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ABSTRACT

Mother-tongue/L1 influence/interference in the learning process of a foreign/second language is quite common.
Mother-tongue influence theory was quite popular in academia in the early twentieth century till the1950s, and fell
out of favor in the 1960s, being replaced by the Interlanguage theory. However, the former has once again gained
popularity as more scholars have come to accept that L1 does interfere in learning a foreign/second language,
especially if learners are of mature age, and if there is little commonality between L1 and L2. L1 interference in L2
learning is usually referred to as “transfer,” which may be negative or positive. Negative transfer is assumed to hinder
L2 learning. In the present study, the hypothesis that negative transfer impedes L2 learners’ proficiency development
has been tested in a small-scale experiment conducted with Saudi first year university learners. The study provides
evidence for the existence of negative transfer in the spoken English of these students. Bearing in mind the idea of
L1 interference, due to dissimilarities between Arabic and English, this study was conducted with a focus on a few
syntactic structures in Hijazi Arabic (HA) that are found to have clear echo in the English sentences of the participants,
namely young adult Saudi EFL learners.
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1. Introduction

It is noticed that the average young-adult Arab
learners of English oftenfind it difficult to adapt to
the components of English language, even when
they have reached advanced stages in their English
as a Foreign Language (EFL) education (Grami and
Alzughaibi, 2012; Sabbah, 2015). For instance, they
frequently make mistakes in English syntax, which
seems to stem from the influence of Arabic syntax
on English structure (Abdulwahab, 2015; Sawalmeh,
2013). This issue in Arab EFL learning has been
under investigation for a long time, through various
research lenses such as L1 interference, Contrastive
Analysis, error analysis, negative transfer, and more.

L1 interference theory fell out of favor among
researchers for some time, especially after the
concept of ‘interlanguage’ gained popularity in
academia, but the theory has regained prominence
in recent decades, albeit in a revised format.
Researchers now place particular emphasis on
negative transfer, as they believe that the role of
transfer, whether negative or positive, in second
language (SL) learning cannot be ignored (Albirini,
2022; Alhawary, 2009; Erdocia and Laka, 2018; Luk
and Shirai, 2009; Whong-Barr, 2006; Yu and Odlin,
2016). Luk and Shirai (2009), for example, report
that “L1 transfer is much stronger than is portrayed
in many SLA textbooks and that the role of L1 in
morpheme acquisition must be reconsidered” (p.
721).

Negative transfer is especially significant in adult
learners since they have developed fully internalized
L1 competence elements, and often impose these
elements onto L2 constructions and oral production.
For instance, L1 sounds that are not exactly similar
but are very close approximants of L2 sounds stand
the chance of being negatively transferred into
SL learners’ sound repertoire. A classic example
is the transfer of the sound /b/ in Arabic speakers’
English, replacing the English sound /p/. A similar
situation arises with syntax, particularly the elements
that differ between Lland L2. For example, the
omission of copula, alterations of word order, and
the conflation of a few tense structures in English by

43

Arab English leaners can be attributed to negative
transfer from Arabic syntax.

1.1 Research problem

Elements of language that may be marked as
negative transfer can become fossilized if ignored
for an extended period and may interfere in learners’
efforts to achieve full L2 competence. The elements
of language transferred negatively are to be
essentially unlearned, and therefore, the researchers
assume that the process may delay L2 proficiency. In
some SL learning contexts, the issue acquires serious
proportions affecting a large number of L2 learners.
For example, Arab SL/EFL learners are considered
to be the slowest English language learners (Alasfour,
2018; Grami and Alzughaibi, 2012).

English language education in Saudi Arabia
begins roughly at the age of 10 when children have
gained almost full competence in their L1, even
developing the capability to unconsciously draw
parallels between L1 and L2 and translate linguistic
elements (phonemes, morphemes, words, and
sentences) between languages. Teaching of English
in schools is carried out mostly using Grammar-
Translation Method (Alsufyani, 2016). Therefore,
owing to L1 interference learning English language
becomes an uphill task for the majority of learners.
Though there may be some other related factors
affecting their performance, it should be noted that
Arabic speakers continue to be among the lowest
overall scorers in IELTS tests over the years. For
instance, the mean Band scores of Arabic speakers
in 2022 were 5.9 and 6.0 in IELTS Academic and
General Training tests, respectively. Specifically for
Saudis, these scores were 5.8 and 4.9, respectively,
with 20% Saudi candidates scoring less than 4 Band
score in IELTS General in 2022 (IELTS, 2022).

