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PjlEFACE 

This thesis will attempt to elucidate the theoretical 

aspects, and the practical implications of the influence of 

a Semitic language—principally Hebrew, but also Arabic, in 

the teaching of English in Israel. The illustrative data 

presented in the central chapter of this work has been 

accumulated during many years of experience teaching English 

in Israel at the elementary school level and serving as a 

counselor and teacher-trainer. Salient patterns have 

emerged from the linguistic behavior of the population ob

served, and it is my conviction that these are the direct 

result of the students* mother tongue. It goes without 

saying that the phenomena which will be presented herewith 

are generalized to the group as a whole, and do not 

necessarily apply to every single individual. Although this 

thesis does not pretend to be based on statistical field 

work, my own exposure to the pupils' English speech and 

writing, combined with the findings of ESL authorities 

hopefully give my conclusions a solid basis. 
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ABSTRACT 

This thesis discusses the theoretical and practical 

problems faced by Israeli elementary school students learn

ing English as a second language. Considered first is the 

extent of mother tongue interference in learning another 

language—a controversial issue in the discipline of TES1: 

While contrastive analysis believes in mother tongue inter

ference , error analysis dismisses it as irrelevant. This 

thesis endorses a complementary approach. Only the actual 

errors should be considered. 

Part III reviews some syntactic and lexical diffi

culties accounting for common pedagogical problems. The 

nature and structure of Modern Hebrew and Arabic (both 

Semitic languages in spite of European influence) are 

discussed. Examples drawn from the writer's field work in 

English teaching and counseling in Israel and the linguistic 

and pedagogical literature are used to illustrate the problem. 

The communicative method, which is rather tolerant 

of errors and makes minimal use of grammar, is recommended 

as the best way to teach English in Hebrew and Arabic schools. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Historical Background of Modern. Hebrew 

Hebrew as living speech was revived in Palestine 

(now Israel) at the end of the 19th century. Lacking a 

common spoken language, the immigrants and the traditional 

local Jewish society were compelled to communicate in Hebrew. 

There existed no vernacular common to all Jewish communities 

in Palestine. . Yiddish, a language written in the Hebrew 

alphabet, and containing vocabulary borrowings mainly from 

German and Hebrew, was spoken by all East European Jews. It 

was unfamiliar to Middle Eastern and North African Jews who 

spoke Arabic, some Judaeo-Arabic dialects or Ladino — the 

Judaeo-Spanish dialect. Obviously Yiddish could not serve 

the purpose of a lingua franca. The choice of Hebrew as a 

lingua franca was both ideological and practical: Firstly, 

it was recognized as the national language. Secondly, all 

parts of the Jewish people had been educated in religious 

schools that gave them a good basic knowledge of Hebrew. 

Hebrew succeeded in filling the vacuum left by the 

lack of a common vernacular. It was promoted by enthusiasts 

who encouraged its revival. Hebrew is the only language 

which, after not being used as a mother-tongue for about 

1 
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seventeen centuries, has become again the native tongue of 

a whole nation. The revival of Hebrew is the linguistic 

expression of the adaptation of Jewish society to modern 

culture. 

Blau (1981) explains that the features characteristic 

of Modern Hebrew result from the influence of Standard Average 

European developed through permanent contact between the 

European languages of various origins during generations. 

Hebrew was influenced mainly by the East European variety of 

this Standard Average European (through Yiddish and Russian), 

and by German, French, and (especially later) English. The 

impact of all these European languages and also the chronological 

order of that impact can be explained by looking at the 

cultural history of the European Jews. 

Since the advent of the Enlightment (Haskala), which 

exposed the Jews to universal culture toward the end of the 

19th century, the Jewish intellectual elite moved in 

increasing numbers to Western Europe. These intellectuals — 

teachers, journalists and writers — typically originated in 

Eastern Europe, usually Russia and Poland. They received a 

solid religious education, with Yiddish as the spoken language 

and a thorough knowledge of the Hebrew sources. Hebrew as a 

spoken language had been dormant for centuries but retained 

its status as the language of the prayer and the Scripture 

and as such was taught to all Jewish children. Their general 

or secular education was usually given in the Russian 
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gymnasium (high school) and later when many of them migrated 

to Western Europe for their higher education, in German. 

This is the typical cultural and linguistic profile of the 

elite which was responsible for reviving the Hebrew language. 

French was also influential in that it was the second 

language which some of the Jews had studied in Russia, and 

was prevalent among educated Jews, although to a much lesser 

degree than German. As is well known, French enjoyed, at 

least until World War II, the status of an international 

language of diplomacy and culture and was highly regarded by 

all educated people in Europe. Great numbers of Hebrew 

speakers started coming into contact with the English language 

with the inception of the British Mandate in Palestine 

in 1923 (Blau 1981). 

The main channels and mechanics by which Hebrew was 

modernized are not difficult to trace. In many cases we 

know; who introduced a specific word or term.. Journalists 

contributed numerous European phrases. The requirement of 

this profession, which is exposed to the pressure of time, 

dictated the translation from the European languages. Another 

field which supplied new terms was science. With the develop

ment of the State of Israel, great progress in the sciences 

was : made. This meant introduction of new terminology, 

non-existant in earlier times. Professional translators were 

also obliged to make up new terms. For example, translators 

of internationally known stories for children such as "Sleeping 
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Beauty" and "Little Red Riding Hood" had to make up new 

terms. Another group which contributed to the drifting of 

Modern Hebrew far from its classical predecessor was the 

country's leaders: m.any Western immigrants, because of their 

organizational and intellectual capacities, have come to 

occupy the most important and influential positions in the 

country. Their unconscious influence on Modern Hebrew must 

not be underestimated.̂  

Modern Hebrew has developed linguistic instincts of 

its own and no doubt has to be accorded the status of a 

language in a new stage of development. One must not consider 

Modern Hebrew simply as a corruption of its classical pre

decessor. It is a new layer of the language developed on 

2 well-founded linguistic principles. 

1. Because of this dominant group, European influence 
on Hebrew was stronger than on Modern Standard Arabic which 
also underwent a process of modernization in the same time. 
Therefor, the differences between Hebrew and Arabic in the 
field of Europeanization are quantitative but not 
qualitative (Blau 1981). 

2. The same can be said of Modern Standard Arabic. 
This calls for another analogy between the two languages. 
We observe a major difference: Both are new layers of their 
respective languages, yet Hebrew is binary in structure 
(Modern Hebrew versus Classical Hebrew) whereas Arabic, 
using dialects rather than Modern Standard Arabic in 
everyday speech, exhibits tripartite division (Modern 
Standard Arabic versus Classical Arabic versus one of the 
dialects) (Blau 1931). 
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To conclude: in spite of the influence of Standard 

Average European, Modern Hebrew has remained a Semitic language. 

The claims of linguists like Bergstr&sser (cited by Blau 1981) 

that"Hebrew is but a European language in a transparent 

Hebrew disguise" cannot be accepted. Such an allegation is 

strongly exaggerated. 

It is true that Hebrew has undergone a process of 

Europeaniza.tion in phraseology and syntax, yet the Semitic 

nature of the language is unmistakable. In spelling and 

morphology Modern Hebrew has preserved its ancient character. 

The predominance of the three-letter Semitic root, common to 

all Semitic languages, on which practically all words (verbs 

as well as nouns and many prepositions) are formed, is a 

central feature of Modern Hebrew as it was in the older layers 

of the language. Syntactic Semitic characterisitcs can be 

cited: the absence of the verb 'to have' (common to Hebrew 

and Arabic), or the existence, indeed the frequency, of the 

nominal sentence, which does not include a verb. 

The Semitic nature of Modern Hebrew, all the foreign 

influences notwithstanding, partly explains the difficulties 

the Israeli pupil will have in learning English, 
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The State of English Teaching in Israel 

The most basic fact to bear in mind about the status 

of English in Israel is that it is closer to being a 

second language than a foreign language. The Israeli student 

is exposed to English much more than, say, a Frenchman is 

to English or than most Americans would be to Spanish or 

French, subjects which are taught at U.S. schools for 

several years. This assertion requires some historical, 

sociological, and cultural background explanation. 

