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Abstract 

 

Teaching and Learning Arabic Vocabulary: A learner-centered 

approach 

 

Eric Hiram Young, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Mahmoud Al-Batal 

Co-supervisor:  Martha Schulte-Nafeh 

 

This paper discusses the teaching and learning of Arabic vocabulary with respect 

to the needs and desires of the modern learner of Arabic.  It begins with an explanation of 

Arabic diglossia and a review of current research regarding the desires and goals of the 

modern Arabic learner.  It then discusses the issue of teaching Arabic vocabulary 

showing that learning two varieties of Arabic at the same time, because it is a case of 

synonymy, creates a learning burden for Arabic learners but is nonetheless necessary.  

This paper then discusses a number of other reasons that make Arabic vocabulary 

acquisition a challenge and suggests possible methods to overcome this challenge. 
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Introduction 

Arabic is not a new language to the United States.  From as early as the 1600s, 

Arabic has enjoyed some popularity in university teaching and since that time there have 

been changes in both the foci of Arabic teaching programs and in the number of Arabic 

learners (see Palmer 2008 for more details).  At present there are over 300 universities 

and community colleges in the United States offering at least elementary Arabic 

(CARLA, 2011). 

Arabic has also been described as one of the fastest growing languages in terms of 

college student enrollment, at 126% growth between 2002 and 2006 from 10,584 to 

23,974.  Between 2006 and 2009 it grew by a further 11,109 students to reach 35,083 

total enrollments (Modern Language Association, 2011).  This can also be compared to 

the growth of other languages.  In her article from 2007, Weise shows that Arabic 

enrollment was on par with and rivaled Russian enrollment, and was catching up with 

Latin (Weise, 2007).  In 2009, however, it surpassed Russian by nearly a third and Latin 

by a slimmer 8%, or 2,477 enrollments (Modern Language Association, 2011). 

Yet in spite of this growth and demand, current programs that teach only Modern 

Standard Arabic are not meeting students‟ needs nor are they preparing learners to use 

Arabic in the ways these learners intend to use it.   Palmer showed that students who have 

studied Arabic and spent time abroad felt they need to learn a spoken variety before their 

time abroad (Palmer, 2008).  Furthermore, instructors and curriculum designers need to 

take into account what is called “learning burden”, prepare learners to face the challenges 
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of reading to acquire vocabulary and the challenge of Arabic script, and provide direct 

vocabulary teaching activities. 

DIGLOSSIA 

Before being able to deal with the issue of teaching Arabic vocabulary, it is 

important to discuss how diglossia relates to native speaker use of Arabic.  Throughout 

this paper I will refer to Modern Standard Arabic as simply MSA, and ‘aammiyya as 

colloquial Arabic 

Most current descriptions of Arabic diglossia show MSA and colloquial Arabic 

on a continuum, as a single, unified language.  For instance, Badawi depicts Arabic as 

comprised of several levels (Badawi, 1973).  Al-Batal describes the linguistic situation as 

being “multiglossic, with…a continuum along which native speakers shift according to a 

number of different variables (Al-Batal, 1992).  Younes‟ analogy of MSA and colloquial 

as being two sides of the same coin is particularly elucidating in that they are in part 

different, but are used together (Younes, 2006).  Parkinson‟s studies agree with Younes‟ 

statement and show that the speech performances of native Arabic speakers are often 

neither purely colloquial or MSA but rather fluid, with movement in one direction or the 

other at any time depending on the speaker‟s education and the situation they are in when 

they speak.  For Arabs, it is not a matter of deciding which Arabic to speak because 

“Arabic is one thing, a single very rich source of communicative resources” (Parkinson, 

1993; 1994). 

Even though MSA and colloquial are two varieties of the same language there are 

differences that exist between them in terms of grammar, lexicon, syntactic structuring, 
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pronunciation, and the functions and situations for which each is appropriate or expected.  

For instance, MSA is the high variety that Ferguson refers to in his 1959 study (Ferguson, 

1959).  It can be spoken in different circumstances than colloquial Arabic and its use has 

social implications.  MSA tends to be better known by those speakers who have attained 

a greater level of education.   

MSA also tends to be a written variety which has largely dominated literature and 

poetry, newspapers and magazines, and even some internet blog sites.  However, it is true 

that there do exist oral speech performances in MSA such as oral newscasts, public 

speeches and university lectures.  In the case of lectures, speech is to some degree 

dynamic and is created as the lecturer speaks, changing it to fit the audience‟s needs.  In 

the cases of newscasts and speeches, however, it should be remembered that the texts for 

these performances are first written, then memorized and recited, or simply read.  The 

mode of delivery does not change the nature of the text and they are therefore oral 

performances of written texts.  However, elements of MSA and classical Arabic have 

found their way into, or have perhaps remained in speech in the form of religious or other 

fixed. 

Colloquial Arabic is a spoken variety to the same degree that MSA is a written 

one.  This has been the case in the past so much that it has often been referred to as 

Spoken Arabic (Palmer, 2007).  Native Arabic speakers grow up in their homes learning 

to speak their colloquial variety from their parents, friends and through the speech 

patterns of their school instructors.  It is the language of “day-to-day communication” 

(Palmer, 2008). 
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Yet it is true that colloquial Arabic is not a wholly oral language.  There have 

been cases of written colloquial Arabic in the past, such as in the 1001 Nights (Mahdi, 

1984).  There is also a rise in the use of written colloquial Arabic on the internet.  This 

rise is largely seen in forums and chat groups, though it is also seen on a limited scale in 

blog sites.  One example of this is the blog site for ’ayza etgawez or I Want to Get 

Married (Abdel Aal, 2008) which was written in colloquial Arabic, then published as a 

book.  Even more surprising is the publication of a book in colloquial Arabic that did not 

start out on the internet.  In taksi or Taxi, the writer has recorded conversations he has 

had as a Taxi driver in colloquial Arabic (Al Khamissi, 2006).  Even Wikipedia currently 

offers articles written in Egyptian colloquial Arabic. 

Yet, to whatever degree that MSA is written and colloquial Arabic is spoken, their 

use is driven by situation, and inappropriate use of either is stigmatized.  For instance, 

Parkinson indicates that his highest level MSA speaker in his 1994 study came across as 

annoying because of his overly perfect linguistic performance (Parkinson, 1994).  Al-

Kahtany states that “using MSA in a situation where the dialectal form is appropriate may 

expose the speaker to ridicule from his/her listeners”(cited in Palmer, 2008).  For 

instance, in an article in the Jordan Times, students expressed that speaking in MSA is 

“weird, students will laugh at each other when they speak [MSA] in class” as well as 

being “strict, formal and depressing” (Kheetan, 2009). 

On the other hand, the president of the University of Jordan described professors‟ 

use of colloquial Arabic both in lectures and in addressing one another as “bad taste and 

intellectual shallowness” (Kheetan, 2009).  Similarly, in the debate over the allowing 
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Wikipedia articles to be written in Egyptian colloquial Arabic, it was stated that 

colloquial Arabic is slang and is “not used in any academic research or any respected 

information source” (Requests for new languages/Wikipedia Egyptian Arabic, 2009).   

The preceding descriptions of using MSA and using colloquial Arabic should at 

least render it sufficiently clear that both varieties are used to varying degrees in Arab 

society.  In the case of speech, use is determined by the content of a given conversation, 

the speakers involved and any other situational factors.  Furthermore, because neither 

discussions nor situations are purely static, the need for MSA (in this case) rises and falls 

throughout speech.  The final analysis is that in order to effectively function within Arab 

society, whether one is a native Arab or a learner of Arabic, one must have knowledge of 

each variety and know how and when to use each and how to mix them.  

THE MODERN LEARNER OF ARABIC 

Looking at the data from current and recent studies, it is clear that the modern 

learner of Arabic is interested in conversing in Arabic in addition to being able to read 

and write it.  We do not know if this has always been the case, however.  Without data 

showing learner interests we can only turn to programs and course offerings from which 

to make our hypotheses.  It seems that in the past Arabic programs largely offered just 

MSA to their students, many of them focusing on reading and writing.  While this gives 

us an indication of what researchers and professors were interested in, it does not give us 

conclusive evidence of past learner interests, for students may have enrolled in a 

particular course only because that is all that was available.  For a more detailed history 

of Arabic programs the reader should refer to McCarus 1992 and Palmer 2008, but here it 
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is sufficient to mention that, no matter the interests of learners at the time, the roots of 

Arabic teaching are in philology and scriptural study, as well as in archaeology long 

before being seen as a modern language.   

It is clear that many current learners of Arabic are interested in reading Arabic.  

Husseinali‟s qualitative report in 2006 indicated that 60% of his respondents wished to 

learn Arabic because of its literature (Husseinali, 2006).  Younes conducted a study of 

students at Cornell during the 2003-2004 academic year and showed that 74 of 113 

students wanted to read modern literature (Younes, 2006).  In a survey of Brigham 

Young University study abroad students, Belnap reports that 67.5% of his respondents 

want to be able to read the Arabic press (Belnap, 2008).  

In addition to reading Arabic literature and press, many learners of Arabic are 

intimately connected with the language because of their affiliations with Islam.  For 

them, Qur‟anic Arabic is of great importance.  Younes‟ study shows that 43% of 

Cornell‟s students were interested in Arabic in order to read the Qur‟an or other religious 

materials (Younes, 2006).  Belnap cites that 29.8% of the respondents of his survey 

covering twenty-four universities listed reading the Qur‟an as one of their reasons for 

studying Arabic (Belnap, 1987). 