Negative transfer in the second/foreign language
learning process of Arabic speakers can be
demonstrated through innumerable parallels between
the pattern of errors observed in Arab EFL learners’
English sentences and elements of Arabic syntax.
This fact has also been corroborated by several
research studies conducted in this area over the
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years, especially in Saudi contexts (e.g. Alasfour,
2018; Al-Saidat, 2010; Altaha, 1995; Barzanji,
2016; Grami and Alzughaibi, 2012; Kadwa, 2012;
Sawalmeh, 2013) as well as in other Arabic speaking
contexts (e.g., Al-Khresheh, 2010; Sabbah, 2015).
However, the assumption that negative transfer may
delay SL proficiency has not yet been empirically
tested, and thus warrants further research.

1.2 Literature review

The early idea of mother tongue (L1) influencing
the learning process of a new language, especially
among learners with full communicative competence
in L1, can be traced back to Harold Palmer (1921),
though Henry Sweet (1899) also hinted at such
influence in a positive manner. Palmer in The
Principles of Language-Study (1921) discusses at
length the potential interference of the first language
(L1) in the learning process of a new language. The
concept of L1 influence in language learning is based
on the assumptions of Behaviorism, which views
language learning as a process of habit formation.
Challenges to this theory emerged in the 1960s.

Pit Corder (1967) proposed a hypothesis that
foreign language learners’ errors may not be caused
by “persistence of old habits” (p. 168), but rather
from their attempts to create a language with the
features of both L1 and L2, a concept later termed
“interlanguage” by Larry Selinker (1972). Dulay and
Burt (1973) conducted two studies on children who
spoke Spanish as their L1 and were learning English
as a second language. Their findings indicated that
only three percent of the errors made by Spanish-
speaking children could be attributed to their L1,
while the rest were considered interlanguage errors.

Nonetheless, the notion of L1 interference in
foreign language learning persisted, and several
reputable linguists strongly believed that L1
interference was a significant factor behind many
errors made by foreign language learners (Bhela,
1999; Cook, 1991; Corder, 1971; Ellis, 1997; Ellis,
2006; Ghawi, 1993; Laufer and Girsai, 2008; Noor,
1996; Nunan, 2001; Richard and Schmidt, 2002).
For instance, Cook (1991) argued that not only does
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a learner’s L1 interfere with L2 learning, but L2 also
influences their L1 to some extent. Nunan (2001)
believed that, “where the first and second language
rules are not the same, errors are likely to occur as a
result of interference between the two languages” (p.
89). Ellis (1997) referred to the interference caused
by L1 in learning L2 as “Transfer.” According to
Ellis ‘transfer’ is “the influence that the learner’s
L1 exerts over the acquisition of an L2” (p. 51).
Transfer can be positive or negative, with positive
transfer occurring when L1 and L2 share linguistic
features and negative transfer taking place when the
two languages differ significantly.

Laufer and Girsai (2008) believed that Contrastive
Analysis, particularly focused on L1 interference,
could help resolve numerous errors made by foreign
language learners. Contrastive Analysis also aims to
explain errors made by second language learners by
systematically comparing two languages to showcase
their similarities and differences. The underlying
idea is that if the two languages are substantially
different, learners will face L1 interference as they
apply L1 language patterns to L2 learning.

Another development related to L1 interference
theory in foreign language learning is error analysis.
Error analysis, as defined by Richards and Schmidt
(2002), is “the study of errors made by L2 learners,
with the purpose of identifying the causes of these
errors” (p. 184). The current research primarily
focuses on error analysis, as the researchers aim to
identify the causes of a certain category of errors
in the linguistic productions of adult Saudi EFL
learners, based on the frequency of errors in the
selected category.

In Saudi contexts, EFL error-analysis research
has mainly focused on analyzing errors in learners’
written English (e.g., AbiSamra, 2003; Alasfour,
2018; Al-Jarf, 2008; Al-Khresheh, 2010; Al-Nofaie,
2010; Barzanji, 2016; Kadwa, 2012; Khaleghi et al.,
2024; Muftah, 2023; Sawalmeh, 2013; Shalaby et
al., 2009). Although there are a few studies on the
subject, research on errors in spoken English has
been generally neglected (e.g., Abdulwahab, 2015;
Al-Badawi, 2012; Al-Saidat, 2010; Altaha, 1995;
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Elmahdi and Khan, 2015; Grami and Alzughaibi,
2012; Sabbah, 2015). Furthermore, research on
the potential impact of negative transfer on learner
proficiency development in English is completely
neglected. Barzanji’s (2016) study, for instance,
examines the most common errors in Saudi students’
writings. The researchers aimed to test whether
the frequency of such errors is affected by the type
of prompts used. Kadwa (2012) collected data
on Saudi EFL learners’ online communication to
investigate their apprehensions on verbal and written
communication and found that language anxiety
played an important role in Saudi learners’ online
communication. English spellings also pose a tough
challenge to Saudi adult EFL learners as Al-Jarf’s
(2008) reports in her research work. Phonological
and orthographic problems emerge as major issues
troubling Saudi EFL learners. Similarly, Shalaby
et al. (2009) identified several lexical problems in
Saudi learners’ written compositions. Al-Nofaie’s
(2010) study is also worth mentioning, as the
researchers investigate Saudi teachers’ and students’
attitude towards using Arabic as a facilitating tool in
English classes, possibly based on the assumptions
of Contrastive Analysis.