Hebrew, Israel's first language, is the native 

tongue of about 3.4 million Jews. For the 650,000 Arab 

citizens of Israel, Hebrew is the second language. It goes 

without saying that the country's small dimensions and its 

3 people's familiarity with other cultures and intense 

involvement in world affairs rule out the tendaicy of 

larger nations or isolated countries to linguistic self-

sufficiency. English is a major vehicle by which Israelis 

can communicate with the non-Hebrew speaking world. There 

is little incentive or need for the average American, 

Frenchman, or German to learn foreign languages (to say 

nothing of the Russian or Chinese, who are both numerous 

and isolated from regular contacts with members of other 

nations). 

3- The Israelis are among the world's most ardent 
and frequent travelers. 
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For the Israeli child, whether he is a Hebrew or 

Arabic speaker, learning Snglish represents far more than 

just the acquisition of a foreign language. It is a key to 

higher education and a tool for getting acquainted with the 

world at large. It is a prestige subject. Pupils will 

consider dropping out of almost everything else before they 

will give up English. There is also parental insistence that 

makes it a most important subject. It should be realized, 

however, that the high status of English in Israel is, 

comparatively speaking, a recent phenomenon. During the 

formative years of the Tishuv, the Jewish community in 

Palestine (after 1948 — Israel), the country was ruled by 

the British for three decades. This led to a linguistically 

paradoxical situation: On the one hand, the Jews (and Arabs) 

lived under British administration which functioned in 

English. Many Jews learned their English serving as civil 

servants or by having everyday contacts with the British. 

Since the inception of the British Mandate English was and 

has remained the obvious and undisputed second language taught 

in the school system. In Israel as elsewhere, French has 

been rapidly losing ground in its competition against English 

as the most important second language.The Jewish French school 

system Alliance Israelite universalle, for example,has been 

shrinking constantly.Yet,under the British Mandate", English was 

perhaps the least popular subject in school since it was a 

symbol for the hated government. Of course, this attitude 
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has drastically changed since the establishment of the State 

of Israel in 1948. English is, along with Hebrew and Arabic,-

one of the three official languages. It appears on coins and 

bills as well as on street signs. For obvious reasons, today 

English is identified not with Great Britain (although the 

bitter memories against the British dissipated a long time 

ago), but with the United States, Israel's staunchest ally. 

It is perhaps symbolic that for the Israeli sport fans English 

is the language of the most popular basketball team, the 

Macabee Tel-Aviv club. The coach has to speak in English with 

all his players, including the native Israelis, because of 

the presence of several American players on the team. 

Israel maintains strong ties with the Jewish communities 

in the Diaspora. By far the largest and the most important 

Jewish community is American Jewry, to which Israel is connect

ed through mutual tourism, visits of youth groups, cultural 

and scientific projects, and innumerable family ties. 

Relations with the lesser, but still very significant Jewish 

communities in English-speaking-countries, especially England 

and Canada, also contribute to the awareness of the importance 

and usefulness of English. There are immigrants from English-

speaking-countries (again, mainly the U.S.) who come to live 

in Israel. They too spread the knowledge of their language, 

as do others, Jews and non-Jews, who come to Israel for shorter 

periods as students in overseas programs or as volunteers who 

stay for the summer in the kibbutzim (communal villages). 
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All these factors combined with Israel's general geo

political and cultural orientation account for the prevalence 

of English in Israel, and justify the assertion made by-

leading educators and linguists in Israel that indeed English 

4 is almost a second language, not a foreign language. 

All this means that English is much more spoken and 

read in Israel than in most third world countries,indeed than 

in any country, with the possible exception of the major 

cities of some west European countries. The vast majority 

of the films shown in Israeli theatres and on TV are in 

English. Impressive cumbers of English books and journals 

are read and sold. Many of Israel's past and present leaders 

either have been native speakers of English or have a good 

command of the language. President Herzog, Prime Ministers 

Ben Gurion, Sharet, Golda Meir, and Begin are the best-known 

examples. Foreign visitors, including leaders of foreign 

countries who visit Israel, know that in order to be under

stood by larger audiences they s hould speak in English to 

the media. 

Despite the prevalence of English speakers and the 

importance placed on learning the language, English teaching 

in Israel is not problem free. On the contrary, it leaves 

much to be desired. It is worth noting that it took quite 

a long time to free English teaching in Israel from the 

4. Olshtain, E., Head of Teacher Education, School 
of Education, Tel-Aviv University,lecture presented to supervisors 
and counselors in Jerusalem (June 1983). 
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heritage of the British mandate, which was heavily literature 

oriented. The inevitable result of this heritage, which may-

have suited the cultural tradition of English, but not the 

needs of Palestine, was that graduates of secondary schools 

learned Shakespeare's Julius Caesar or Macbeth and Milton's 

poetry, but never read an English newspaper and could not 

converse or write a letter in English. The English 

curriculum was heavy and intimidating and the percentage 

of students who failed in the matriculation examinations at 

the end of the secondary school was extremely high. In 

universities English departments, literary criticism was 

emphasized at the expense of language use, and naturally 

such a trend had an impact on teacher training, and on the 

whole system. Only later under the influence of modern 

trends in English teaching, changes occurred and teaching is 

now geared toward a communicative approach. Since English 

is now taught as a means of communication, oral skills, play 

an important part in the new curriculum. Recently the oral 

matriculation test, which every high school student must pass 

in order to graduate, has been supplemented by a listening 

comprehension section. 

English is taught from grade four and is learned 

two to four hours a week until the end of high school. English 

teachers for elementary schools are trained in teacher training 

colleges in special subject areas. Teachers for high schools 

must be university graduates with a degree in English and a 
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pedagogical diploma. Increased professionalism in teaching 

English at all levels of education is manifested also by-

professional meetings and in-service programs. It should be 

pointed out that many English teachers in Israel are native 

speakers, usually from the U.S. or the U.K. Many national 

school supervisors of English are also natives of English-

speaking countries or have had their professional training 

there. 

The school system uses sets of textbooks and other 

educational materials specifically prepared for speakers of 

Hebrew (ESH). This series has been adapted for the Arab sector 

taking into consideration the linguistic and cultural 

differences between Jewish and Arab children. Instructional 

Television Center has come out with programs suitable for 

different age levels. 

Finally, a word is needed about the school system of 

the Arab minority. In principle, the same methods and 

standards of English teaching are applied in Arab and Hebrew 

schools.̂  However, the level of English teaching (as well 

as of other subjects) is lower in Arab education. The 

Arab population of Israel is predominantly rural and had 

little schooling at all at the time of the establishment of 

the state thirty-six years ago, when the Jewish school system 

had already been well developed. Although very impressive 

5. There is an optional program for the matriculation 
examination in Arab schools, but the curricula for the 
elementary schools are identical. 
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progress has been achieved in the Arab sector, a gap still 

exists between the standards in Arab and Jewish education, 

particularly' in English instruction-. The Arab population . ; 

does not have at its disposal many of the resources the Jews 

have which have been enumerated above, such as ties to an 

English-speaking Diaspora or teachers who are native speakers 

of English. Moreover, it should be borne in mind that the 

Arab child has to cope not with one additional language 

besides his native tongue, but with two — Hebrew and English. 

For the Israeli Arab child, Hebrew is the second language 

par excellence, being the L1 of the majority of the popula

tion and administration. In addition to that, the Arab 

student has to cope with linguistic variables inherent in 

his own language — the gap between the spoken, or colloquial 

Arabic and the literary or written language. There is no 

Arab child whose mother tongue is literary Arabic, since 

this language is not used in speech (except in formal 

lectures, or for reading the news on the radio and TV). It 

has been said that an Arab child has to learn literary 

Arabic almost as if it were a foreign language. Therefore, 

it xs obvious that an elementary school Arab pupil who has 

to cope with three languages is a priori in a difficult 

situation. 

Educators have been concerned with the effect of an 

early introduction to Hebrew and English on Arab children. 

They feared that the early introduction would be detrimental 
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to the pupils' achievement in their mother tongue. Teachers 

worried that confusion would accompany the introduction of 

foreign languages before competence is developed in the first 

language. However, recent studies in bilingualism conducted 

in Canada and the U.S. have put the situation in a new 

perspective — researchers (cited by Troike 1983) have found 

that bilingual programs support the maintenance . of L1. 