In a 2007 study of the results of a survey conducted by the National Middle East 

Language Resource Center (NMELRC), Palmer shows that the majority of students want 

to learn to speak Arabic.  This study surveyed the opinions of some 650 students from 37 

different institutions.  Palmer stated that students involved in this study responded clearly 

to the question “Studying Arabic is important because it will allow me to interact with 
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people who speak it.”  Here, the majority of students (68.7%) responded “strongly agree” 

while 19.1% responded “agree” for a total of 88% indicating that they were interested in 

learning to speak Arabic (Palmer, 2007).  Similarly, Belnap shows that the speaking is 

the most important language subskill according to his 1987 survey, and states that 87.4% 

of his respondents in 2008 “want to interact with those who speak Arabic” (Belnap,1987; 

2008).  Both Palmer and Belnap‟s findings agree with those of Husseinali‟s report, which 

cite that about 90% of his respondents are interested in Arabic in order to “converse with 

people” (Husseinali, 2006).   

Palmer is quick to point out that the question from the NMELRC survey did not 

discuss what variety of Arabic they would be interested in speaking (Palmer, 2007).  This 

is perhaps due to a concern that the learners responding to the survey were not at a point 

where they truly understood the linguistic situation in Arabic countries.  It is only known 

that they wish to speak Arabic.  Husseinali‟s report gives us a clearer picture of the 

situation.  His findings show a correlation between the number of respondents who want 

to learn Arabic in order to converse in it and the number who wish to travel to an Arabic-

speaking country: both 90% (Husseinali, 2006).  Belnap‟s findings also show that 78.6% 

of his group‟s Arabic students wish to travel to the Arabic world (Belnap, If You Build It, 

They Will Come, 2008).  Both findings indicate a clear goal of speaking Arabic with 

Arabs in their home countries.  There, Arabs do not learn MSA as the native spoken 

language in their homes with their parents and friends.  Rather, it is largely learned in 

school and from some television programming if at all.  Whether learners know it yet or 
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not, speaking Arabic in the Middle East and North Africa implies learning colloquial 

Arabic. 

Perhaps the best summary for what the modern language learner wishes to learn 

lies in Younes‟ findings.  There, he claims that 103 of the 113 students wished to attain 

overall proficiency: again, that same figure of about 90%.  He describes the term overall 

proficiency to mean “to understand, speak, read, and write” (Younes, 2006).  In other 

words, the modern learner of Arabic wants to be able to function like a native Arabic 

speaker, using both MSA and colloquial Arabic as they are actually used. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF TEACHING VOCABULARY 

Languages are dependent on words.  Without words, grammar would be useless, 

pronunciation would not exist; nothing within a language is able to function without 

words to bear these facets of language.  Words can refer to objects or abstract ideas or act 

as operators within a sentence.  Words can take the forms of oral utterances, hand signs 

or marks on a paper.  Whatever their function or shape, language is driven by words.  In 

the setting of foreign language instruction, there is little debate over the necessity of 

learning words.  Rather, the issues and arguments in this realm deal with which words to 

learn, and when and how to learn them.    

Studies have claimed the value of many, sometimes conflicting methods of 

learning vocabulary including various direct teaching methods, task-based 

communication, and reading, whether incidentally, intentionally, explicitly, implicitly or 

any combination of these—see Decoo‟s explanation of how these concepts can work 

together (Decoo, 2011).  Despite the number of studies and the number of ways to learn 
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vocabulary, it seems that reading has been held in the spotlight.  Yet, central to the 

efficacy of vocabulary acquisition through reading is the threshold hypothesis. 

THE THRESHOLD HYPOTHESIS 

The threshold hypothesis, in Decoo‟s words, “asserts that processing strategies 

cannot function in L2 if language-specific knowledge, in particular vocabulary, is below 

a certain threshold or ceiling” (Decoo, 2011).  Nation explained the concept of a 

threshold as being either a pivotal point below which comprehension will not take place, 

or a “probabilistic boundary” where comprehension is more or less likely depending on 

which side of the threshold the learner‟s vocabulary knowledge is at (Nation, 2001). 

To illustrate the effects of this threshold, Nation referred to a study by Laufer in 

1989 which showed that in order for a reader to score a 55% on a post-reading 

comprehension test, the reader will need to know 95% or more of the text‟s vocabulary 

(cited in Nation, 2001).  Hu and Nation found that only a minority of readers of a fiction 

text who already understood 95% of the text‟s lexical items were able comprehend the 

text adequately.  Furthermore, they found that having a coverage of 80% (already 

knowing at least 80% of the vocabulary in the text) was the threshold below which no 

significant comprehension took place (Nation, 2001).  It is not entirely clear what the 

term adequate means to the authors, nor what the reading test score represents, but it is 

very likely that these evaluations only indicate a very basic comprehension.  Nation goes 

on to explain that an even higher rate of coverage is required to move from adequate 

comprehension of a text to being able to read a text pleasurably and with little assistance, 

about 98% (Nation, 2001). 
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In order to gain an adequate level of vocabulary coverage, however, a learner 

must know a large number of words.  An experiment by Bogaards illustrated that the 

reader would need at least a 5000 word vocabulary in order to understand a newspaper 

article he had selected (Bogaards, 1994).  However, even with that level of vocabulary 

about one in seven words were unknown, and the unknown vocabulary accounted for 

much of the finer detail that a native reader would be interested in.  Nation stated that 

95% coverage of an academic text required knowledge of about 4000 word families, not 

just individual words.  This leads to the question of which words a learner should know 

to ensure maximum coverage and comprehension of texts. 

ARABIC AND CORPUS LINGUISTICS 

The question of which words to learn should be based on work in corpus 

linguistics.  Many studies have been conducted on the English language to find out which 

words are the most frequently used in various settings.  From these studies, researchers 

create word lists such as the Academic Word List and the Basic English Word List.  

These lists are typically broken down by the 1000s, meaning the most frequent 1000 

academic words or most frequent 2000 and so on.  Corpora, from which the word lists are 

created, vary in their nature.  Some are drawn from a body of literature or newspaper 

writings and others from recorded speech. 

The purpose of these word lists is to help language materials developers select 

vocabulary that language learners will be exposed to and actually have need of.  Selection 

of vocabulary from these lists can range from being entirely based on frequency to having 

a set of words already in mind, perhaps based on situations or functions, and selecting the 
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most frequently occurring of these words.  In other words, one may intend to teach drink 

container vocabulary and find in the list that the terms glass and pitcher occur more 

frequently than chalice and carafe and therefore select the first set of two to teach. 

Despite the potential usefulness of these word lists, the Arabic field has largely 

not had the benefit of word lists based on corpus linguistics.  However, some progress in 

the realm of Arabic corpora has been made in the last decade.  Al-Sulaiti of the 

University of Leeds maintains a webpage which lists currently available Arabic corpora 

(Al-Sulaiti, 2010).  These include about twenty-one corpora from a number of countries 

and are largely based on written forms of Arabic, although four of these corpora include 

spoken material.  The largest of these corpora claims to contain about 2.5 billion total 

words, most of the others contain various numbers of words in the millions.  Al-Sulaiti‟s 

list gives the intended purpose for each corpus, among them lexicography, a bilingual 

dictionary and speech recognition.  It may be possible for these corpora to be used for 

creating word lists for pedagogical purposes but none of the corpora were developed with 

this purpose in mind. 

In their presentation of a new Arabic corpus, AbdelRaouf, et al. (AbdelRaouf, 

Higgins, Pridmore, & Khalil, 2010) discuss the current state of Arabic corpora and 

specifically discuss three of the corpora found in the Al-Sulaiti list and point to a number 

of drawbacks in them.  For example, some corpora covered only a brief time period, were 

based on materials from only one country, were limited to only one type of material 

(newspaper, for example), or did not include a variety of subject matter (e.g. medicine or 

art).  AbdelRaouf, et al. do not mention the other corpora on the Al-Sutaiti list or explain 
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why they selected these particular corpora to analyze.  An analysis of more of the other 

corpora would be valuable in order to direct further work on Arabic corpora.   Despite 

this drawback in their study, they do show that more work needs to be done to improve 

Arabic corpus linguistics and its value in materials development. 

Another corpus, the arabiCorpus of Brigham Young University (Parkinson, 2007), 

exists that matches some of the criteria that AbdelRaouf, et al. considered important.  It 

contains words taken from news reports, newspaper columns, the Qur‟an, medieval 

science, ancient and modern literature, and internet forum discussions.  The arabiCorpus 

draws its material largely from Egypt, but it also contains a small amount of material 

from Kuwait and Morocco.  Because of its lexical depth and breadth, arabiCorpus is a 

valuable improvement to Arabic corpus linguistics. 

While Arabic corpus linguistics is small but growing, the existence of word lists 

based on these corpora is very scant.  For this study I was originally able to locate only a 

single Arabic word list.  This word list is quite recent and was developed based on studies 

of early elementary education texts (Oweini & Hazoury, 2010).  The selected texts 

included readers used in Lebanese public and private schools from kindergarten to the 

third grade.  This is certainly a start, but is still limited in its application in Arabic second 

language learning as the material only comes from material that Arabic children 

encounter during a particular period of their education.  Furthermore, this material does 

not represent what words these children say to each other or to adults but rather 

represents only what they will read. 
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There is, however, a second word list that was published during the writing of this 

paper: A Frequency Dictionary of Arabic (Buckwalter & Parkinson, 2011).  This word 

list is expressly intended for learners of Arabic as well as researchers, materials 

developers and curriculum designers.  It allows the learner to directly access words that 

are of high frequency and focus on learning them as opposed to more obscure words that 

are used less frequently.  It allows those who are designing materials and curriculum to 

also focus on high frequency vocabulary to help focus the learner‟s limited time on those 

words that s/he will be exposed to the most. 

The dictionary focuses on frequency but also provides other information that both 

Arabic learner and material designer can benefit from.  It lists each word from the most 

frequent to the least frequent, according to the formula: word coverage across texts (i.e. 

in how many of the texts the word occurs) x raw frequency = rank in the list (from 1 to 

5000).  It also provides a part of speech, pertinent lexical information (e.g. dual, plural 

and verb form), one or more possible glosses and an example sentence for each word as 

well as particularly frequent expressions using the given word along with the 

expression‟s gloss (e.g. عمر age; عمري ٌا  my dear) (Buckwalter & Parkinson, 2011).  At the 

end of each word‟s entry, it lists the coverage and the word‟s raw frequency of use.  All 

of this information can be used by the learner or materials/curriculum designer to help 

select which words to focus on according to their linguistic or pedagogical objectives. 