However, as mentioned above, there are a few
studies focused on error analysis in Saudi EFL
learners’ verbal utterances as well. The major thrust
of these researchers has been the analysis of Saudi
EFL learners’ pronunciation issues, particularly
their difficulties in articulating certain sounds in
English. Al-Saidat’s (2010) research, for example, is
concerned with phonologically analyzing the English
phonotactics in the spoken English of EFL Arab
learners. The major issue the researcher identifies
in the pronunciation of Saudi adult EFL speakers
is declusterization (a processes of inserting vowels
between consonant clusters).

Sawalmeh (2013) has analyzed Saudi EFL
learners’ utterances and identified common errors,
primarily learners’ confusion regarding verb tense,
subject-verb agreement, sentence word order,
pronoun use, use of articles, prepositions, and so
on. In his opinion, such errors can be traced back to
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learners’ L1 transfer, yet the researcher’s focus is not
on the possible impact of negative transfer on learner
proficiency.

The present study is both a continuation of, and
a break from the previous studies reviewed here.
It extends the studies on error-analysis of adult
Saudi EFL learners’ utterances, with the belief that
those errors result from L1 interference. However,
it deviates significantly from previous studies as it
restricts the analysis to a specific type of utterances
related to the concept of time and existence. The
researchers hypothesize that most of the syntactic
issues in learners’ utterances can be traced to
their confusion regarding the concept of time and
existence. This concept may not be overtly stated
in Arabic syntax, making it challenging to grasp
in English, which requires overt expressions of
time and existence through different phonemes,
morphemes, words, and so on.

1.3 Theoretical model

The prevalence of [negative] transfer in second
language acquisition (SLA) has been theorized in
various linguistics models, such as the Competition
Model (MacWhinney, 1997, 2008), and the
Processability theory (Pienemann et al., 2005), and
following one or the other model, researchers have
found evidence for L1 transfer.

Helms-Park (2003) provides evidence from a
Vietnamese ESL learner who exhibited transfer of
causative serial verbs to English. Similarly, Alhawary
(2009) demonstrates L1 transfer from the experiences
of English and French L2 learners of Arabic. Yu and
Odlin (2016) suggest that, “the most typical cases
of transfer — and usually the ones that preoccupy
language teachers— involve divergence between
the source language and the target language. Such
divergences can result in negative transfer, which is
often evident in vocabulary problems” (p. 2).

Erdocia and Laka’s (2018) study reports that
“the characteristics of L1 affect the processing of
the L2 even at highly proficient and early-acquired
bilingual populations” (p. 1). This study not only
provides evidence of negative transfer from Arabic
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EFL learners’ oral productions, but also tests the
assumption that negative transfer delays proficiency.
The study follows the Competition Model for L2
learning of MacWhinney (1997) who argues that
the entrenchment of L1 may hamper L2 learning.
According to this theory, if L1 and L2 share
processing cues, positive transfer facilitates L2
learning since the cues do not compete. However,
significant differences between L1 and L2 lead to
negative transfer as their cues compete, making L2
learning more challenging. MacWhinney (1997)
draws on the study by Johnson and Newport (1989),
who report that “some adult learners of English
fail to attain even a basic command of syntactic
structures if their first exposure to English is in
adulthood,” (MacWhinney, 1997, p. 136) and
comment that although the studies by Johnson and
Newport have design and interpretation issues, “no
one doubts the fact that second language learners
often have trouble overcoming transfer effects
in phonology and some areas of the grammar”
(MacWhinney, 1997, p. 136).

1.4 Hypothesis

We assume that there exists a clear L1
interference in the English learning process of
young adult Saudi EFL learners. The interference is
reflected in the sentences constructed by the learners.
Although such interference is visible in all the
elements of the target language, such as phonetics,
morphology, graphology (handwriting, spellings,
punctuation, etc.), our research focuses primarily on
the syntactic aspects, focusing on the concepts of
time and existence. Based on the observable pattern
of errors in English produced by Saudi EFL learners,
we hypothesize that negative transfer does take
place in the English learning process of Saudi EFL
learners and that it delays EFL learners’ proficiency
development.