Moreover, bilingual students show greater cognitive 

flexibility and score higher than monolinguals on a number 

of psychological measures. There appear to be definite 

cognitive advantages of learning new languages at an early 

age. 
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Review of Literature on Teaching English 
to Speakers of Hebrew and Arabic 

In this paper I am interested in linguistic 

constraints concerning teaching English to native speakers 

of a Semitic language. Surveying the researcĥ  

I have found that the studies dealing with difficulties 

typical to Arabic speaking students of English outnumber the 
' C 

studies conducted on speakers of Hebrew. The reasons for 

this are obvious: the rising interest of the West in the 

Arab world and the increasing numbers of Arab students 

enrolling in British and American institutions of higher 

learning. Not suprisingly, most subjects of the studies are 

university students, since these are most easily available 

to the researchers. Moreover, Arab students are not only an 

isolated group that is an object of linguistic investigations, 

but are often a component in broader cross-linguistic 

studies with other nationalities (Gass 1983). In addition 

to studies of students enrolled in formal institutions of 

learning, conducted by means of tests, there is a longtidunal 

case study of an adult native speaker of Arabic in an 

English-speaking environment (Hanania and Gradman 1977). 

6. A list to illustrate the on-going research on 
Arabic includes the following: Scott,M. S. and Tucker, G.R. 
(1974); Meinfcoff, M. and Meihoff, J. (1976); Kharma, N. (1981); 
Mukattash, L . (1981); Perkins, K. and El-Ezaby, 1. (1984) 
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According to Lado(1957) learners process the sound 

system of the new- language through that -of their native 

language. The older the pupil, the more difficult it is to 

combat the influence of the native system, and the more it 

must be a matter of direct capcious effort. This significant 

influence is described by the systematic errors which can be 

directly attributed to phonological constraints of the Arabic 

language. It is discussed in the studies of Flege and Port 

(1981), Broselaw (1933) and Port and Mitleb (1983). Once 

the native language is learned only the sounds of the native 

language are produced naturally and easily. In English 26 

letters make 42 sounds. In Arabic letters and sounds are 

identical. Therefore, the situation in English is for the 

Arabic speaker very strange, complicated and difficult. 

Heavy foreign pronunciation is a well-known problem: 

Yet, the articles mentioned above state that no effort has 

been made to tackle the problem. Teachers did not attempt 

to teach and practice systematically the production of those 

sounds in English which are difficult for Arabic speakers. 

Two articles (Cooper et al. 1978 and Waterbury and 

Tucker 1978) describe a comparative study of Egyptian and 

Israeli students. The two groups were comparê  as to the 

acquisition of English syntactic structures — the responses 

of the Arabic and Hebrew speakers were, not suprisingly, 

similar to one another. 



16 

A pioneering book that elucidates the problems 

involved in teaching English to Israelis is Levenston's 

(1970) work. The comments on English grammar, vocabulary, 

and pronunciation can be helpful to teachers in their work 

with speakers of languages other than Hebrew. Larry Selinker 

(1983) conducted experiments on the transfer of syntactic 

entities from the Israeli's Hebrew to his attempted production 

of English. His object of inquiry was the English inter-

language speech of Israeli children. He found definite 

transfer effects on word order. Olshtain's (1983) studies 

concern Hebrew (or other language) speakers who are regarded 

negatively due to misuse of speech acts. Berman (1979) 

examined a Hebrew-English bilingual child's language. Her 

article discusses Hebrew interference errors which reflect 

the kind of errors made by Hebrew speaking students studying 

English as a second language. 

We see then that in spite of very large numbers of 

Semitic language speakers who study English either at home 

or abroad, the amount of serious research is still limited. 

It is hoped that future research in the learning processes 

of Hebrew and Arabic speaking students of English, and of 

the ways their native languages interfere with the target 

language, will far enrich our linguistic insights and lay 

the foundations for developing better methods and materials 

for teaching English. 



CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Source of Error by Contrastive Analysis 

True to structural linguists' spirit, the proponents 

of contrastive analysis believe that the second language 

learner does not begin with a tabula rasa . The new 

language to be learned is always seen through the filter 

of the previously acquired rule system of the mother tongue. 

Consequently, the process of acquiring the second language 

differs in some important respects from that of learning the 

first language: rules of the mother tongue are compared 

with those of the second language, they are expanded, 

additional rules are learned, and rules of the mother tongue 

are sometimes discovered to be invalid in the target language. 

The system of the target language, then, does not have to be 

learned as a whole. Much is already familiar to the learner. 

Nevertheless, differences between the rule system of the 

source and target language are the cause of various inter

ferences. It can be hypothesized that second language learners 

who cannot resist the intrusion of native language structures 

on their target language performance will not be successful. 

Lado (1957) in his book Linguistics Across Cultures 

discusses how to interpret and handle difficulties of 

17 
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learning a new language. lado maintains that comprehension 

of the problems facing the learner can be achieved through 

the comparison of the native and target languages. (Thus 

we discussed in Chapter 1 the nature of the pupils' mother 

tongue, in this case Hebrew, in order to understand the 

Israeli learners' starting point). lado's theory is that 

the learner of a new language takes with him the set of 

principles created by his "first language habit"(Lado 1957» 

p.2). He says that the key to the degree of difficulty in 

foreign language learning can be found by comparing the native 

and the foreign languages. Therefore, in evaluating the 

difficulty of a second language we cannot describe it 

'objectively', but only in reference to the mother tongue. 

Lado's assumption is that languages vary in degree of 

difficulty according to the native language of the speaker. 

In his view, a positive transfer is more likely to occur 

when two languages are close. Therefore, English will be 

easier to a Spanish speaker than to an Arabic or a.Japanese 

speaker. Likewise, Hebrew will be easier to an Arabic 

speaker than to an English or Spanish speaker. 

TOEFL Research Reports (1980) add support to Lado's 

theory. Their data, based on testing vast numbers of students 

all over the world, suggest differences in response patterns 

between speakers of Romance languages and other languages. 

Duskova (1969) and Vriendt (1971) find that responses of 

Romance language speakers learning English are more accurate 
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than those of speakers of other languages.̂  11 transfer is 

more- likely to occur where two languages are close. It has 

been suggested (Ard and Homburg 1983) that because the 

Spanish speaker recognizes some words easily, he has more 

time at his disposal to concentrate on the rest. Meanwhile, 

the Arabic speakers are forced to spend their time and 

learning resources on- words that come easily to the Spanish 

speakers. More importantly, there are significant differences 

in the results between the two groups of testees even in 

cases where there w$s no overt similarity betwean the Spanish 

lexical item and the English item in question. Kellerman 

(1983) believes that transfer in large part depends on the 

learner's notion of distance between the native and target 

langrage. The higher achievements of the Spanish speakers 

broaden the idea of transfer by suggesting that it goes well 

beyond the surface-level structural features. This broader 

idea of transfer leads to the conclusion that the target 

language background plays a more subtle and pervasive role 

than is generally recognized by the learner; it affects the 

1. The way speakers of different native language 
groups perform on test items reveals a difference between 
receptive and productive skills. For example, Vriendt 
concludes that the closer the two languages are to each other, 
the greater is the facilitation in learning receptive skills, 
and the more likely the occurrence of interference in the 
productive skills. Vriendt's paper, which he presented at the 
International Symposium of Apllied Contrastive Linguistics in 
Stuttgart (1971; is quoted'by Dole (1983). 
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organization and sequencing of discourse and the style 

of social interaction. That is, though the learner is able 

to see only some of the more obvious resemblances to the 

native language, there may be much more he fails to see. 

Thus, iLado would contend that since Hebrew is a Semitic 

language (in spite of European influence, as mentioned in 

Chapter 1), the Hebrew speaker will have a great challenge 

in learning English. 

Lado1s seminal book is divided into five parts, each 

discussing how to compare different linguistic domains 

(Sound systems/Grammatical structures/Vocabulary systems/ 

Writing systems/Cultures). These parts, however, are not 

equal in their impact on L1 interference: the predictions 

of contrastive analysis are less accurate at the syntactic 

level than at the phonological one. One explanation of the 

learner's noticeable carry-over of native language in speech 

is that he has no alternatives available at the phonological 

level: he cannot avoid using sound-segments or sound-

patterns while performing in L2. On the other hand, at the 

syntactic level, the learner can more successfully avoid 

patterns he does not know well. 