Buckwalter and Parkinson determined word frequency according to lemma and 

not according to each morphological variant.  They combined past and present verb forms 

of a given root and pattern into one lemma, singular and plural nominal forms into 
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another lemma, and made similar categorizations for adjectives and prepositions.  They 

did not combine pronouns such as الذي and ًالت, or هو and ًه. 

Embedded within the word list are several thematic tables.  They provide all the 

words of a given theme and rank the words by frequency, for example: politics, religion, 

animals and professions.  The table of body words, for instance, shows that قلب (heart) is 

the most frequently used, ranked at #110 of the 5000 word list.  One way to benefit from 

these tables would be to select the most frequently used of a pair of synonyms, (1525) فم 

instead of 7744) ثم, not listed in the 5000 word list but listed in the body vocabulary table 

for comparison) for instance, and teach the word فم or select more passages that contain 

this word.  This kind of selection is important as the list provides several pairs of 

synonyms: ادفؤ / قلب  / فم and عاتق / كتف ,معدة / بطن ,مخ / دماغ ,بسرة / جلد ,رقبة / عنق ,أٌسر / ٌسار ,أٌمن / ٌمٌن ,

 .ثم

Buckwalter and Parkinson‟s word list draws from a corpus of 30 million words 

and consists of newspaper material, journals, literary works, Internet forum postings and 

speech.  Thus, it contains words from both MSA and colloquial Arabic.  In fact, it cites 

five different varieties and dialect groups: Egyptian, Levantine, Iraqi, Gulf and Algerian 

(Buckwalter & Parkinson, A Frequency Dictionary of Arabic, 2011).  While it does not 

use arabiCorpus as its source of words, the corpus that it does draw from seems to have a 

comparable level of depth and breadth of materials and sources. 

Within their work, Buckwalter and Parkinson cite the existence of other frequency 

dictionaries, such as The Basic Word List of the Arabic Daily Press (Brill, 1940)and A 

Word Count of Modern Arabic Prose (Landau, 1959) among others.  However, the 
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newest of these, consisting of 200,000 words (Kouloughli, 1991), is currently two 

decades old and is the only of the dictionaries they have cited that is still in print.  In 

addition to these frequency dictionaries, they cited two surveys (Bobzin, 1980; 1983) that 

looked only at the frequency of verbs, and both are from the 1980s.  So while my initial 

search for frequency dictionaries and word lists could have been more fruitful, finding 

this material would not have been as useful to either a learner or material developer as I 

would have hoped.  Similar to the analysis of AbdelRaouf, et al concerning Arabic 

corpora, the previous Arabic frequency dictionaries and word lists were not sufficient.  

They were outdated, did not cover a broad enough range of text types or dialects and/or 

focused only on verbs.  

Although communicative Arabic programs have existed for some decades, there 

has been little focus on creating word lists until now.  Whether Arabic materials and 

courses focus on the language of literature, newspaper Arabic and similar media, or on 

everyday speech, these materials and courses should select vocabulary at least in part 

based on the frequency of the words‟ appearance so that learners can make more rapid 

and lasting gains at the beginning of their studies. 

It is true that a learner who is functioning in a native speaking environment will 

be exposed to far more vocabulary than can be controlled.  At a certain point active 

selection of vocabulary may play a much smaller role.  However, at the beginning stages 

of learning this is not the case.  Sweet explained this in the following paragraph: 

The more limited the vocabulary, the greater the care that must be exercised in its 

selection.  It is evident that the first and strongest associations of the learner, 
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ought to be with those elements of the language which are the common 

foundations of the colloquial, the literary, the familiar, and the scientific and 

technical strata of the language (Sweet, 1900). 

It is interesting to note Sweet‟s association of the terms “first” and “strongest.”  It is 

reasonable that the first words a learner is exposed to should be words that s/he will use 

the most frequently throughout his/her language experience.  Such frequent use will 

enable the learner to fix these in his/her mind more quickly and allow him/her to move on 

to new vocabulary with less conflict and with a more solid foundation to anchor new 

vocabulary items to.   

Frequency is not the only criteria for vocabulary selection, however.  If it were, 

beginning learners working from a vocabulary list based on the most frequent words 

would mostly learn function words, such as ًف  (fii), من (min) على („ala) and their variations 

with affixes  according to the findings of Buckwalter (Buckwalter, 2003).  Buckwalter 

and Parkinson confirm this idea, showing that thirty two of the fifty most frequent words 

were prepositions, conjunctions and other function words such as ًه and أنا (Buckwalter & 

Parkinson, 2011). 

Even excluding these function words, higher frequency words, which are used to 

express far more than their most literal meaning, are most often the most ambiguous in 

terms of meaning.  In English we find the examples of get and do.  Similarly, in Arabic 

we find عمل among the first one hundred words, with قام as the one hundred and second 

most frequent word.  Both of these words can take on a variety of meanings.  So rather 

than a strict focus on frequency, vocabulary selection must also be considered in 
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conjunction with other factors such as texts to be studied, function, notion, topic and 

situation. 

The first of the factors listed above, texts to be studied, deals with the texts that a 

particular course will use and the vocabulary contained within those texts.  If a course 

studies the 1001 Nights, specific vocabulary from these texts would be identified and 

taught.  Naturally, one important consideration for selecting which vocabulary to focus 

on is comprehension of the text.  Knowing that the main character of a story is a king 

rather than a thief might make a great deal of difference in how successful the learner will 

be in his/her reading. 

However, even while working from the frame of comprehension, it is important to 

consider frequency and coverage of vocabulary outside of the classroom and the given 

text.  If only words used rarely outside of the text at hand are selected to be learned, 

learners may be more able to comprehend the details within a given text.  However, due 

to the low frequency and coverage of these words, they may not facilitate learner 

comprehension of other texts or serve them outside class discussions.  One possible 

solution to this dilemma is to teach learners a receptive knowledge of the more rare 

words and to teach a productive knowledge of the more frequently used words from the 

text. 

Vocabulary selection based on what words will lead to comprehension of the text 

at hand seems to be the approach taken in the past.  A given textbook chapter may select 

a text, analyze which words are important in the text—meaning which words relate to the 

topic or which words recur the most—and gloss them in the margins or treat them 
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separately within the chapter.  This approach would be somewhat appropriate to a 

literature-based program if the given texts were representative of literature as a whole; in 

other words, the same vocabulary items that are important and frequent in the text at hand 

are also important and frequent in most other texts.  What is important in the vocabulary 

selection process is that we not only look at the current text or texts but also beyond them 

to see which words will serve the learner the most and the longest.  Depending on the 

focus of the course, this implies a need to select texts that contain high-frequency 

vocabulary. 

Functions, notions, topics and situations relate to the learner‟s needs with respect 

to a communicative approach to language learning.  In other words, emphasis is placed 

on what the learner can do with the language.  These concepts take into account such 

actions as negotiating for a hotel room or telling the hotel manager that the room needs 

more towels.  However, vocabulary used in some of these situations is not necessarily 

high frequency vocabulary.  For instance, the words fork and spoon, and blue and green 

occur in low frequency in lexical corpora.  Yet it is still useful to teach these words 

because most available corpora deal largely with written language and only to a small 

degree with spoken language, and while one objective of a language course is to develop 

the ability to write academic papers, learners also need to be able to function in less 

academic settings.  An exchange student will benefit from being able to help her host 

family set the table and being able to ask such questions as “on which side of the plate do 

forks go in Egypt?”  Similarly, a typical conversation on the street corner may deal with 

identifying people: “Which one is Mohammad?”  “He‟s the one in the blue shirt.” 
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This is not to counter the previous argument that frequency is necessary.  In fact, 

frequency could play an even more powerful role in vocabulary selection even when 

coupled with functions, notions, topics and situations if lexical corpora were able to 

collect, analyze and catalogue words used at home in family situations for instance, or 

very informal settings with friends and colleagues.  It is likely that word lists that take 

into account such contexts would show different frequency results than those currently 

available.   

Vocabulary selection based on the concepts of functions, notion, topic, situation 

and frequency empowers the Arabic learner to use the language in the way native 

speakers do.  Because of the diglossic nature of Arabic, this means that learners will need 

vocabulary in both MSA and colloquial Arabic.  Thus MSA and colloquial vocabulary 

need to be selected and taught so that the learner can use the words that native speakers 

use in order to fulfill their various linguistic needs in different situations both in speech 

and writing. 
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Teaching Arabic vocabulary 

With the understanding that vocabulary is an essential element to both language 

and language learning this paper moves to the specific issue of teaching Arabic 

vocabulary, given its diglossic nature.  For this discussion an examination of synonyms is 

relevant because of its relation to MSA and colloquial Arabic and the implications that 

the teaching of synonyms has for teaching Arabic vocabulary. 

Synonymous words follow the formula of X is like Y and are often found in 

different degrees of formality.  In other words, one word of the pair is in what Ferguson 

would call the low register while the other is in the high register (Ferguson, 1959).  This 

is visible in the example of the word pair buy and purchase where buy may be found in a 

range of contexts, but purchase is a more formal word.  This pair of words follows the 

formula because buy is like purchase.  Other examples of this phenomenon are go back to 

contrasting with revert to, or get and understand.  It is also interesting that among these 

pairs the lower register word is derived from German while the higher register word is 

often found to be derived from Latin or a Latin-based language, which seemed to be 

associated with a high degree of sophistication during the various periods of the 

Renaissance.  Continuing with the word pair in the previous example, buy is traced to Old 

English and eventually to Germanic, while purchase is traced to Anglo-Norman and then 

to Old French (Trumble & Stevenson, 2002). 