1.5 Research questions

In light of the hypothesis stated above, the current
study is designed to answer the following research
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questions:

* RQI: Does negative transfer take place in the
English learning process of Saudi EFL learners?
RQ2: Does negative transfer delay EFL
learners’ proficiency development?

2. Research method

The current study is evidence-based and intended
to demonstrate the prevalence of negative transfer
in the English sentences produced by Saudi EFL
learners. The data encompasses a number of English
sentences used by learners in a formal context. These
sentences were collected from the Preparatory-Year
English learners studying the ELIA 110 program
at King Abdulaziz University — Rabigh branch
(Saudi Arabia). The patterns of errors observed in
the sentences support the hypothesis that negative
transfer does take place in the English learning
process of Saudi EFL learners, as the erroneous
syntactic structure used to construct English
sentences mirrors Arabic syntax.

There is a variety of Arabic used in formal
settings, such as ceremonies, mosques, newspapers,
and schools, known as Modern Standard Arabic
(MSA). However, MSA is not the native language of
any people and is only learned in schools. Like many
other languages, Arabic has several different regional
dialects that may exist within one Arabic speaking
country. This study focuses on Hijazi Arabic (HA),
as it is the dialect that most of the students at the
university, where data collection was conducted,
speak as their native language. References to MSA
and other dialects will be made when necessary. The
basis of our comparative study has been syntactic
features in the two languages, but the semantic aspect
could not be ignored either, as Chomsky (1957, p.
17) says, “they often complement each other, and
without one the other would be incomplete.”

2.1 Data collection

The data collection for this study was designed
to capture the nuances of L1 interference on L2
proficiency. Given the focus on syntactic structures,
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the approach was twofold: an observational analysis
and direct testing. The participants were first-year
university students at KAU, Rabigh branch. The data
collection was conducted in two phases. Initially,
the researchers made detailed notes on participants’
interaction in the classroom and their spontaneous
use of English. In the subsequent phase, only
native speakers of HA—the predominant dialect
in the region—were included. The participants
were involved in speaking activities designed to
elicit specific syntactic constructions known to be
challenging due to L1 influence. To complement
the spoken data, a series of written tasks were
employed to further probe the participants’ syntactic
production. Those engaged in the written tasks were
also asked to provide demographic information via
a survey. A total of 20 participants were recruited,
ranging in age from 18 to 22 years, with a mean
age of 19.10 and a standard deviation (SD) of 0.3
months. All participants self-reported no known
language, speech, or hearing problems.

3. Analysis and discussion

3.1 Time and existence errors

Time may be expressed and understood in a
myriad of ways in languages. Expression of time
as a continuum or as discontinuous chunks may
differ culturally. Some languages, such as English,
use auxiliary verbs to convey time, while others,
like Arabic, may rely less on such words and
express time covertly or contextually. For examples,
expressions like, ‘Dr. Ahmedi didn't come today?’
instead of ‘Dr. Ahmedi hasn't come today?’ (informal)
/ ‘Hasn't Dr. Ahmedi come today?’ (formal) reflect
a challenge in grasping continuous nature of time in
English, as opposed to a clear break from the past as
seen in Arabic. Understanding the concept of time
is crucial for comprehending sequences, linearity,
order, and spatial arrangements.

Existence or the state of being for objects, people,
and places is overtly expressed using auxiliary verbs
in English, while in Arabic, it is covertly expressed
in the present tense without an equivalent auxiliary
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verb. The researchers frequently observed students
uttering sentences like the following:

1. Where Dr. Ahmedi?

2. Whose book this?

These utterances are clearly influenced by
colloquial Saudi Arabic, such as Hijazi Arabic
(HA). The expression ‘Where Dr. Ahmedi?’ instead
of ‘Where is Dr. Ahmedi?’ is the exact equivalent
to the HA fain ad-daktiir 2ahmadi? (s 553 o3).
Similarly, the sentence ‘Whose book this?’ instead of
‘Whose book is this?’ is the direct translation of the
HA kitab min hada (1is o wLs).

In Arabic, the concept of existence is generally
understood and not overtly expressed in words.
This absence of the copula in Arabic is a significant
reason why Arab EFL learners may struggle to
grasp the meaning and usage of the existential
English expletive there. Consequently, learners use
expressions such as ‘Few of vacant chairs there.” to
mean ‘There are a few vacant chairs there.” which
may not be utterly confusing. However, the omission
of there can lead to confusion in a different context.