The following researchers agree that the mother •• 

tongue definitely has an influence on the performance of 

foreign language learners. To substantiate their claim, the 

researchers have primarily dealt quantitatively with transfer. 

However, contradictory percentage figures are cited in the 
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conclusions to the studies. The most extreme findings (Dole 

1983) revealed interference as high as 80% in the syntax of 

the students. In this study, Dole analyzed errors in the 

spoken English of German, Polish, and Spanish immigrants 

living in a predominantly French area of Quebec. His results 

differ from Sheen's (cited by Godin 1982) who found that 

interference was responsible for 66% of the errors made by 

university students he tested in 1976. Godin's (1982) study 

of English errors made by French-speaking students in Canada 

found 50% of errors due to interlingual causes. This rate 

coincides with another Canadian study (Chau 1975) testing 

children, native speakers of English, learning Spanish. 

Chau's result is reinforced also by the low percentage of 

lexical errors made in an English language exam conducted in 

Germany (interference could be traced to the mother tongue 

for only 33% of" the syntactical e:rrors)cited by 01sson( 1 972). 

A more modest figure suggests that 33% of the total errors 

are caused by native language interference (cited by Gass 

1983). The lowest figure along the continuum, 5%> was found 

in a study undertaken by Dulay and Burt in 1974 (Dulay, 

Burt and Krashen 1982, p.173). 

The above mentioned studies, with the exception of 

the last, reveal a rate of mother tongue interference in 

second language learning ranging roughly from a third to 

two thirds. How can these percentages be interpreted? 



Anyone who has been exposed to the study of statistics 

knows that statistical data must be very carefully compared. 

In the studies above the testees belong to different 

populations which can hardly be grouped under a common 

denominator. Comparative analysis of these percentages 

would have been feasible only if all variables had been equal 

in all cases. The most relevant variables — environment 

(host vs. foreign), testees' age (young vs. adult) and mode 

of test (written vs. oral) are not identical. Moreover, 

sometimes even the .same studies can be differently analyzed 

and manipulated. It can be concluded, nevertheless, that 

contrary to Dulay and Burt, who tend to dismiss the mother 

tongue interference altogether, most studies reveal (albeit 

to a different degree) the existence of some interference, 

although its strength eludes exact numerical measurement. 

The absence of objective measures of difference 

between 11 and 12 and the difficulties in making comparisons 

can be argued against contrastive analysis. If it is to be 

considered a scientific field, contrastive analysis must 

have accurate tools that will ensure reliable 

results. We should expect to find associated with it an 

explicit and mechanical procedure whereby, at least in 

principle, someone quite unfamiliar with the two languages, 

can make comparisons and predictions and can understand 

learning difficulties experienced without depending on 

intuition. 
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The reliability of contrastive analysis was question

ed. by researchers such as Patnaik (1976) who observed that 

it had become academically fashionable to lose faith in the 

pedagogical usefulness of contrastive analysis; second 

language specialistŝ he explained,tended to dismiss contrastive 

analysis as almost entirely useless for their purposes. 

They claimed that in any learning situation we can diŝ  -

tinguish three main elements: the learner, what has to be 

learned, and the way in which what has to be learned is 

presented to the learner. Contrastive analysis according • 

to Patnaik has undervalued the contribution of the learner. 

It has failed to remember that learners are. more than the 

place wher8 competing linguistic systems take potshots at 

each other* Contrastive analysis has been deficient because 

it has not taken into account many elements in the learning 

situation. 

On the- other handr defenders of contrastive analysis 

claim we cannot blame it for failure to predict all problem 

areas and to account for all errors. They believe critics 

of contrastive analysis often seem to forget that each, theory 

functions within its own limitations, as does contrastive 

analysis. It can account for errors which are due to the L1 

interference alone. But errors have other sources, and it 

is not within the scope of contrastive analysis to say 

anything about such errors. Contrastive analysis, like any 

, science, can make predictions, other things being equal. 
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In the case of contrastive analysis, 'other things' are 

themselves such powerful factors that the transfer effect 

with which contrastive analysis is concerned will be lost 

in their noise; hence the predicted difficulties will not 

be apparent. 

It would be a mistake to see contrastive analysis 

as one monolithic body. There is a consensus among the adher

ents of contrastive analysis that transfer from the mother 

tongue causes difficulties. But whether the difficulties 

are potential or actual is the controversial issue. Predict

ing problems versus observing them seems to represent two 

extreme points of view. Contrastive analysis as set forth 

by Lado is the 'strong' version, the a priori prediction 

of the anticipated difficulties. The 'weak' version is the 

observational formula which tries to explain linguistic 

difficulties a -posteriori . On the basis of field experience, 

teachers have found that learners' difficulties sometimes 

do not coincide with those expected. Therefore, proponents 

of the 'weak' version were obliged to speak not in terms of 

prediction of potential errors, but rather in terms of 

actual difficulties and errors. They preferred to regard 

contrastive analysis as a means of explaining the learners' 

actual errors. Their feeling was that the 'strong' version 

had attempted to do something nearly impossible, almost to 

take a gamble. 



25 

A compromise between the 'strong' and 'weak' extremes 

was introduced by the 'moderate' version. By adhering to 

this new formula, contrastive analysis has regained its 

prestige. This moderate form of the hypothesis acknowledges 

that problematic areas between L1 and L2 can be predicted; 

however, it claims that greater interference will occur 

where minimal and sub.tle distinctions between the two 

languages exist. Learning problems due to L1 interference 

can be expected, yet "greater differences do not always 

result in greater learning difficulty" (Brown 1980, p.159)« 

As a matter of fact, the student learning a language very 

different from his own is actually spared the distraction 

of confusing two similarities. 
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Source of Error by Error Analysis 

The emergence of error analysis in the 1970s 

reflected a new direction in understanding second language 

learning. Error analysis marks the change in the ESL field 

from behaviorism to cognitivism. It looks at errors as 

'windows to the mind* (much like Freud regarded 'slips of 

the tongue•). This new trend was greatly influenced by first 

language studies and attempted to make an analogy between 

the acquisition processes of the first and the second 

language: L2 errors were compared to errors made by 

children 3e arning the target language as their first language. 

Error analysts believed that L2 students grappled with 

English material directly, without recourse to their first 

language. They assumed that the processes of first and 

second language acquisition are similar and that the 

'creative construction hypothesis' can be applied to both. 

This 'non-contrastive' analysis opposed the idea that 

differences between the source and the target language are 

the chief reason for learner difficulty. The advocates of 

the L2=L1 hypothesis claimed that respondents from different 

countries interpreted English structures in a fashion 

similar to that of children learning English as their first 

language. There were striking correspondences found between 

these two completely different situations. Similarities 
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between structures in English and the mother tongue did not 

appear to help the students comprehend the English structures. 

Some errors occurred even in cases where the English form 

was analogous to the corresponding mother tongue form; had 

the learner translated the mother tongue form word by word 

into English, he would not have gone wrong. Parallelism 

between English and the mother tongue did not seem to 

facilitate L2 acquisition. 

Error analysts believed that the difference in errors 

made by learners from sharply divergent linguistic back

grounds was insignificant (Hatch 1978). Moreover, not all 

learners with a common first language made the same errors. 

This provided evidence for variability and the lack of inter

lingual influence from the native language. The fact that 

all learners' errors did follow a pattern, resulting from 

regular and systematic application of rules, indicated an 

analogous contribution to the learning procedure made by all 

learners. According to the error analysis concept, since 

the same patterns of response are found among Semitic and 

Indo-European language learners, universal properties of 

second language acquisition can be inferred. 

Errors due to interference among the forms of the 

language being learned are termed 'intralingual errors' by 

Brown (1980, p. 173) and 'developmental errors' by Dulay, 

Burt and Krashen (1982, p.164). These errors reflect the 
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general characteristics of rule learning and are manifested 

not in syntax only, but in lexis as well. For instance, 

learners confuse words on the ground of formal similarity 

(e.g. than-then) and meaning similarity (e.g. use-usage), 

very much like young native speakers of English do (Duskova 

1969). The pattern of the linguistic development of an 

adult immigrant in Canada was also similar to first language 

learners (Hanania and Gradman 1977). It was often the 

wrong assumptions learners made about the particular English 

subsystem that operated as interferring factors. Self-

applied rules may fail the native speaker and the L2 learner 

as well. Both may be faced with idiosyncratic features 

which do not fall into any 'logical' category. 