The diglossic case of MSA and colloquial Arabic is similar to that of the English 

synonyms in the examples above.  Between MSA and colloquial Arabic there are a great 

number of synonymous word pairs, such as  راح (raaH) in Syrian Arabic and ذهب (dhahaba) 
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in MSA, فراخ (firaakh) in Egyptian Arabic and  دجاج (daʒa:ʒ) in MSA, or مصاري (maṣa:ri:)in 

Jordanian Arabic and مال  (ma:l) in MSA.  Each of these pairs represents an equal 

relationship where X is like Y, with the former being a colloquial word and the latter an 

MSA word.  Therefore, this is a case of synonymy and not two juxtaposed languages, 

bearing in mind the statement by Parkinson that “Arabic is one thing” (Parkinson, 

Speaking FuSHA in Cairo: The Role of the Ending Vowels, 1994).  The implication that 

learning MSA and colloquial Arabic vocabulary is a case of learning synonyms means 

that we can apply the principles of teaching synonyms and findings from studies on 

learning synonyms to Arabic vocabulary teaching and learning. 

LEARNING BURDEN 

Among the concepts that deal with synonymy is that of learning burden.  Learning 

burden, as Webb and Nation describe it, deals with “the effort needed to learn a word” 

(Webb, 2007)and how much previous linguistic knowledge can be transferred to the 

learning of a new word (Nation, 2001).  This can refer generally to phonological and 

orthographic similarities, or in the case of synonymy it can refer to syntagmatic and 

paradigmatic associations for instance.  Learning burden becomes lighter as a language 

learner gains more and more linguistic knowledge and is able to apply this knowledge to 

newly encountered words. 

It is logical that learning burden decreases as language learners progress in their 

learning and build their linguistic knowledge.  At later stages of learning, learners have 

been exposed to more words and more combinations of words.  These more advanced 

learners will therefore be able to deal with and learn new words because it is “more likely 
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that unknown words will represent knowledge that has already been gained” (Webb, 

2007). 

Furthermore, Nation explained that there is more to knowing a word than being 

able to identify its gloss in the learner‟s mother tongue.  A mere 1:1 transfer of an L1 and 

L2 meaning is not sufficient, nor is an equation of two L2 words.  In fact, he provides a 

list of nine aspects of word knowledge needed in order to know a word including such 

criteria as collocations and usage constraints like formality (Nation, 2001).  Because of 

this depth of knowledge needed to know a word, Laufer (cited in Webb, 2007) stated that 

in some cases it may actually be more difficult to learn a synonym of an already known 

word.  This is because the learner may expect the new word to work grammatically, 

syntactically and semantically the way the old word worked.  Thus, not only will the 

learner have to learn all the facets of the new word, but may have to unlearn some that 

were incorrectly carried over from the old word. 

While depth of knowledge is doubtlessly important, even the more basic view of 

vocabulary learning as associating an L2 word with an L1 word still shows that the 

learning of synonyms should be delayed.  Nation stated to this effect that “learning is 

more efficient if the foreign word form is associated with a word in the mother tongue 

rather than a foreign synonym or definition” (Nation, 1990). 

Considering that studies show that synonyms can be either 1) easier to learn but 

only at a later stage of a learner‟s progress or 2) they are altogether harder to learn, it 

seems clear that a good argument can be made that learners at the beginning levels of 

language instruction should not be taught synonymous pairs of words at the same time.  
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Beginning learners may benefit more from learning a breadth of words which, at this 

earlier stage have an equal level of difficulty, because on one hand, learning synonymous 

words at the same time is harder according to Higa‟s findings (Higa, 1963).  On the other 

hand, having a breadth of vocabulary should set the stage for later periods of learning and 

enable the learner to bring a wider repertoire of lexical knowledge to bear as s/he 

encounters and learns synonyms. 

Because the issue of lexical items with the same or very similar meaning in MSA 

and in colloquial Arabic is the same as that of synonymy, it follows from the previous 

discussion that learning both varieties at the same time would increase the learning 

burden and reduce the speed at which learners gain vocabulary knowledge.  Following 

this argument, this view of the issue of learning burden would justify the various 

programs that have existed in past decades, teaching a single variety of Arabic until 

students reach the desired level of mastery and then engaging students in studies of a 

second variety.  This is a logical argument and no doubt has reduced the frustration of 

many learners in the classroom.  However it does not take into account another important 

factor, that of usefulness to the learner. 

TEACHING ACCORDING TO USEFULNESS DESPITE LEARNING BURDEN 

Husseinali and Younes found that many students are clear about the fact that they 

wish to learn Arabic for the sake of both speaking and reading (Husseinali, 2006) 

(Younes, 2006).  A simplistic argument could be offered that the four skills can be 

learned and developed in a single variety but this does not take into account the need for 

learning authentic use of the language.  Because native Arabic speakers use each variety 
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according to a particular situation and the function, a speaker might use MSA only in 

writing on a given day and speak only in his/her colloquial variety.  On another day the 

same speaker may listen to the news in MSA and discuss what s/he has heard in a mixed 

variety. 

Whatever the particular linguistic arrangement, what has been found is that there 

are many occasions when knowledge of a single variety is insufficient and indeed 

marked.  In other words, a learner of Arabic who attempts to speak entirely in MSA will 

identify himself as a foreigner, or worse according to Al-Kahtany‟s explanation that 

“using MSA in a situation where the dialectal form is appropriate may expose the speaker 

to ridicule from his/her listeners” (cited in Palmer, 2008).   Anecdotal accounts attest to 

native Arab speakers chastising or even mocking learners who speak only in MSA, 

clicking tongues at overly formal words or demanding explanations for why schools 

teach MSA.  At the same time, there is also anecdotal evidence of native speakers 

praising those who are able to speak well in MSA.  Referring back to Al-Batal‟s 

statement that variety usage depends on “a number of different variables” it is clear that 

there is no single variety or specific mixture of varieties that will be the most appropriate 

for all speakers in all situations all the time (Al-Batal, 1992). 

What this means to the instructional program is that learners who intend to speak 

with native Arabic speakers will need to learn authentic Arabic speech patterns, and those 

who intend to write in Arabic or read native Arabic texts will need to learn authentic 

Arabic writing conventions.  Those wishing to prepare their learners for both authentic 
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spoken and written Arabic will need to teach both in such a way that students are able to 

use Arabic in the way it is used in the Arab world. 

Learners must start the process of learning and becoming proficient in both MSA 

and colloquial Arabic from the beginning of their Arabic studies rather than beginning in 

one variety and then adding or switching to the other later.  There are three reasons for 

this assertion:  authenticity and motivation, timelines for study abroad and the university 

language requirement. 

The first reason for learning MSA and colloquial Arabic together from the 

beginning is that this classroom and instructional situation represents the language 

situation that learners will encounter whether they study abroad in an Arabic speaking 

country, access Arabic online or communicate with Arabic language users in the learner‟s 

own country.  It is not useful to learn to speak in MSA in all or even most settings when 

Arabic speakers themselves do not do this and when it will make conversation between 

Arab speakers and Arabic language learners unnatural.  While it is true that spoken MSA 

does have its place in authentic Arabic linguistic use, and also that writing colloquial 

Arabic can provide learners with visual support for their learning, this does not justify 

teaching or learning an unrealistic version of Arabic usage. 

Furthermore, upon discovering that they have been learning to use Arabic in a 

way that is inappropriate for daily communication, learner motivation will decrease.  Not 

only will learners realize that they must now learn another variety of Arabic in order to 

participate in authentic Arabic communication, but also that they must unlearn many of 

the forms, functions and uses that they had learned and trusted.  Learners will expend an 
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excess of energy in trying to suppress the initially learned, inappropriate words and 

structures while engaging in the already difficult task of trying to new words and 

structures that are appropriate.  Additionally, they will not have the benefit of the 

excitement and motivation that come with performing a task using the appropriate 

language form the first time. 

The second reason deals with the timeline for study abroad.  A typical learner‟s 

first study abroad takes place after two or three years of study.  It is expected that the 

learner will have built up an adequate foundation that s/he will be able to build upon 

while immersed in an Arabic speaking environment.  Without this foundation, learners 

will have a hard time inferring the meanings of words and phrases from their linguistic 

contexts—this is more and more often referred to as submersion in contrast to an 

effective immersion. 

This preparation time is brief when compared to the years that one spends 

becoming proficient with his/her native language and must therefore be used as 

efficiently as possible.  In a scenario of two years‟ study prior to study abroad, it is 

unlikely that devoting the first year to MSA, then transitioning to colloquial Arabic for 

the second year will give the learner a significant level of spoken Arabic mastery or 

control in appropriately mixing the two.  By learning both varieties from the beginning, 

the learner will be prepared to enter an Arabic-speaking environment and benefit from 

immersed and daily linguistic exchange both more completely and more rapidly.  

The third reason deals with the university language requirement.  Many learners 

study Arabic to fulfill a university foreign language requirement, which typically requires 
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three or four semesters of language study.  If learners do not begin to learn colloquial 

Arabic until the second or third year of their study, they will have little or even no 

experience with this variety of Arabic and will be left with an false image of what Arabic 

is and what they are capable of doing with it.  As is true throughout this paper, the same 

danger exists for learners who begin with colloquial Arabic and are unable to learn MSA 

until much later. 

Three basic models of learning colloquial Arabic and MSA together exist, each 

with their benefits and drawbacks.  The first is to learn both varieties in the same 

classroom at the same time.  This has the value of exposing learners to Arabic in the way 

they will experience it, speaking largely in colloquial while reading and writing largely in 

MSA.  The down side to this approach is that it does not provide as much opportunity for 

learners to focus on a single variety at a time, forcing them to constantly switch between 

varieties without having gained a base in either. 