The possession or belonging is expressed in
English using the apostrophe ‘s’ (’s), possession is
expressed through the construct state (idafa). In the
construct state, two nominal expressions are used.
The first noun, referred to as the possessee, appears
before the agent. The second noun is referred to as
the possessor (Alexiadou et al., 2007; Benmamoun,
2000; Fehri, 1993).

kitab ul-binti, which can be parsed as:

kitab ul-binti  =kitab-u [-bint-i

‘the girl’s book’  book-nom.

The result is that we hear expressions like the

the-girl-gen.

following:
3. ‘Dr. Ahmedi class’ instead of ‘Dr. Ahmedi’s class.’
4. ‘Reem proposal’ instead of ‘Reem’s proposal.’

3.1.1 Linearity errors

Syntax in English follows linearity, whereas
syntax in Arabic is not strictly linear. Diab (1997)
notes that Arabic exhibits more flexibility in the
movement and distribution of its components. To
put it differently, word order in Arabic can be altered
without losing the sense, although the basic word
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order is VSO in MSA. Nevertheless, Brustad (2000)
argues that SVO is the basic word order in spoken
Arabic, and Yasin (2013) considers both SVO and
VSO as canonical word orders in Arabic in general.
Attia (2004) observes that, “Arabic has a nominal
sentence structure of a subject phrase and a predicate
phrase, with no verb or copula.” Consequently,
it can be concluded that Arabic allows sentences
with different word orders. In English, altering
the sequence of words can sometimes result in a
different type of sentence. For instance, consider the
following sentences:

Sa. Your name is Khalifa.

Sb. Is your name Khalifa?

6a. Khalifa doesn’t come on time.

6b. Doesn’t Khalifa come on time?

7a. You can do this sum.

7b. Can you do this sum?

8a. The teacher has come.

8b. Has the teacher come?

In each of the examples above, sentence a is a
statement while sentence b is a question. However,
there is no change in the words used; only the
sequence of words is altered.

The problem arises when, under the influence of
Arabic free word order, Arab learners of English do
not follow the correct word order in their sentences
(Khan, 2022). Sometimes, even in short sentences,
the word order is disturbed, resulting in sentences
like:

9. You this sum can do.

10. Doesn’t come on time Khalifa.

11. What doing you?

12. Whose this pen?

3.1.2 Missing copula

English relies on auxiliary verbs so extensively
that an English-speaking person may find it difficult
to imagine how any other language can function
without auxiliary verbs. Auxiliary verbs in English
express time, help form questions, indicate modality,
express ‘to be,” and sometimes function as main
verbs. Conversely, Arabic hardly makes any use of
auxiliaries. In MSA, there are some words such as
kun,and its paradigm, sa, sawfa and gad, that may
be considered to function as auxiliaries, but they
primarily refer to time (Abdalhadi, 2023; Al-Ani,
1992; Alhawary and Benmamoun, 2005; Faik, 1975;
Port and Mitleb, 1983). They do not perform other
auxiliary functions. Similarly, for framing questions,
the word 7al is used in MSA, but it does not express
time or perform any other auxiliary functions. In HA
h(a) and rah are used, instead of sa, and sawfa, and
in some other varieties such as Najdi (i), among
others, is used to mark the future.

We found that HA speakers sometimes forget to
use auxiliary verbs in their English sentences. We
frequently heard sentences like the following:

13. He coming tomorrow.

14. What you doing?

15. They friends.

16. I do this work tomorrow.

Apparently, these sentences parallel structures
that exist in Arabic, both in HA and MSA. Table
1 presents some English sentences produced
by learners, compares them with their intended
meaning, and provides the corresponding HA
sentence with a literal translation to demonstrate the
influence of HA on their English.

Table 1. Comparison of English sentences involving auxiliary verbs with learners’ utterances.

Intended meaning

Sentence produced by learners Parallel in HA

Roman Transliteration Literal Translation

17. He is a doctor. He doctor. BYCLRNTY hitwa daktiir He doctor.
18. He has gone. He went. [ rah (He) went.
19. He is my brother. He/him my brother [FPESRPYS hitwa Payija He my brother.

20. My house is far from

here. My house far from here.

Lo ¢po ceay G

House-my far from

bajti ba$id min hina here.

48
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3.1.3 Tense errors

The concept of tenses in English finds no
correspondence in Arabic; both organize their sense
of time and action in a radically different manner.
For example, while the present simple and the
present continuous are two tenses in English, they are
expressed through only one tense structure in Arabic.
Similarly, the simple past, past continuous, and present
perfect tenses in English are all expressed by just one
tense in Arabic. The simple past; the simple future,
and future continuous are expressed only through
simple future structures. It can be said that the idea of
‘continuity’, expressed through -ing in English, is not
present in Arabic; and without separate provision for
perfect and continuous aspects in Arabic, there is no
question of perfect continuous being used.

