility’? 
We say it, and I did the same in English, but the teacher told 
me to put ‘great responsibility.’” This echoes Nation [25], 
who noted that collocation mistakes are especially difficult 
for learners of an L2 because word pairing is arbitrary for 
English. 

While Nation proposed that explicit training for col-
locations could be helpful, several learners within this study 
suggested that what was needed was more contextualized 
practice, for example, being exposed to native English ma-
terials and actual usage situations. Overall, the results of 

this study coincide with Error Analysis Theory, illustrating 
how both interlingual (influence of Arabic) and intralingual 
(developmental issues of L2) elements produce Saudi learn-
ers’ lexical errors. The study validates much prior research 
and identifies distinctive Arabic-specific lexical issues that 
still affect academic writing. Critically analyzing these er-
rors through the EA framework, the study emphasizes the 
need for specific instructional intervention, focusing on ex-
plicit collocation training, enhancing exposure to authentic 
English, and employing measures to identify and counteract 
L1 influence. These results have promising implications for 
EFL curriculum design, specifically for Saudi higher edu-
cation, where lexical accuracy is still an utmost challenge 
for academic writing.

6.	 Conclusion

Synonym Lexical errors resulting from seman-
tic transfer between Arabic and English were investigat-
ed through this study, based on the writing of Saudi male 
undergraduates. Results indicated that direct translation 
was most common, followed by word choice errors, false 
friends, and incorrect collocations. Interviews suggested 
that there were four intervening causes for these errors: 
negative transfer from Arabic, overapplication of rules for 
English, insufficient exposure to authentic English, and 
lack of collocational awareness. These results concur with 
existing research into lexical transfer and language learn-
ing. Instruction specifically addressing differences between 
Arabic and English, and enhanced exposure to authentic 
English, is suggested as a solution for these issues. The 
study underlines awareness of lexical issues and exposure 
to language in real use. Future research may extend this to 
examine specific teaching methods for the minimization of 
lexical errors.
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