The second model alleviates some of the difficulty of not having enough time to 

focus on a single variety by splitting the coursework into two separate classes.  On one 

day, the learners work on reading and writing, or formal listening skills in MSA.  On 

another day the learners work on speaking tasks in colloquial Arabic.  This affords the 

learners the opportunity to spend an entire class session focusing on one variety.  

Alternatively, two or three days in a row can be spent on one variety before switching 

back to the other.  The drawback is that learners may not get the practice of discussing 

what they read or watch in MSA using colloquial Arabic, thus limiting the amount of 

time they spend developing colloquial speaking skills.  However, as many native Arabic 
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classrooms use MSA for discussing MSA materials learners will still benefit from this 

version of the model. 

The third model involves the use of a mixed variety of Arabic.  A mixed variety 

prevents learners from needing to switch back and forth between varieties, allows them to 

use the same language throughout all of their class time, and helps them create a more 

stable base to build upon.  Many Arabic speakers use a mixed variety of Arabic when 

they speak, adding words, expressions and grammatical constructions from MSA in order 

to elevate their speech.  However, this is more often done by the educated class than by 

the masses and therefore introduces the same problem that splitting class time introduces: 

unauthentic language use.  Learners need to be aware that there are different implications 

and impressions that come from use of MSA and colloquial usage, and they need to learn 

how and when to mix and separate the two. 

The argument for learning MSA and colloquial Arabic together from the 

beginning is bold when read in view of the evidence put forth concerning learning burden 

and the learning of synonyms.  It claims that learners need to learn both varieties together 

despite the fact that it is, in very fact, more difficult for them to learn pairs of synonyms 

together.  Yet while this approach appears more difficult on the surface one must 

remember that the learner of a single variety, MSA for instance, will eventually be faced 

with the far more daunting task of decoding what will appear to him/her as an even more 

foreign language (colloquial spoken Arabic) that seems to only vaguely resemble 

standard Arabic.  The linguistic situation is not like that of the 1994 movie Stargate 

where the linguist must merely learn a slightly altered system of voweling in order to 
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understand the natives.  Far from this cinematographic depiction, the learner will have so 

many unfamiliar words, structures and phonological elements to deal with that s/he will 

be hard pressed to guess meanings from context with any practical degree of success.  

While MSA was used as an example, a similar difficulty will be found for learners of 

colloquial Arabic who never learn MSA and who try to read authentic newspapers and 

literature.  Learning both varieties at once, ironically, reduces this difficulty and enables 

them to use context to negotiate meaning with their interlocutors. 

As modern learners do not wish merely to be able to read and write in Arabic but 

also to be able to express themselves orally, according to the Palmer‟s citation of the 

NMELRC‟s findings (Palmer, 2007), what they need is not a split program that teaches 

one variety and then the other—much like teaching a child to walk with the left foot in 

order to get the basics before learning to walk with the right foot as well.  Rather, these 

learners need learning materials that help them forge through the difficulties inherent to 

learning two varieties together, essentially pairs of synonyms at one time.   

FACING OTHER CHALLENGES OF TEACHING ARABIC VOCABULARY 

In addition to dealing with the difficulty inherent to teaching MSA and colloquial 

Arabic together, teachers of Arabic must also face other challenges.  The following three 

sections discuss some of these challenges, those of learning meaning through inference, 

the cognate situation and the Arabic script.  The fourth section treats the Arabic root 

system and how it can be a benefit to learning Arabic vocabulary.  While these topics 

may not be Arabic-specific, they represent issues challenges that instructors and 

curriculum designers in the Arabic field face. 
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Direct versus incidental teaching of vocabulary 

In the past, reading was seen as an effective means of making large vocabulary 

gains, particularly through incidental and/or implicit means (Laufer, 2003).  Krashen‟s 

Input Hypothesis, for instance, claimed that learning vocabulary and spelling, while 

beneficial to a degree, was not as effective as exposure to comprehensible input.  In his 

words, “reading is not simply a way to develop vocabulary, spelling and other important 

aspects of competence, it is the only way” (emphasis added) (Krashen, 1989). 

In response to the first point of Krashen‟s hypothesis, it must be remembered that 

reading cannot be the only medium for vocabulary learning.  This is clear in light of the 

discussion of colloquial Arabic and MSA.  It is not possible to gain an adequate spoken 

vocabulary through reading just as it is not possible to gain an adequate reading 

vocabulary through speech. 

Second, incidental vocabulary learning as a primary means of vocabulary 

teaching is insufficient.  Even as a secondary means of attaining vocabulary gains it 

needs support.  The reasons for this lie in current second language acquisition research as 

well as in issues related specifically to the Arabic language. 

Regarding current research and practices, we can turn to Decoo who points out 

that the claim that reading leads to the greatest vocabulary gains is not a universally 

accepted view.  In fact, in many cases incidental learning “would not lead to the same 

number of words as a teaching method that uses intentional organization and presentation 

would” (Decoo, 2011).  Laufer‟s study in 2005 supports this statement.  In this study she 

explains that what she calls the “default hypothesis” of learning the majority of 
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vocabulary “through exposure to input, particularly written input” is not true.  Rather, it 

is done through what she has termed “planned lexical instruction,” which is a means of 

direct vocabulary teaching (Laufer, Instructed Second Language Vocabulary Learning: 

The fault in the "default hypothesis", 2005).   A further study by Schmitt states that “it 

can no longer be assumed that an adequate lexis will simply be „picked up‟ from 

exposure to language tasks focusing either on other linguistics aspects or on 

communication” (Schmitt, 2008)).  So while reading may be an excellent activity and can 

lead to vocabulary gains, there is still a need for direct teaching of vocabulary that is 

“intentionally presented, trained, and recycled” in order for it to be properly integrated 

into the learner‟s personal lexicon (Decoo, 2011). 

Cognates  

There are other challenges that show that relying solely or even largely on 

inference for vocabulary learning is not entirely effective.  One of these challenges deals 

with the issue of cognates.  Learners of languages like French and German are generally 

exposed to a high frequency of cognate words in the texts they read.  Arabic, on the other 

hand, is not characterized by a high frequency of cognate words. 

Cognate words help learners as they begin reading texts and listening to audio 

passages.  They increase the amount of comprehensible input available to the learner, 

which in turn allows the learner to more successfully and more accurately infer the 

meaning of words in the context.  Similar to the threshold hypothesis discussed earlier, 

which states that comprehension cannot take place until a certain amount of the lexical 
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items in the context are known, knowing a greater number of the lexical items in a 

context will also increase the chances of the learner inferring new lexical items. 

For the most part, learners of Arabic must begin their vocabulary learning from 

scratch, thus limiting the number of comprehensible texts, and therefore number of 

contexts to learn new words from.  Yet ironically, the Arabic cognate words that do exist 

may actually represent a challenge for some learners instead of being helpful.  While 

learners listening to Arabic or conversing in Arabic may be able to comprehend and 

benefit from cognate words, a learner reading a given text may not recognize that s/he 

knows the word.  Consequently, the learner will assume it to be an unknown and purely 

Arabic word and either skim past it or become hung up on it.  Sometimes the learner‟s 

only recourse for recognizing the word, then, is to read it aloud (Brustad, 2006). 

Yet even reading a word out loud can be a challenge because the word may not be 

written with all of its vowels.  For instance a word such as غلف in نٌوز دٌلً غلف  can be taken 

for the verb to wrap up or to envelop instead of gulf.  Other examples such as وولمارت 

(Wal-Mart), جٌنز (jeans), and الجبر (Algebra) may be no less difficult simply because the 

learner is not used to seeing the Arabic form associated with a familiar meaning 

compared to un jean (jeans) of French or the blau (blue) and grün (green) of German 

where even the slight shift in form does little to deter the reader from guessing the 

meaning.  Hopefully the learner will be able to use the context to help, however this may 

not always help enough during the initial stages of learning when everything seems 

unfamiliar. 
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While this issue may not affect direct vocabulary teaching activities that are 

separate from reading, dealing with the potential challenge of cognate words should be 

considered while using reading as a means of vocabulary learning and acquisition, as well 

as when using vocabulary learning activities as a supplement to reading. 

Arabic script 

While reading may not be the only way to learn vocabulary, it does not mean that 

it is not a way to learn vocabulary and that it has been proven beneficial in the past.  

Furthermore, despite the greater effectiveness of direct teaching of vocabulary, learners 

will still engage in reading throughout their Arabic learning.  In this section I will show 

that the Arabic script itself creates a challenge for learners as they read that increases the 

difficulty of incidental vocabulary gains through reading.  Learners, instructors and 

curriculum designers need to understand and deal with this challenge in order for learners 

to make vocabulary gains during their reading. 

In the previous section I showed that cognates can be a challenge if the learner is 

unable to recognize them as such.  However the Arabic script can create challenges for 

more than just recognizing cognates.  Because of the innate difficulty of reading it, 

Arabic script overloads the learner‟s short-term memory, which reduces the learner‟s 

ability to remember, process and infer the meaning of lexical items.  The study of 

Ibrahim et al. in 2002 shows that this difficulty is somewhat particular to Arabic.  In their 

study native speakers of Arabic who had learned Hebrew took longer to process words in 

their own language and script than to process Hebrew words in Hebrew script.  A control 
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experiment showed that spoken Arabic and Hebrew required an equal amount of 

processing time (Ibrahim, Eviatar, & Aharon-Perez, 2002). 

The reasons that Ibrahim et al posited this slower processing of Arabic script lie in 

the complexity of the script itself.  For instance, Arabic letter shapes are recycled 

throughout the alphabet.  Letters such as ت (t), ث (θ) and ب (b) are differentiated only by 

the number or placing of dots.  Another factor is that of individual letter variation, where 

the majority of Arabic letters will take on a different shape based on whether they are in 

initial, medial or final position within the word, or even taking an individual or separate 

shape (Ibrahim, Eviatar, & Aharon-Perez, 2002). 