In the initial stages of learning, it is quite
challenging for HA learners to grasp the English
tense system, especially the indefinite, the
continuous, and the perfective aspects. For example,
in response to to questions like:

21. How do you come to the university?

22. What are you doing?

23. Have you done your work?

HA-speaking L2 learners of English replied:

24. 1 came by car.

25. 1 write essay.

26. 1 did my work.

3.1.4 Gendered pronoun errors

English nouns are classified into masculine,

Table 2.

feminine, and neutral genders. Accordingly, it
also has, apart from the pronouns 4e and she, the
neutral pronoun it, in the third person singular,
for inanimate objects, animals and small insects.
Whereas Arabic has only two genders, masculine
and feminine. There is no neutral gender in Arabic
and, therefore, no equivalent to the third person
singular i¢. Inanimate objects fall into masculine or
feminine genders. There is some criterion to classify
objects accordingly. However, discussion of the
gender system in Arabic is beyond the scope of this
paper. Sometimes Arab learners tend to use Ae or she
for inanimate objects, insects, and small creatures
where it must be used. For example, some beginners
constructed sentences such as:

27. Mosquito is an insect. She spreads malaria.

28. My doesn’t write. He has no ink.

29. No balance in my phone. I didn’t charge Aim.

3.1.5 Missing indefinite articles and expletives

Sentence construction in English is somewhat
complex compared to Arabic due to the use of
articles, helping verbs, and in some cases, the
expletives it and there. Arabic syntax is relatively
simplified in this regard, with no indefinite articles,
helping verbs, or expletives (AlShurfa et al., 2022).
As a result, HA-speaking learners of English tend to
construct their sentences in English without articles,
helping verbs, and expletives. Table 2 shows how
learners’ English constructions were influenced by
their L1 (HA).

Comparison of English sentences involving articles and expletives with learners’ utterances.

Intended meaning

Sentence produced by learners Parallel in HA

Roman Transliteration Literal Translation

30. There is a book on

the table Book on the table. Yolll ¢ LS 3 i kitab Sa att'awla Exist book on the-table.
31. It is not my book. ~ Not my book. A 3o ol Palkitab mu haqqr Book not mine.

In example 30, learners often omit the indefinite
article a but do not omit the definite article, simply
because of the absence of the former and the presence
of the latter in HA. They used the Arabic article al,
which is equivalent to the English definite article t4e.

3.1.6 Errors in passive formation

Passive voice in English involves a significant
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syntactic transformation; the object in the accusative
case is moved to the subject position and converted
into the nominative case; the subject in the
nominative case, now the agent of the action, is often
omitted if not important; the auxiliary is changed
appropriately, and the main verb is converted into a

past participle.
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Arabic passives are relatively simpler to form;
the subject in the active voice may or may not be
moved; the main verb is used in the passive form
by changing the vowels using the root and pattern
system, and the rest of the action is understood

accordingly. Table 3 showcases learners’ responses
when they were asked to change sentences from
active to passive orally. Their responses have been
compared with Arabic sentences, which might have
influenced their English production.

Table 3. Passive sentences framed by learners.

Correct sentence

Sentence produced by learners Parallel in HA Roman Transliteration Literal Translation

The gate closed/is closed/was

32. The gate is being closed. closed.

Aade Byl

al-bawwaba mgaffala. The gate closed.

33. Rami’s car has been stolen. Rami car was stolen.

8

Got stolen the car

- atsaragat as-sajjara
Lewd! cd,udl ! X
«* Rami.

) .
Rami

Interestingly, the passive structure is not used in
colloquial Saudi Arabic, including HA, as it appears
in MSA. Instead, the structure of example 33 is
used. This results in Rami’s/Rami car was stolen,
irrespective of whether the active sentence was in the
simple past or in the present perfect tense.

The fact that the past participle is not widely used
in colloquial Arabic to indicate the passive is quite
different from how the passive works in English.
Arab beginners of English are more likely to use the
simple past verb and the active form to refer to the
passive when they use English. They also extend the
use of one tense, the past, to refer to the simple past,
the present perfect, and the past perfect sentences.