Richards (cited by Olsson 1972) divided the intra-

structural errors he found into four main classes: 1)over-

generalization 2)ignorance of rule restrictions 3)incomplete 

application of rules 4)false concepts hypothesized. A 

somewhat different method of classification is suggested by 

Brown (1980, p.172) and Dulay, Burt and Krashen (1982, pp. 

166-170). The first category — overgeneralization — seems 

to be the most common cause of errors. Considerable empirical 

evidence indicates that native children and second language 

students both tend to rely on generalization more than on 

any other technique (Brown 1980). When they manifest 

generalization, speakers have utilized the more recently 

acquired bits of target language competence to facilitate 
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new learning. One of the most often quoted examples of 

overgeneralization rules is the adding of -ed to all past 

tense forms. This persistent error may be accounted for by 

the heavy pressure of many past forms with that ending. The 

2 -ed is thus generalized by the learner for all verbs. 

Error analysis has been in vogue for a. few years. 

Its theory of low mother tongue interference was unquestion

ed until Dulay, 3urt and Krashen's book Language Two (1982) 

was critically examined. Hinds and Tomiyama (1984)» in a 

thoroughly researched and strongly worded study, claimed 

that a survey of the research reports shows that Dulay, Burt 

and Krashen had arrivedat some misleading conclusions. 

Hinds and Tomiyama said that the authors: 

" a)used articles containing faulty analysis 

b)misrepresented the claims of certain articles, and 

c)incorrectly interpreted research results". 

This certainly is an overly harsh judgement. Dulay, 

Burt and Krashen may have not been careful enough in their 

analysis of the data, yet error analysis cannot be dismissed. 

Even if the critics have a point, the main ideas of error 

analysis are vaild; they help us understand some of the 

strategies the learner employs in second language learning. 

2. For more examples see Duskova (1969) and Kroll 
and Schafer (1984). 
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Complementary Application of the Two Theories 

Contrastive analysis and error analysis are not 

necessarily mutually exclusive; rather they may be employed 

in a complementary fashion. While contrastive analysis 

suggests what items are likely to prove difficult to the 

learner, error analysis either verifies or contradicts them. 

Once the teacher has identified these items,,he or she will know 

what the 12 students' real problems are and can.thus gradually 

deal with them. Teachers will not forearm themselves in vain 

or waste time by teaching items only likely to cause learn

ing difficulties. 

Errors made by second language learners may be both 

interlingual and developmental. This is because language 

transfer as well as developmental processes play an important 

role in second language acquisition. One way to bridge the 

gap between the two theories is by using learners as 

'informants* in explaining the error, assuming that they 

can provide reliable explanations. Understanding why the 

student made a specific error may have a practical application 

for the student also; he may apply his new awareness to 

future L2 learning. 

Thus, the behavioristic-inclined assumptions of 

contrastive "aialysis and the cognitive principles of error 

analysis can be reconciled: teachers are not obliged to 

assign a single cause to every error — an error can be both 

the influence of the first language and the tendency to 
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simplify (e.g., failure to mark third person singular). 

In the explanation of some errors, we cannot always 

separate mother tongue interference from learner' strategies. 

Despite the complementarity of the two theories,a 

teacher consulting the literature may be confused by the way 

each theory defines and uses the same technical terms. 

Originally, such words as 'positive*, 'negative' and 'neutral' 

had very specific and precise meanings referring to the 

learners' process of transfer. However, error analysts 

used these same words to refer to the product as compared 

to target language norms. The error analysts advised the 

teacher to label the transfer as 'positive, negative etc.' 

by looking not at the learners' process,but at the product 

(Gass and Selinker 1983, p.6). Thus the definitions of the 

terms have been changed and expanded, sometimes resulting 

in confusion. For instance, Schachter (1983) introduces 

the idea of 'constraint' as a new explanation of 'transfer' 

which is "in fact a misnamed phenomenon, an unnecessary 

carryover from the heyday of behaviorism". She regards the 

notion of transfer as a constraint on the types of 

hypotheses that a learner can formulate about the target 

language. These hypotheses are based on previous knowledge 

which include 11 knowledge and also the learner's concept

ualization of the target language. 

In Gass and Selinker's book (1983) on language 

transfer (an excellent updated review of research in the 
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field) the word 'interference' is avoided altogether. The 

writers say in their introduction: 

The word 'interference.' has been avoided in this 
discussion. The primary reason for this is that 
the word has negative connotations, implying 
that transfer from the L1 is an 'evil effect' 
which must be eradicated. First, as many papers 
in this volume show, transfer can have a benefi
cial effect in that the L1 can provide a ground 
upon which further language development can take 
place. Second, even when the results of language 
transfer appear erroneous from the perspective 
of the standard version of the L2, there is 
little reason to believe that 'error' necessari
ly inhibits either the learning or the communi
cative process. 3y not using the word 'inter-
ence', we hop to avoid automatic synonymy between 
the following terms: 'error', 'difficulty', 
'learning problem', 'interference', and 'trans
fer' (Gass and Selinker 1983, p.16). 

The wide spectrum of definitions and concepts is 

reflected in one of Krashen's remarks. Addressing the 1978 

Speaq convention, he said that while discussing errors with 

another researcher the two of them would get into intermin

able arguments and could seldom come to a consensus(Godin 

1982). This inability to agree about terms is due to the 

confusing nomenclature of the discipline. Yet in spite of 

the great variety of ideas, most researchers agree about the 

distinction between mistakes and errors and the need to 

include only the flatter in their studies. Errors that are 

repeated only occasionally and are caused by lapses of 

memory or inattentiveness (i.e. mistakes) are disregarded. 
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Recommended Approach to Error Correction 

It is virtually impossible to avoid errors when 

acquiring any new skill, particularly learning a foreign 

language. Moreover, they are a necessary phenomenon in 

language learning. It is logical, therefore, to ask a rather 

critical question: can error correction "benefit language 

learners? 

Error correction is not an important factor in 

mother tongue acquisition. Terrell (1983, p.177) draws our 

attention to the fact that parents actually correct only 

a small portion of the child's language. They will correct 

their children primarily when the latter give false informa

tion or use 'dirty words'. Parents attend far more to the 

truth value of what the child is saying than to its form. 

The grammatical structure or choice of lexical items 

are only means to an end, to express oneself, to communicate. 

This is true not only in one's native tongue, but also in L2. 

Communicative activities, by definition-, focus on the message. 

Correction of errors may pose a danger by focusing the 

students more on form and less on meaning, thereby making 

acquisition of language more difficult. It may disrupt the 

entire communication focus of the exchange. 

The Audiolingual method, which stresses mechanical 

drills, incorporates a heavy emphasis on'error correction:for 
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® example, it would be a waste of time to perform an item 

substitution drill which focuses on subject-verb agreement 

if the student were allowed to ignore agreement. Error 

correction is necessary for the learning of grammar rules 

and structures. In contrast, the Natural Approach does not 

stress error correction.Terrell( 1.982) claims that students who 

have studied.a.second language .using a communicative•approach 

do not make more speech errors than students taught through 

other methodologies (Audiolingual, for example). Terrell 

adds that most students, no matter what method they were 

taught in, do make errors when engaging in normal communica*... 

tion in the target language. 

Absolute accuracy has proved to be an intolerable 

strain on the pupils' minds. However hard they try, it is 

impossible to reach the native speaker's linguistic competence. 

Therefore, the ultimate aim can only be approximation in 

second language learning. 

Current theorists believe in allowing the natural 

development of the child's second language. They reason 

that improvement will come without error correction or 

exhaustive explanations aimed, at eradicating errors. 

According to Krashen, improvement may even come more rapidly, 

since the input will get in, the filter will be lower and 

the students will be off the defensive. 

Krashen (1982) suggests that the practice of 

correcting speech errors directly is not merely useless, but 
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actually harmful to progress in language acquisition. 

Frequent correction of pupils' errors impedes fluency. It 

makes them tongue-tied, silent through fear of making mistakes. 