In addition to what a learner sees of the script when reading, there is also the 

challenge of the absence of short vowels in writing, as was mentioned regarding 

cognates.  These short vowels give important cues as to the word‟s meaning.  Abu-Rabia 

claims that without these vowels, readers must rely more on global and sentential context 

and “must first understand the gist of the text in order to read correctly the words of the 

text” (Abu-Rabia, 2002).  Similarly, Hansen states that a lack of vowelization “results in 

a large number of homographs making reading heavily context dependent” (Hansen, 

2010).  Paradoxically, the learner will have a hard time understanding the context if the 

words are not clear to him/her.  Furthermore, and particularly as it relates to vocabulary 

acquisition, since the context is rendered unclear because of the orthographic ambiguity 

of the individual words, the learner is less able to rely on context to infer the meaning of 

new words encountered as s/he reads.    
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Arabic roots and patterns 

The good news is that while Arabic presents a number of challenges for 

vocabulary learning, there are also elements which can make learning easier.  For 

instance, Arabic is based on a root system where most words are derived from a three 

letter root of core meaning.  Because of this root system, learners can often achieve a 

higher degree of accuracy in guessing the meaning of new words even without a perfectly 

clear context.  As Al-Batal explained the value of both the root and pattern system of 

Arabic, a combined knowledge of these two systems is a “powerful tool for incidental 

vocabulary learning” (Al-Batal, Playing with Words: Teaching Vocabulary in the Arabic 

Curriculum, 2006).  An example of how these systems can work together to aid lexical 

inference can be found with the word دخل which is a form I verb meaning to enter.  

Knowing the root meaning and knowing that form IV verbs give a causative meaning 

enables the learner to accurately guess that form IV   .means to make [someone] enter   أدخل

Other examples include the م of place in مقهى (café) from قهوة (coffee), and the ي of 

adjectives derived from nouns, like ًفرنس (French) from فرنسا (France). 

In many instances, the root system can aid vocabulary learning between MSA and 

colloquial Arabic.  For instance, the colloquial word ٌقدر and the MSA word ٌستطٌع form a 

minimal pair for the notion of to be able to, except that the colloquial word‟s root is 

found in other uses in MSA, such as the word قدرة and the expression على قادر .  Since these 

derived words are not synonyms but rather are different words that share a grammatically 

related meaning, the issue of learning burden as we have discussed, may not be involved 

to the same degree.  Certainly, the learner may learn one word from the root at a certain 
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point in time and then learn other derivations later.  Additionally, when the learner 

encounters a derivation of that root at a later time s/he may be better able to infer its 

meaning through both context and through explicit knowledge of the root system. 
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Conclusions and recommendations 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR RESEARCHERS, CURRICULUM DESIGNERS AND INSTRUCTORS 

The following sections contain recommendations that particularly pertain to 

researchers, curriculum designers and classroom instructors and are based on the previous 

sections that dealt with Arabic word frequency studies, the concept of learning burden, 

direct teaching methods and Arabic script.  Following these sections is a section devoted 

to recommendations that Arabic classroom instructors can share with their students. 

Need for further work on frequency based word lists 

In the section of this paper dealing with frequency I showed that Arabic 

linguistics has made some developments in the realm of lexicography, but much still 

remains to be done.  There are a number of corpora in existence but most are not 

designed for lexicography.  Additionally, very few modern word lists exist and only one 

of these attempts to analyze the complete picture of Arabic.  Furthermore, I discussed the 

role that function, notion, topic and situation can have in conjunction with frequency in 

Arabic language materials development. 

Since the goal of the modern language learner is to make his/her Arabic usage 

approach that of native Arabic language users, learners will need resources that 

accurately depict the usage of native Arabic users.  While the most recent word list is a 

giant step in the right direction, there is still room for improvement.  This is particularly 

true if we consider that most of material used to make past lists and the most recent list is 

written material.  Word lists based on spoken material will be a great service to the 
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modern learner, as was discussed earlier in section about the modern Arabic learner‟s 

language needs and purposes for learning Arabic. 

For instance, additional word lists could be created to show the most frequently 

used words in academic settings in order to benefit students who attend classes in Arabic 

or who intend to work in a research laboratory with Arabic speakers.  For this example 

Arabic language in classroom, laboratories and office hours can be recorded, analyzed to 

find the most frequent words and expressions, and then included in an Arabic academic 

word list.  Similar recording and analysis can be done for speech in outdoor labor 

settings, coffee shops, homes and sports activities, or for as broad of contexts as formal or 

familiar settings.  This can also extend beyond locations to functions or tasks, such as 

vocabulary appropriate for a job interview.  Lists, then, can be made for anything for 

which a learner will require vocabulary. 

Frequency-based word lists will help guide instructional programs and textbook 

writers in their material development whether they are creating synthetic texts or 

collecting authentic texts.  In the case of synthetic texts, the text designer will be able to 

choose more frequent vocabulary to insert into the text, or select the most frequent 

vocabulary of a chosen theme from the word list.  In the case of authentic texts, 

developers can select texts that include a higher percentage of the most frequent 

vocabulary.  In both cases, word lists will be of service to the course/material developer. 

Need for ways to teach Arabic vocabulary to reduce learning burden 

In the Learning burden section I showed that teaching MSA and colloquial Arabic 

at the same time increases the level of learning burden for the learner of Arabic.  It was 
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also shown that learners need to learn both varieties at the same time so that they can 

learn to function more like native Arabic speakers do, using each variety in its 

appropriate and expected context. 

In order for a learning program to be of service to its students and for the learners 

to make adequate and accurate vocabulary gains, learners, instructors and curriculum 

designers all need to work to overcome the challenge of learning burden.  For the 

instructors‟ part, they can help learners by explaining the sociolinguistic situation in 

Arabic speaking areas: that both varieties exist together as a single entity but used in 

different ways.  This will reduce learners‟ frustration from the belief that they are 

required to learn two different languages at one time.  Learners will then be more 

motivated to put in the additional work necessary to achieve a more authentic proficiency 

in Arabic language use. 

As for curriculum designers, further research will be needed to find ways to 

effectively teach MSA and colloquial vocabulary together.  One approach might be to 

stagger vocabulary so that learners are exposed to a certain set of colloquial vocabulary 

and a different set of MSA for a period of time, then at a later period they are exposed to 

the corresponding synonyms of each variety.  Research for this approach would need to 

show how long to wait before learners would not be burdened by learning the synonyms 

but instead benefit from the information shared between synonyms.  It does not seem 

likely that this would be repetitious for learners working in a topic or situation-based 

curriculum because situations would not overlap.  For instance, writing a letter to one‟s 

family about a vacation last summer would include words and expressions more 
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particular to MSA, whereas a spoken discussion of the same topic with one‟s friends 

would call for words and expressions more particular to colloquial Arabic. 

However, a potential problem inherent to this approach would be the lack of 

support between the skills of reading, writing, listening and speaking.  Learners who are 

able to see written forms and hear spoken forms of words and also produce them will 

have the best chance of both meaning recall and recall for productive use.  It is not clear, 

though, what the effect of limiting a learner‟s exposure to just visual forms or to just 

audio forms would be on the speed of learning and on how well the word is learned. 

Need for direct teaching methods 

In the Inferring meaning section, I argued that learning vocabulary through 

comprehensible input is insufficient and that learners must learn vocabulary through 

direct teaching methods.  One main reason for this is that comprehensible input does not 

put as much emphasis on vocabulary acquisition as directly focusing on vocabulary 

acquisition does.  Additionally, learners must learn vocabulary through both written and 

spoken modes of communication. 

In regards to reading, while learners can make some vocabulary gains, it is clear 

that other, more direct methods of vocabulary teaching must take place in order to 

maximize learners‟ vocabulary gains.  These methods do not have to supplant reading but 

can instead compliment it.  For instance, learners may be given a reading passage with 

several words highlighted that the learner has not yet learned.  Learners may then be 

asked to guess the meanings of these words, based on context, then be provided a gloss or 

allowed to confirm their guesses in a dictionary.  The target words may then be used in 
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post-reading activities, further activating them.  Thus, direct teaching can be used in 

conjunction with reading. 

However, because of the diglossic nature of Arabic, reading passages cannot 

serve as the basis for all vocabulary instruction.  One possible method of teaching 

colloquial Arabic vocabulary could be to replace the reading passage in the above idea 

with a listening passage.  Similarly, instead of continuing on to written exercises after 

completing the passage, learners can work with post-exercises on CD or out-loud among 

students. 

Communicative and task-based activities are another way to go about directly 

teaching vocabulary.  Different from the two previously mentioned ideas, communicative 

and task-based activities do not need to revolve around any form of text.  They can be 

used for both spoken and written Arabic practice.  These forms of activities also have the 

advantage of allowing instructors to directly tie new vocabulary to a variety of real-word 

situations and topics rather than attaching a single form with only one meaning. 

In addition to these more complex modes of direct vocabulary teaching, even a 

simple passage requiring learners to fill in blanks with appropriate vocabulary can 

increase vocabulary gains and retention.  While this method may not form the core of a 

language lesson, it may be used in conjunction with other lessons, whether reading 

passages, listening passages, language tasks, word list memorization or other lessons and 

activities to help promote vocabulary learning. 
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Recommendation for Arabic script 

In the Arabic script section, I found that the similarity of letter shapes and the lack 

of written short vowels add to the difficulty that learners experience as they read Arabic.  

This forces the reader to rely much more on top-down reading strategies rather than using 

both top-down and bottom-up strategies together. 

Like the concept of learning burden, it seems logical on one hand that because the 

script adds to the challenge of word recognition and slows processing and reading speed 

that a sound recommendation would be to work with transliterated texts.  Theoretically, 

this would be beneficial for learners so that they can focus on vocabulary or other 

linguistic features.  On the other hand, the argument against this is similar to that used 

against single variety language instruction.  It is true that reading may be facilitated to 

some degree for learners in programs which keep them in a protective environment.  