3.1.7 Negation and Double tense-marker errors

Negation in English involves syntactic changes,
especially in the simple present and the simple past
tenses:

34. He comes late. / He does not come late.

35. He came late. / He did not come late.

Apart from the negative particle not, the
auxiliaries does and did are also used, respectively, to
effect negation. Then the tense marker -s is dropped
in the case of the present tense, and the verb in the
past form is changed into the base form in the case
of the past tense. This syntactic change is a complex
process as compared to negation in Arabic syntax.
Arab learners were found to commit some errors in
negation in English, which may be ascribed to L1
influence. For example, one comes across sentences
such as:

36. He does not comes late.
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37. He did not came late.

Additionally, in English, various other adverbs
and particles, for example, no, never, none, nobody,
seldom, little, hardly, scarcely, etc. are used to
negate a sentence or other parts of a sentence. In
MSA, negation is effected through simple lexical
items [/a, ma, and lan] without many syntactic
changes, although there are some rules governing
where and how these particles are used. The uses of
the three morphemes differ according to tenses. In
HA, negation is more simplified than in MSA.

It has been observed that Arab learners typically
use only not or no, and do not use the other negating
adverbs and particles in English. During this study,
it was uncommon to find sentences such as the
following in their writings or English utterances:

38. I never tell lies.

39. We rarely meet these days.

40. There is hardly any chance of his success.

Conversely, it was very common to come across
sentences like:

41. No water in the washroom.

42.1do not tell lies.

43. We do not meet these days.

44. No chance for his success.

3.1.8 Errors in possessive inflections

Possession is another common source of
confusion for native speakers of Arabic learning
English. It’s very common to hear, ‘This book is
for me’, instead of, ‘This book is mine’. The source
of such an expression can be understood after a
brief discussion of how possessive pronouns work
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in Arabic. Possessive pronouns can only be bound
suffixes that attach to nouns and prepositions. This is
illustrated by the two examples in Table 4 below:

Table 4. Possessive inflection in Arabic

Arabic expression T s
Roman Transliteration | kitab-1 kitab-uhum
. book-1st person book- third person
Parsing .
singular plural
English equivalent my book their book

In HA, however, speakers also use an
independent morpheme [hag-] to which the clitics
(bound suffixes) aove can be attached. Thus, we hear
expressions such as hagi, literally, my right/for me,
to mean mine. This usage of the bound possessive
pronoun could explain why expressions such as for
me, for him, for them are quite common, and why the
English possessive pronouns such as mine, yours,
theirs are acquired at a later stage.

4. Results

A careful study of the syntax in English and
Arabic reveals that the two linguistic systems
have hardly any similarities. If we forcibly find a
similarity somewhere, it is found applicable only to
one aspect; from another aspect, it may be entirely
dissimilar. “Most importantly,” notes Ali (2007, p.
3), “there are distinctive differences between Arabic
and English in almost all syntactical, morphological,
phonological, lexical, semantic, rhetorical and
orthographical aspects.” For example, while the verb
in English is governed by the number and person of
the subject, the verb in Arabic is also governed by
the gender. Therefore, negative transfer from L1 in
the learning process of L2 (English) is unavoidable.
The data presented is clear evidence of the negative
transfer since the pattern of errors displayed by
learners corroborates this observation. The data
supports the hypothesis that negative transfer does
occur in the English learning process of Saudi EFL
learners, as the syntactic structures used by learners
to construct sentences in English reflect the Arabic
system of syntactic structures.

The analysis reveals that for Arab EFL learners, it
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is difficult to unlearn the fossilized negative transfer,
and therefore, this condition is responsible for the
delay in learning English, as their learning was
obstructed by the presence of L1 linguistic features
in their mental syntactic repertoire. The observation
supports the hypothesis that negative transfer does
delay EFL learners’ proficiency development.
The observation answers the research questions
affirmatively.

5. Conclusion

To summarize, the example sentences quoted
above clearly reveal that Arabic grammar rules
strongly influence the English linguistic productions
of young adult EFL learners in Saudi Arabia. The
present study sought to answer whether L1 interferes
in the learning process of young adult Saudi EFL
learners and whether negative transfer from L1
delays EFL learners’ proficiency development;
the answer is unequivocally ‘Yes’, as reflected in
the constructed sentences in English. The results
obtained from the current research corroborate the
finding from Erdocia and Laka’s (2018) study which
reports that, “the characteristics of L1 affect the
processing of the L2 even at highly proficient and
early-acquired bilingual populations” (p. 1).

Sometimes, learners apply syntax of their mother
tongue directly to English sentences without any
consideration for the differences between the two
languages. This is a serious learning issue. The
optimal remedy would be to teach English to EFL/
ESL learners without any reference to L1. However,
this approach is impractical in non-native contexts,
such as Saudi Arabi, where English is typically
taught to learners only in their adulthood, by which
time L1 syntax is firmly entrenched in their linguistic
repertoire, resulting in minimal proficiency in L2,
especially in spoken English.