Krashen explains this as an outcome of raising their affective 

filter, creating affective "barriers. Excessive error 

correction encourages a strategy in which the pupil will try 

to avoid mistakes and difficult constructions. Thus, a 

relaxed humanistic atmosphere must be created in the class

room, resulting in a 'low affective filter' that seems 

necessary for successful language learning. 

Many teachers believe that self correction or peer 

correction is more effective. Correction by the teacher 

should be kept to a minimum. If the student's speech is 

extremely garbled, the teacher will have to try to reconstruct 

$nd rephrase the message. Expanding the learner's speech 

must be done, however, very cautiously. 

The willingness to be corrected varies considerably 

from one individual to another. It depends on age and 

temperament. Some older children insist on correction, but 

even those who openly ask for it should be corrected only 

selectively, and in no way should a student be interrupted 

at every mistake. 

The teacher's high tolerance for errors in the 

communicative approach is manifested mainly in oral communi

cation. This will not hold true to the same extent in 

composition writing (Hendrickson 1984). Written work is 
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corrected, yet the emphasis shifts from the product (the 

error itself) to the underlying process (why the error was 

made). To help build the student's self-confidence,the 

teacher gives considerable weight to fluency and idea 

development. Teachers would react primarily to what 

students are trying to express and only secondarily to form. 

Correctness is not the proper criterion to assess 

communicative competence. Pupils might be better evaluated 

on the grounds of their success in communication. Fluency 

of speech and intelligibility of the message are important. 

Only 'global' errors should be regarded, those that provide 

serious obstacles to understanding of the .communication. As 

long as communication does not break down, deviant utterances 

are tolerable. This means correcting selectively only what 

is incomprehensible. 



CHAPTER 3 

TYPICAL PROBLEMS OF A HEBREW - SPEAKING STUDENT OE ENGLISH 

Classifying the Linguistic Material 

The following chapter presents linguistic material drawn 

from my own experience and from documentation in the peda.- • 

gogical and professional literature. The material is 

classified under grammar and lexis. The grammatical errors 

are further subdivided into verbs, questions, plural forms, 

articles, adjectives and tenses. There are abundant methods 

of classification̂  which supply evidence that an ideal 

classification system is difficult to achieve. In light of 

this wide range of options,my classification was chosen 

because it seemed appropriate to the special problems of 

Hebrew speakers. Since demarcations between lexis and gram

mar are sometimes impossible to establish (Olsson 1972), my 

system is not overly rigid in its application. 

Interlingual interference from the mother tongue 

is most predominant in the syntax of elementary school pupils 

learning English, although it occurs in lexis as well. This 

mother tongue interference on the syntactic level is also 

observed in the case of a bilingual child — one transferring 

1. See, for example, Duskova (1969); Godin (1982); 
Dulay, Burt and Krashen (1982) 
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syntactic patterns from one language into another. In general, 

word order and sentence construction will be problems for a 

less advanced group; errors with modals, for example, would 

probably appear with more advanced learners. 

Problems in lexis cause somewhat less trouble for 

beginning students. Vocabulary in a second language seems to 

be acquired more rapidly and easily than syntactic competence. 

This observation is discussed by Fillmore (1968; cited by 

Powers and Swinton 1980). Apparently, human semantics, more 

than syntactic categories, share elements of universality. 

The above-mentioned classification does not follow the 

usual main classes of syntax, lexis"and morphology. There is 

no separate section on morphology, even though this category 

is the source of a large number of errors. The reason for not 

discussing morphological errors is that this group seems to 

have little, if any, connection with the mother tongue. 

Researchers usually agree that morphological errors are not 

due to L1 interference ;rather, they are due to interferences 

between the other terms of the English subsystem in question. 

They have their origin in intralingual overgeneralization 

(Larsen-Freeman 1976, Dole 1983). 

Unlike syntactical structures, morphological forms, 

are more difficult on the production than on the reception level. 

For example, most learners, will recognize 'wrote' as the past 

of 'write' by its formal resemblance to 'write'. When obliged-

to produce the form themselves, they will generalize and add 
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an -ed ending, instead of using the past form of their 

mother tongue. 

The exclusively intralingual source of morphological 

errors allows us to hypothesize that speakers of several 

languages have little trouble distinguishing which morpheme 

belongs to which languge. There are no examples of pupils 

inserting a morpheme from their native language in their 

performance in English. Moreover, the Hebrew speaker does 

not find English morphology intimidating because he has a 

much more complex system of inflectional morphology in his 

own language. 
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The Difficulties of Learning English 
Syntax for a Hebrew Speaker 

The Linking Verb 'be' 

Hebrew (and Arabic) do not have an overt expression 

for the present tense of • be' , so this form constitutes a 

real difficulty to the pupil. However, considerations of 

frequency and situation demand that this verb be acquired 

at an early stage. Modern teachers agree that the actual 

selection and sequencing for explicit instruction of 

grammatical structures will be guided by the conversational 

needs of the pupils. Difficulties due to mother tongue 

interference can be taken only into secondary consideration. 

Therefore,in spite of the fact that this form seems trouble

some to the beginner, it must be brought up as soon as possible. 

The first point to make is that just as there is 

nothing superfluous in the English, there is nothing missing 

in the Hebrew. In Hebrew (and Arabic) a sentence does not 

need a verb to be complete. The present tense of 'to be' 

does not exist; and when \ • English says 'The man is tall', 

Hebrew would say 'The man tall' .A copula may be added for .empha

sis; however, it is not a linking verb, but a personal pronoun: 

'The man he tall'. The importance of this difference can 

hardly be overstated. Beginning learners of English often 

forget themselves and leave out the verb 'be'. 
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The Verb 1 have' 

•Have' as a main verb is probably the most startling 

structure for the Hebrew speaker, since the idea of 'I have/ 

I do not have' is not expressed by a verb,but rather by 

particles. So if the learner tries to cope with the new 

language by translating 'word for word' or even 'group for 

group' into his mother tongue, there is no point of contact. 

With the verb 'have' there is also a phonological 

mother tongue interference, since there is no equivalent 

in Hebrew and Arabic for the sound fyfj. This causes a 

pronunciation problem on top of the morphological one. 

The Israeli curriculum recommends the American pattern 

for the negative and question forms. Teachers using the 

British version are urged to adapt themselves to the American 

usage. In all other cases, the curriculum is not prescriptive. 

(See 'Geographical Restrictions' p.59 below). 

The verb 'have' is useful in many natural topics of 

conversation. A list of topics includes the following: 

members of the family; toys and pets; the flat; clothing 

and many more. This conversation, however, should in no way 

be concerned with the application of the rule: it should 

concentrate on the lexical items. 

Yes/No Interrogative 

Yes/No interrogative is the question form without 

the use of specific question words. 
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These questions in Hebrew are signalled by intonation alone; 

English questions, on the formal level, are signalled by

word order and intonation. The second language learner will 

have to learn the rule of inversion on the formal level. 

Yet, he will soon familiarize himself to the fact that on 

the colloquial level using intonation alone is perfectly 

acceptable. The whole problem can be classified in Lado's 

category 'Different media: Word .order in one language 

versus intonation in another'. As Lado demonstrated, this 

difficulty is not unique to speakers who transfer between 

Hebrew and English (or vice versa) but can be found also 

in Spanish speakers who study English. 

Yes/No questions are of the utmost importance, being 

indispensible in any communicative activity. Questions are 

the building blocks of human discourse. 

Noun Plurals 

The plural form of nouns causes primarily 

pronunciation problems (which are not our concern here). 

Problems occur only in cases where nouns are singular 

morphologically, but plural syntactically (people, police 

etc.), since the Hebrew accompanying verb will be in the 

singular. The opposite case is of nouns in the plural 

morphologically but singular syntactically. This explains 

the common error of the Hebrew speaker who considers forms 

such as 'news', 'mathematics' and 'series' as plurals. 
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Another category which causes confusion to "beginners 

is nouns which are plural in Hebrew and singular in English. 

Thus, under the influence of Hebrew the learner may say: 

'My face are clean1; 'The sky are blue'; 'The water are cold'. 

Articles 

The definite article in Hebrew and Arabic can only 

partially be equated with the definite article in English. 

In some contexts they fail to correspond and this causes 

many errors. Sometimes Hebrew and Arabic (like other 

languages) use definite articles where the English does not, 

2 and vice versa. In one of their tests, subjects who were 

native speakers of Arabic commonly chose distractors with 

the definite article over the indefinite form. For instance, 

in the sentence "Patience is an important quality in a teacher", 

learners almost invariably chose 'the patience' over 'patience' 

(Perkins and El-Ezaby 1984). 