However, once they begin reading real texts in books, on the internet or on billboards and 

signs in Arabic-speaking areas, learners will process these texts very slowly because they 

are not accustomed to associating Arabic script with meaning, having learned Arabic 

with Latin characters.  Thus, delaying the learning of Arabic script will take away from 

potential contact hours and experience that learners could use to increase their word 

recognition automaticity. 

While no clear recommendation can be provided in this paper, I offer two 

preliminary suggestions.  The first calls for a period of time spent teaching vocabulary 

items with their internal vowels written.  This period includes both the initial presentation 

of the word: whether in a vocabulary list, on an overhead or on the blackboard, or in a 
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reading passage; and for a period of vocabulary activation and practice following 

presentation.  During this time, learners may be given texts that include targeted 

vocabulary words with their internal vowels written.  These texts may be new or 

previously seen, synthetic or authentic. 

The purpose of this type of activity is to build phonological awareness and 

automaticity in word recognition.  According to Tunmer and Nesdale, while phonological 

awareness is not the only necessary condition, it nevertheless “plays a critical role in 

helping the child to become a skilled reader” (Tunmer & Nesdale, 1985).  Similarly, 

Yeh‟s study in 2003 shows that children learning to read benefit from a range of activities 

intended to strengthen letter-sound correspondence, onset-rhyme relationships as well as 

explicit instruction intended to raise phonological awareness (Yeh, 2003).  While these 

studies refer to reading gains that children make in their first language, adult learners of 

Arabic learning the Arabic alphabet will undergo some of the same processes and 

challenges and will therefore benefit from some of the same instruction and activities.  

With the aid of short vowels during this brief period of introduction and practice, Arabic 

learners will gain automaticity in correctly identifying the words they read because they 

know the words‟ phonological constituents and are able to separate them from words that 

would appear as homographs if the vowels were not present.   

Similar to the use of transliteration, internal vowel marking should only take place 

for a brief period.  Once the learner has developed automaticity in recognizing the word 

and in ability to produce it with its vowels, vowelling should be removed so as not to 

encourage learner dependence.  Such dependence would become a disservice to the 
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learner as s/he will not often find vowelling in authentic texts.  While the learner will 

likely undergo a brief period of adjustment in learning to work with the word without 

internal vowels, this work will help the learner to retain the word, its sounds and its 

meaning in his/her mind.  Furthermore, this is similar to the process that L1 learners of 

English undertake as they learn to read, at first sounding out the entire word until it 

becomes part of their vocabulary, and then quickly identifying the word based on either 

its beginning or on a few core consonants.  Thus, the learner relies on the fact that s/he 

has seen the word many times.   

The previous activity deals with a receptive knowledge of internal vowel structure 

but a similar approach can be taken to develop a productive knowledge.  This second 

suggestion is to provide the learner with unvowelled text and ask him/her to either write 

the vowels for targeted words or to read the provided text out loud with all the vowels.  

One of the benefits targeted by this suggestion is to help build vocabulary by being able 

to differentiate between homographs.  However, it can also be used to help a learner 

recognize the root and pattern system.  In this case, instead of particular vocabulary 

items, the text could require learners to mark words of a similar morphological nature, for 

instance, mushahida, musaa‟ida etc. 

In returning the second part of this suggestion, reading out loud starts where the 

activity of vowelling texts leaves off in that the learner must now articulate the proper 

form.  As Brustad states, while reading out loud may not be suited for reading 

comprehension, it serves to check the learner‟s word recognition (Brustad, 2006).  It 

pushes the learner to identify not only the shape and core letters of the word but also its 
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internal vowels and therefore pronunciation.  In other words, reading out loud helps the 

learner to link the phonological and orthographic forms. 

This link between phonological and orthographic forms is beneficial to 

vocabulary learning for three reasons.  The first is that the learner has created yet another 

mental link with the word, strengthening its place in the learner‟s mind as a “known” 

lexical item.  The second is that the learner is now more responsible for the word, in that 

s/he cannot gloss over the written form without knowing how it is morphologically 

constructed.  This knowledge is important in understanding the word‟s role in the 

sentence.  The third is that the learner will have more auditory practice with the word, 

which will be of use to him/her in listening to any broadcast MSA, whether speeches, 

television or radio.  Each of these reasons deals with one aspect of the many aspects of 

what it means to “know” a word.   

The final goal, of course, is for the learner to develop automaticity in identifying 

words as s/he reads as nearly instantaneously and accurately as possible.  Thus, the 

learner can move away from dependence on vowelled texts and concentrate more of 

his/her energy on other aspects of language learning, such as general reading 

comprehension skills. 

As stated, these are only preliminary suggestions.  Further research should be 

conducted to find solid means of helping learners overcome the challenges involved in 

learning Arabic script in order to more easily learn Arabic vocabulary. 
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Recommendation to teach the root and pattern system explicitly 

As I discussed in the Arabic roots and patterns section, Arabic words are typically 

based on a three letter root and follow specific, largely predicable patterns.  Therefore, 

explicit knowledge of the root and pattern system of Arabic words will enable learners to 

make more frequent and more accurate inferences with greater success.  On the one hand, 

knowing that a particular root generally has a certain underlying meaning ( س  -ر  –د   being 

a classic example, where َََدَرس means that “he studied”, مدرسة is a “school” or place where 

studying takes place,  َس  means “lesson”) can help a learner َدْرس means “he taught” and َدرَّ

who encounters a new word with a familiar pattern to guess the meaning of the word in 

addition to the aid of context.  On the other hand, as bar-Lev states, knowing the patterns 

of morphological derivation can “make it possible to guess the meanings of new roots in 

context” (bar-Lev, 2005).  While meaning inference may not be rendered completely easy 

through this knowledge, it is nonetheless helpful to have the two avenues of roots and 

patterns to supplement the value of context to form a more educated guess. 

In order to fully benefit from the Arabic root system, learners need to be explicitly 

taught the relationships between words that share common roots, and also the 

derivational patterns.  Learners of all levels can benefit from this knowledge, from very 

beginning learners to advanced learners.  While in the beginning, learners will benefit 

from simpler tasks, as they progress in their proficiency, learners can also benefit from 

more complex metalinguistic knowledge  

For instance, a task that is appropriate to beginning level learners might involve 

matching Arabic words with the same roots.  This type of task would serve to help 
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learners start seeing the semantic connection between words that share a common root.  

In such a task, the learner may be provided a list of words, such as in figure 1, and be 

asked to identify all the words of the same root.  Here, the learner would highlight the 

words دراسة ,درس and مدرسة and indicate that they share the root س - ر - د , then also highlight 

the words ب - ت - ك because they share the root مكتب and  كتاب . 

 

Figure 1: Word list used to identify Arabic roots 

Later on, learners will benefit from more explicit instruction, such as the 

construction of words with various bound morphemes like م of place and ي nisba.  This 

type of explicit instruction would also include the verbal system, and past and active 

participle construction.  Thus, learners of all levels can make use of knowing that many 

words have common roots and common patterns.   

Additional types of activities intended to teach awareness and identification of 

roots and patterns include selecting passages and asking learners to identify the parts of 

speech for each word, or even to simply locate all words of a certain part of speech within 

a particular passage.  Instructors can also provide their learners with a text that contains 

words that are unfamiliar to learners but that have familiar roots.  Finally, they can supply 

the learners with passages that have words removed from the text and replaced with a gap 

    دراسة      باب  حلٌب     طالب     درس

 درسةم مكتب     شاب      كتاب       فٌلم
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that the learner must fill.  The learner is provided with a root but must decide what 

morphological form it will take in order to create a meaningful phrase. 

LEARNER STRATEGIES FOR LEARNING ARABIC VOCABULARY 

Because there are recommendations for researchers, curriculum designers and 

classroom instructors as they design their curriculum, it is appropriate to also make 

recommendations for those actually learning Arabic.  Below are a number of strategies 

that instructors can share with Arabic learners in their classroom.  These strategies consist 

of specific activities that learners can participate in.  While the intention was to suggest 

activities that the learner can participate in at home on his/her own, they can also be used 

in a classroom setting. 

Furthermore, while I hope that these strategies can be put into immediate use by 

some learners, I also recognize that others will serve better as jumping off points that will 

lead to further research and more developed learner strategies. 

Lists and flashcards 

The use of word lists and flashcards is probably among the most widely known 

and practiced techniques for learning and reviewing vocabulary.  In 1982, Nation 

compared a number of studies with students who learned vocabulary through lists which 

showed that a receptive vocabulary knowledge for anywhere from nine to one hundred 

sixty six lexical items could be learned during the course of a single hour, one study 

showing that this rate could be maintained or increased over time.  Furthermore, these 

quickly learned items were not quickly forgotten (Nation, 1982). 
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The list learning system is quite basic, though, and has a number of shortcomings.  

Included in these shortcomings are the fact that lists present words for learning and 

review in groups of words rather than allowing the learner to focus on reviewing 

individual lexical items that are difficult, as well as a lack of context and the increased 

likelihood of learning the word‟s location on the list rather than the word itself.  While it 

is possible to recreate lists as the learner learns and reviews words, taking difficult words 

from all of his/her lists and creating a “difficult word list”, the use of flashcards presents 

a more effective solution. 

Based upon the use of flashcards, the Leitner hand computer system helps 

learners to memorize and recall a large number of words while still allowing them to 

focus the bulk of their time and attention on new words and on words they find difficult 

to learn.  Mondria and Mondria-De Vries describe the system as a group of word cards 

placed in a shoe box or similar container, with dividers for groups of words that range 

from well-known to less well-known to the learner.  As the learner demonstrates that s/he 

knows the words, s/he moves them from the first compartment to the second.  S/he then 

places a fresh set of cards in the first compartment and repeats the process.  The learner 

then reviews the words in the second compartment, moving remembered words to the 

third compartment and placing words not remembered in the first compartment.  The 

learner then returns to the first compartment to learn new words and review old, difficult 

words.  The process is repeated in such a way that five compartments are used, exposing 

the learner to easier words a few times and to harder words many times until all words 

are mastered (Mondria & Mondria-De Vries, Efficiently Memorizing Word with the Help 



 50 

of Words Cards and "Hand Computer": Theory and Applications, 1994).  Variations on 

this technique can allow a learner to maintain several hand computers with different types 

of vocabulary items, or carry a simpler hand computer-based stack of cards, working 

through the system more quickly, perhaps while on the bus. 