The present study was conducted with the
Competition Model proposed by MacWhinney
(1997, 2008) and behaviorist-structural approach to
Contrastive Analysis in mind which suggests that
the entrenchment of L1 may hinder L2 learning.
In foreign/second language learning, the syntactic
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aspects of L1 compete for dominance over L2
syntax. If L1 and L2 share processing cues, L2
learning is facilitated by positive transfer. However,
if there are wide differences between L1 and L2
syntax, negative transfer occurs, making L2 learning
difficult. This study provides evidence of negative
transfer from L1 syntax, and findings from a small-
scale experiment suggest that negative transfer
delays L2 learners’ proficiency development since
they have to unlearn and dislodge L1 negative
transfer.

Although many contemporary scholars now favor
a cognitive approach to behavioristic-structural,
discarding any possible interference of L1 syntax
on foreign/second language (L2) learning, it is still
observed that L1 significantly impacts L2 learning.
If L2 learning begins late, when the principles and
the innate grammar of L1 are firmly rooted in the
learners’ psyche, its influence is more pronounced.
L1 syntax does influence L2 learning, as learners,
especially if they start late, view everything from
the perspectives and parameters of what they have
already acquired.(D

They tend to generalize new concepts from
the perspective of their mother tongue. It is a
kind of mental mapping of the new things, where
understanding in this occurs only if the new concept
fits perfectly into the pre-existing grooves made
in the mind by L1. Thus, it can be concluded
that transfer and interference of L1 play a more
significant role than one might think.

6. Suggestions for improvement

Understanding abstract ideas, such as the
syntactic rules of a new language, is particularly
challenging if the new concepts have little or no
correspondence with the concepts already learned.
Solving this problem is a complex issue for linguists,
language planners, curriculum designers, and

® Our observation is based on the real-life analysis of the mother-
tongue influence on learners. Mother-tongue leaves a lasting impression
on the learners, so much so that it is quite challenging to teach some
aspects of the second language, like, for example, sounds, the rhythm,
the tone, and the idioms of the second language because the learners find
them too strange from the perspective of their mother-tongue.

language teachers alike. One suggestion is to start
English instruction early in learners’ education, so
that L1 transfer and interference can be minimized,
and the foreign/second language can be acquired,
not learned, alongside L1.

English instructors must consider viable solutions
to the problem arising from the late teaching of
English in Saudi Arabia. Having discussed the
problems learners face with English syntax, we offer
the following suggestions to address syntax-related
issues.”

I. Regarding the linearity in English syntax and
its near absence t in Arabic, the learners must
be given a clear idea of ‘types of sentences’
and their typical structure in English. It should
be emphasized that altering word order can
change the sentence type and meaning in
English.

II. The issue of the lack of auxiliary use in
Arabic is particularly rooted in the covert
expression “to be” in Arabic. Learners must
first understand the concept of existence or

‘thereness’ and how the English language
expresses it through forms of the verb ‘to
be’, whereas the Arabic language leaves it
unexpressed, to be understood from context.

III. The distinctive characteristics of English
and Arabic theory of tenses requires special
attention. It is vital to adhere to the English
theory of tenses to construct grammatically
correct sentences. Teachers should explain
the concepts of indefiniteness, continuity, and
completion of actions as expressed in English
tenses, distinguishing these concepts through
comparison and contrast, such as comparing
the indefinite tense to the continuous tense,
the continuous with the perfect, the past
simple with the present perfect, and son on.

IV. Regarding negation in English, this issue is
comparatively simple, as it mainly involves
verb inflections in two tense forms; present

@ Our suggestions are based on our own experiments in the classroom,
and we have found them working very well. We would be very happy to
receive feedback from other classrooms as well.
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simple and past simple, and to some extent,
present perfect tense. Another suggestion
is that interrogatives and negatives must be
taught together, as both involve a similar

kind of syntactic changes.

7. Strengths and weaknesses of the
study

This study holds a great significance for the
English teaching-learning practices in Saudi
Arabia, as it enables learners to be trained not to
use, consciously or unconsciously, Arabic syntactic
structures to framing sentences in English. Teachers
may also benefit from the suggestions offered.
Thus, the major strength of this research is that it
approaches a persistent learning issue from a fresh
perspective. The study also presents several relevant
aspects of L1 interference in learning L2 English,
putting the syntactic structures in the two languages
in parallel for clarity.

Due to the lack of time and resources, the
researchers did not take into account other aspects of
the problem, such as phonological and orthographic
elements that also lead to L1 interference in the
current study. Additionally, the researchers did not
investigate whether L1 interference affects male
and female EFL learners equally, or if there is some
divergence, given that male and female campuses are

segregated where data collection was conducted.
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