Since the learner has been exposed in his mother 

tongue to definite articles, he obviously finds them natural 

and will be able to use them productively, even though there 

is no hundred percent correspondence between the two usages. 

The learner's unfamiliarity with the indefinite article 

causes greater difficulty in acquisition; this is discussed 

in a study concerning an adult woman learning English in 

Canada (Hanania and Gradman 1977). In addition, learners 

2. A study is devoted to this particular problem. 
See Kharma (1981). 



44 

will have the problem of hearing the indefinite article, 

both 'a' and 'an', which are less noticeable phonologically 

than the definite article. 

The .above differentiation between definite and 

indefinite articles is not made by Dulay and Burt (1 973; -cited 

in Dulay, Burt and Krashen 1982 pp. 205-206). These research

ers grouped the data on both articles under one category, 

since they apparently considered them as belonging to the 

same acquisition order. 

In sum: there are differences between 'the' and 'a' 

which cannot be masked: learners with a Semitic language 

background will acquire the article 'the', which has a parttial 

equivalent in their mother tongue, at an earlier stage of 

learning than the indefinite article, which is unfamiliar to 

them. 

The commonest Hebrew equivalent of the English 'a' 

is no determiner at all. To remedy this problem, teachers 

prefer to present new countable nouns with 'a' or 'an' as an 

undivisible -unit. The pupil is expected to remember the 

nouns and their indefinite article together. The distinction 

between 'a' and 'an' is a lesser problem; it can be explained 

to beginners and taught through special lexical items beginn

ing with a vowel sound. The following semantic fieldfare 

used in context-embedded activities: 
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1) different nationalities (an Israeli/an Arab/an American/ 
•3J 

an Indian). 

2)parts of body (an arm/an eye/an ear). 

3)fruit (an apple/an avocado/an apricot). 

However, the attention of the students during the activity 

must be maintained on the semantic content (nationalites/ 

parts of body/fruit), not on the appropriate article. 

The rules governing the use of an indefinite article 

are so strange to the Hebrew speaker that they almost defy 

explicit instruction. The distinction will be acquired 

only subconsciously, if at all (i-ulay, Burt and Kr as hen 1982, 

p. 267). Duskova (1969) is pessimistic about the subject 

of articles. She observes a very slow decrease in the 

frequency of some errors, while the usage of others becomes 

fossilized. Errors of this type are the most difficult to 

eliminate, and even as students achieve a near-native command 

of English, they will often continue to make them. 

The use of articles is a common problem to speakers 

of many languages who learn English. Discussing her Czech 

speaking students, Duskova finds that the most frequent errors 

occurred with the use of articles. . There is no article in 

Czech at all. The researcher believes that the omission of 

the article altogether can be viewed as an interlingual 

3. This topic lends itself to cultural information: 
An Englishman has an umbrella; or Ke is an American. 
He is an Indian. 
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interference. Duskova's proportion of errors is higher than 

that of French speaking pupils learning English in Canada 

(Godin 1982). These differences between languages, notwith

standing, all findings indicate how important correct article 

usage is, and how much emphasis should be granted to this 

topic in teaching and in textbook designing. 

Adjectives 

On the linguistic theoretical level the status of 

adjectives in English and Hebrew is different, although 

precise definition is by no means easy either for English or 

for Hebrew. Briefly, the dividing line between a noun and 

an adjective is clearer in English than in Hebrew (although 

in English, too, we may say 'The black in America' or 

'̂'Resurrection of the dead' , a construction in which an 

adjective is used as a noun). 

A comparison between the use of adjective in Hebrew 

and English can be divided into two parts: a)agreement 

b)word order. 

In Hebrew the adjective must agree with the noun it 

modifies by being definite/indefinite and by corresponding 

in number and gender. Like many other languages (Arabic, 

German, French and others), Hebrew declines the adjectives 

as well as the nouns by gender and number. This is not 

problematic for the Hebrew speaker learning English, since 

(according to Lado) moving from a multi-pattern system to 
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one-~pattern system is easy on the learner. This lack of 

agreement could, constitute, however, a difficulty for an 

English speaker learning Hebrew. 

The second aspect of the comparison is word order. 

Referring to difficulties Chinese speakers learning English 

have to encounter, lado discusses word order, which is 

different in English than in Chinese. He names this category--

Same medium, different item: word order. Hebrew speakers 

face a somewhat similar situation: The usual word order 

between adjective and noun in English is reversed in Hebrew. 

Thus, the Hebrew speaker, like the Chinese must adapt to the 

reverse placement of nouns and adjectives. Word order, 

however, is not problematic for the Israeli pupil. 

One aspect of the use of adjectives requires more 

attention, and these are the comparative and superlative 

degrees of comparison. The structure ad.+er+than is 

somewhat difficult for speakers of Hebrew because the 

comparative in Hebrew employs only the word L'jnore1 (not 

obligatory) with no change in the adjective and 'than' is 

often confused with 'from' which is essential in the Hebrew 

comparative construction. The following forms can be used 

in a conversation: 

X is taller than Y (The Hebrew speaker might say 'taller 

from' Y). I am older than you etc. 

Even though he would like to stress its importance, 

the teacher must be careful not to overstress the word 'than'. 
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Special attention should be given to the irregular forms 

of 'good-better1 and 'bad-worse'. 

The structures -er/-est are a noveltjr to a Hebrew 

speaker, but we cannot speak about the interference of 

Hebrew in this instance. 

The Present Tense — Continuous and Simple Aspects 

The concept of different tenses, called 'Present', 

is very difficult for Hebrew speakers. In Hebrew one verb 

form may cover both English uses. Semitic languages rely 

strongly on time expressions (now, everyday) because there 

are no other means to express these two different aspects. 

In English different verb forms without time expressions 

convey two different meanings. The formation,together with 

a great many situational contexts, will provide the meaning. 

Time expressions (time indicators) are only crutches. 

Although the Present Simple is now thought to be 

the more frequently used aspect, classroom situations and 

needs determine that priority be given to the Present 

Continuous — it can be combined very easily with action 

words and activities that the children can perform in the 

classroom and can find interesting to talk about. A very 

common error by the foreign learner is to use the Continuous 

when the Simple is the correct form. For example, the 

Hebrew-speaker will erroneously say 'I am reading the 



49 

newspaper every day1This error may be due to over-anxiety 

in the use of this very 'idiomatic1 aspect or simply to 

having been taught it first. If this is the case, the 

Present Simple should be explained fairly soon afterwards. 

Bringing the two aspects together should not be attempted 

before they are learned in isolation. The students will 

develop a feeling for the contrast between the two tenses 

by listening and participating in English conversation. 

The Present Simple aspect of the verb will be 

clarified through set of contexts, and the pupils will 

intuitively associate between the sentence and the situations. 

Using Present Simple or Present Continuous is a matter of 

context: leading the pupils into a new culture, a new way 

of thinking. If the pupils are placed in the same situations, 

the appropriate sentence will jump to their minds. The 

Present Simple tense also lends itself to teaching at an 

early stage because it allows the description of the day's 

routine at home and in school — topics of interest with 

wide possibilites for classroom discussion. 

4. This is in line with Widdowson's (1978) criticism 
on the excessive use of Present Continuous(also called 
'Progressive'): " I would not normally say when walking to 
the door 'I am walking to the door'. Such utterances are 
redundant since they duplicate the information already-
evident from the situation and sofas natural language it 
sounds strange. In natural language use we do not start 
with a sentence and then look for a situation to match, but 
we are confronted with a situation which requires an 
utterance to extend and make sense of it. There is no point 
asking the question if everybody knows the answer". 
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Soott and Tucker (1974) found that in using the 

Present Simple the most frequent verb error which Arabic 

speaking students made was in the use of the auxiliary and 

the copula, since Arabic has no auxiliary or copula. Unlike 

these interlingual errors, not marking the third person 

singular verb is considered an intralingual error, attributed 

to the pressure from all the other endingless forms. This 

is definitely not a case of mother tongue interference, since 

Arabic (and Hebrew) verbs agree with the subject in person 

5 and number. 