The second shortcoming of learning vocabulary through lists is a lack of context.  

For this, Mondria mentioned the possibility of using context flashcards (Mondria, 2006).  

On a given card, one side will provide a sentence that omits the target word with a blank.  

On the other side of the card is the target word, for instance: صباحا ةالسابع الساعة في__ ____ آكل 

where the target word is الفطور.  While Mondria warns that this may lead to the learner 

learning the target word for only a single context, this is still an improvement on learning 

lexical items with no understanding with how they fit into the language.  Furthermore, the 

learner may create multiple context cards for each word.  Alternatively, the learner may 

write a context on one side of the card for which multiple lexical items would be 

appropriate.   

Another variation on the general flashcard strategy which would particularly suit 

Arabic vocabulary learning would be to write the MSA word on one side of the card, and 

the colloquial word on the other.  Because of learning burden, this should take place 

when the leaner already has a grasp on either the MSA or the colloquial word and would 

help the learner to link the two synonyms together.  Pursuing the idea of context 

flashcards, it may even be possible for learners to benefit from writing sentences in one 

language variety on one side of a flashcard, highlight a word and write the synonym from 

the other variety on the other side of the card.  This technique may promote linking 
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meanings together and learning those meanings with a context.  Yet while there is value 

in this suggestion, there is also potential danger.  It is possible that this technique could 

promote linking a word with an inappropriate context.  In other words, the learner may 

learn to use an MSA word in a colloquial context or vice versa.  

Reading, listening and dictionary use 

Another means of learning vocabulary on one‟s own is to extract them from a 

written or audio passage.  This is beneficial to the learner because they become a part of 

the selection process in that the learner has noticed the word, become interested in it and 

chosen it him or herself.  Here, the learner also has a large and natural context to attach to 

the word, which is particularly important when viewed in light of learning MSA and 

colloquial Arabic.  Similar to what was stated previously in regards to materials 

developers and course designers, learners should be encouraged to select words that they 

encounter frequently in their reading and listening. 

Once the learner has selected the words to be learned and worked with the words, 

the learner should use a dictionary to confirm his/her hypothesis of the word‟s meaning.  

This confirmation of a word‟s meaning that a dictionary provides can help strengthen the 

link between meaning and the form of the new word.  However, the work and guessing is 

a crucial step that should not be skipped or brushed over quickly.   

An explanation of proper dictionary usage warrants an entire chapter if not its 

own manual.  For the purposes of this paper a brief side note is sufficient.  The main 

point to note is that the learner will not benefit greatly from skipping from word selection 

to immediately searching for the definition in the dictionary.  According to Hedge in 
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2000, the learner needs to invest cognitive energy in working with the word and its 

meaning to guarantee intake (Hedge, 2000).  Hedge referred to this concept of working 

with the word as “depth of processing” and explained it through a number of studies and 

anecdotes, claiming that learners may retain words better when there is an emotional 

response involved, the word is a taboo word, the word is one in which the learner is 

particularly interested, or when the learner attaches keywords to the target word (Hedge, 

2000). 

In terms of Arabic vocabulary learning specifically, this depth of processing could 

also take the form of inferring meaning prior to looking for the word in the dictionary 

through context, analysis of the root or pattern of the word and comparing it with familiar 

roots and patterns, or comparison of various uses of the word within a dictionary entry 

and selecting the best meaning for the original context.  In fact, this act of checking the 

meaning supplied by the dictionary against the word in its original context is a critical 

step that should always be included in dictionary use. 

Returning to the broader topic of extracting vocabulary from written and audio 

passages, it is also worth stating that the learner does not only need to work with new 

texts but will benefit from rereading  and listening again to old familiar passages.  Similar 

to what takes place when we are children, revisiting old texts gives the learner an 

opportunity to recycle old vocabulary items that may have moved from his/her active and 

productive vocabulary to his/her receptive vocabulary, needing only a brief exposure to 

restore its status.  Additionally, because the text is familiar, any words that were not 
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already known will become easier to guess if the learner has not already learned every 

word of the text. 

While these reading and listening sessions tend to focus on gaining a receptive 

vocabulary knowledge, they can easily lead to increasing the learner‟s active vocabulary. 

Once the reading or listening, guessing and confirming has taken place, the learner can 

use the selected vocabulary by writing them or saying them in a novel context.  This 

context can be as small as a single sentence or as large as an entire story.  Thus, the 

learner increased his/her number of exposures to the word and the number of times s/he 

has used the word, but s/he has also become more meaningfully engaged with the word 

and has experienced a greater depth of processing in terms of output. 

Script learning 

In the general recommendation section for learning the Arabic script I proposed 

that learners vowel an otherwise unvowelled text, both in orthographic activities where 

they mark the vowels on paper and in oral activities where they utter the words with their 

vowels out loud.  These activities are carried out in the presence of an instructor who can 

provide immediate feedback so that the learner can learn the correct vowels with less 

chance of errors becoming fossilized. 

As this section focuses on strategies that the learner can participate in without the 

aid of an instructor, another strategy is to take an already vowelled text and read it out 

loud.  This activity has the same benefit as the activity that requires the instructor‟s 

presence in terms of building automaticity in associating the orthographic form of the 

words with the pronunciation of both the core consonants and the short vowels.  
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However, it does not produce the same cognitive demand that the other activities produce 

and is therefore limited in what it tests and trains. 

Root and pattern learning 

For the purpose of developing one‟s knowledge and familiarity with the root and 

pattern systems of Arabic, three related activities are useful.  Each of the activities 

involves the use of a cluster, such as the cluster in figure 2.  The cluster is made up of a 

center circle around which several other circles lie.  The center circle contains a root, in 

this case  ,The outlying circles contain words that are made up of the central root  . ق ل ط

such as إطالقا and طالقة.   

In the first activity involving this type of cluster, the learner gathers words from a 

text or from a vocabulary list, groups the words according to root (i.e. all words of the 

root ق ل ط  in one column, all words of the root س ر د  in another column) and then organizes 

them into clusters like the one in figure 2.  We can say that the learner is working from 

the outside in.  As this is a simple identification activity, it is useful for learners who have 

had as few as 25 class contact hours, or the time necessary to learn the alphabet.  It can 

benefit learners at any level beyond this but is perhaps most effective until a level of 

approximately 600 class contact hours has been reached.  
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Figure 2: The root ق ل ط  and words derived from it 

In the second activity the learner begins with a root already in the center circle.  

S/he then lists all the words that s/he knows that are made of the same root, writing them 

in the outlying circles.  In this way s/he is working from the inside out.  Since this activity 

requires more exposure to Arabic than the previous one but can still be carried out on a 

limited scale, it is most appropriate for learners who have had approximately 100 or more 

class contact hours. 

The third activity is more creative in nature and resembles the second activity to 

an extent.  Here, the learner begins with a root in the center circle, then creates new 

words from the root, fitting them into known patterns.  The learner then verifies in a 

dictionary which of these words exist.  The danger of this activity is the potential for the 

learner to remember nonsense words.  The benefit of this activity, however, is that the 

learner is pushed to gain a greater knowledge of the Arabic roots and patterns and will be 

better able to infer the meaning of never before encountered words.  Additionally, during 

 ط ل ق

 َطلَقَ 

 إطالق

 طالقة طالق

 إطالقا  
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conversation the learner may be able to temporarily coin a useful word to help convey 

his/her meaning instead of spending time fumbling for a word that s/he may or may not 

eventually remember, thus disrupting the flow of communication and risking a failed 

discourse.   This third activity requires more grammatical understanding than the two 

previous activities and is appropriate for learners who have had 175 or more class contact 

hours. 

An extension of these activities would be to create context flashcards, as 

discussed above in the lists and flashcards section.  The difference here is that the desired 

root could be listed after the sentence on the context side of the card.    

SUMMARY 

In this paper I discussed the importance of teaching and learning vocabulary and 

some of the issues particular to Arabic vocabulary.  Since modern learners of Arabic 

want to communicate through both oral and written language, they will need to learn 

vocabulary from MSA and colloquial Arabic.  Such an approach, learning two varieties at 

once, will be more useful than learning a single variety at a time but will also increase the 

learning burden for the learner.  

I also reviewed the state of frequency-based Arabic studies and Arabic word lists.  

It is currently a small field, but growing.  However, this is an important field for if 

learners are to learn to communicate as Arabs do, they will need to know what words 

Arabs really use.  Materials developers and course designers need to consider frequency 

and word lists among the criteria for vocabulary selection. 
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In addition to the learning burden that comes from learning MSA and colloquial 

together, I discussed two other challenges that Arabic learners must face as they learn the 

language as well as one aspect of Arabic that can facilitate language learning.  The two 

challenges are first, the difference in the script and the lack of written short vowels, and 

second the shortage of cognate words to support beginning learners.  These challenges 

make contexts less clear to learners.  Yet if context becomes less clear due to those 

factors, the root and pattern system help the learner to guess the meaning of new words 

with less dependence on context.  Furthermore, direct teaching of vocabulary, in addition 

to any general reading tasks or even reading for vocabulary, must take place  

Finally, I presented a number of specific strategies and activities that address 

these issues.  These strategies and activities can be used by instructors in the classroom or 

by learners outside the classroom.  While each of the strategies and activities presented 

have value, there is also need for further research to find out how these strategies and 

activities can be improved so that learners can be better prepared to work with the 

challenges they will face as they gain proficiency in authentic use of Arabic. 
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