5. Students with a European language background do 
•not face the .;same . problems as Hebrew or Arabic speakers. 

Olsson (1972) testing Swedish native speakers and Grodin 
(1982) reporting about college Francophone students learning 
English regard errors in verbs as mostly intralingual, 
rarely due to mother tongue interference. 
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The Difficulties of Learning English 
Vocabulary for a Hebrew Speaker 

For our purposes English words will be classified 

according to their degree of similarity to Hebrew. 3y doing 

so, we will be following Lado(1957)> who believes that the 

student's native language is a factor of prime importance 

in assessing vocabulary difficulty. 

1. Cognates; The dictionary defines cognates as "derived 

from a common original form; English 'apple' and German 

'apfel' are cognate words"(Webster's New World Dictionary, 

Second College Edition). To suit our needs the scope of 

this definition will be widened to all words that are similar 

in form and meaning, regardless of origin. Latin is the 

best source of cognate words crossing through borders of 

English, French, Spanish, Italian etc. All these European 

languages share thousands of words that are reasonably 

similar in form and meaning. Hebrew speakers are unlikely 

to be familiar with the very large stock of English words 

that are derived from Latin (and Greek). 

It would be falsely assumed, however, that cognates 

are found only between two related languages. Thanks to 

modern communication and media, words now travel across 

borders, and we can observe that word transmission is 

increasing. Naturally, these 'international' words are very 
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easy for the learner. By emphasizing their abundance, the 

teacher can decrease the beginners' level of anxiety. 

Simple words, rather than phrases, predominate in 

Hebrew. This preference very often determines the choice 

for cognates rather than for modernized pure Hebrew 

words (telephone vs. sAx-rAxok). Even though simplicity is 

the natural inclination of the language, loan words are 

regarded as dangerous to the substance of Hebrew by linguis

tic conservatives. Actually, this chauvinistic view is 

not valid, since it is not single words that change the 

character of a language, but rather the inner structure— 

word -order or inflections (Akmajian, Demers and Harnish 

1984). A few examples of adjectives and noun cognates are: 

Adjectives: exclusive, elegant, musical, absurd 

Nouns: bank, sport, text, dilemma. 

2. Deceptive Cognates:̂  Deceptive cognates are words 

similar in form,but different in meaning. Such words may 

be misleading and cause serious problems to Hebrew speakers. 

The group that constitutes these 'false friends' is much 

bigger than one would think. These words;which are similar 

in form are altogether different in meaning, but represent 

meanings that exist in the native language. Levenston (1970 

pp. 237-238) suggests the following examples: 

6. For practical suggestions on how to deal with 
deceptive cognates in the classroom, see Rivers and 
Temperley (1978 pp. 192-197). 
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English Hebrew Usage 

artist a 'wise boy' 

concurrence competition 

gymnasium high school 

report a police 'ticket' 

sympathetic nice (like the French sympathique) 

tramp hitch hike 

Some of the above-mentioned words entered Hebrew 

via other European languages, not English, which explains 

the difference; in meaning. 

However, words that sure similar in form in two lan

guages may be partly similar in meaning: 'assistant' in 

Hebrew is used only for the lowest academic rank, equivalent 

to the American QTJL.; 'film' in Hebrew is used only for a 

camera film,unlike the English usage in which it has a 

broader sense. Likewise, Japanese borrowed the word 'milkr 

from English but restricted it to ''canned- milk' , which does 

not include fresh milk (Lado 1957* p. 84). 

3 -  Different Forms: Under this heading- fall the majority .of 

words. What is meant is simply that the various languages, 

which of course reflect different cultures, have in common 

many meanings, rendered in each language in a different form. 

However, many people naively assume that if we supply the 

translation of a word, we have solved the problem of learning 

new vocabulary. When the learner has to face only the problem 
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of memorizing a new form (the meaning he knows in his mother 

tongue), the difficulty level is moderate. 

As is usual between every two languages there is no 

absolute agreement or parallelism. There are many words 

which the Hebrew speaker must learn to split, since words 

may be similar in only a few and not in all their meanings 

and uses. Levenston (1970 pp. 230-231) mentions the following 

examples: 

The relationship between the uses of a word in one language 

and its common equivalent in another is presented by Levenston 

diagrammatically by two overlapping circles: 

The amount of overlap, and the relative size of the circles, 

will vary according to the degree of translation-equivalence 

and the range of uses of each particular word. 

single term where Hebrew sub-classifies: 

a) Amud — one side of the page (literally: a pillar).. 
page 

b) dAf — both sides of the page (literally: a leaf). 

t/\fkid - duty, role, task 

kAnAy - zealous, fanatic, jealous, envious 

ASJ\ - do, make 

hifriAc - disturb, bother, interrupt 

bAxAr - choose, elect 

It may happen the other way round: English has a 
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a) t/\ri — e.g. "eggs smell bad when they are not fresh". 
fresh 

b) rft'/\nAn — e.g. "you feel fresher after a shower". 

(Yet, there is more to the range of meaning of this item 

as in the sentence "I need a fresh towel", where the Hebrew 

speaker would tend to say a 'new' or 'clean' towel») . 

Only technical words_> such as 'penicillin' (Lado 1957» 

p.85) or antibiotic, and terms for weights and measures 

which are borrowed by many languages simultaneously, can be 

considered equivalent in all their meanings. Even such 

words may undergo variations in meaning that diverge in 

different languages. 

4. 'Strange1 Meanings: Not only are these words different 

in form, but they also represent meanings that are 'strange' 

to speakers of a particular native language due to a 

different perception of reality. 

The anomalies arise from what may be figuratively 

described as the different 'grids' imposed by Hebrew and 

English lexicons on their respective 'mappings' of experience. 

For instance, the semantic area of the Hebrew 'map' 

demarcated by the Hebrew word 'shir' is subdivided into two 

distinct sections in English, one designated by 'poem' and 

the other by 'song'. Thus, Hebrew 'shir' stands in a super-

ordinate relationship as it were, to English poem (-music) 

and song (+music) (Dagut 1977). shir 

poem song 

(-music) (+music) 



56 

The need to readjust our ways of perceiving and 

organizing reality even occurs when nature has provided 

fairly clear evidence for drawing distinctions. Take the 

human anatomy, for example: 

yAd - arm+ hand 

rtgi1 - leg + foot 

£,tsb/ot - fingers or toes. 

This explains why Israelis often say "fingers 

of the foot" (Levenston 1970, pp. 226-227). 

If words in one language do not have exact equi

valents in a second language, it is not out of mere 

perversity, but because languages categorize experiences 

differently (many errors are made by Hebrew speaking pupils 

in referring to articles of clothing). The most common 

example is the one that deals with moving from one place to 

another. 'Go1, 'walk', 'drive' and 'travel' are English 

verbs that help us to describe this different categorization; 

'hAl/vx' , 'tiyfcl' , 'n/\sA', 'nnh/\g' are Hebrew verbs thaf cover 

a similar area of meaning. Yet, there are no exact equi

valents, as the following diagrams (suggested by Levenston 

1970, p. 223) make clear: 
ENGLISH 

travel 

go 

walk run drive 

distance 

general 

HEBREW 

two legs mechanical 

two legs 1 four wheels pleasure 

h'/\lAx 
r/\ts 

nAsA 
n/\h/\g 

tiy 1 
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5. Hew Form Types: Words that are different in their 

morphological construction are the most difficult for any 

student of a new language. For the Israeli student of 

English this is much more of a problem since idiomatic 

two-word combinations are rare in Hebrew and Arabic (Yassin 

1981). Moreover, the phenomenon of particle shifting is 

totally foreign- Even in English particle movement is 

relatively a 'recent' phenomenon and did not exist in Old 

English (Akmajiah, Demers and Harnish 1984, pp.371-373). 

trate the difference between the two languages in regard 

to seemingly simple expressionst 

The verbs 'put on' and 'take off' d.o not have exact 

parallels in Hebrew tor two reasons: 

a) English makes a distinction between the verb 'wear' which 

refers to a state and 'put on' which refers to an activity 

prior- to the state of wearing, whereas Hebrew uses 'IAvâ ' 

for both. 

b) On the other hand, Hebrew uses diffeent verbs for the act 

of'putting on' and 'taking off' various articles, whereas 

English makes fewer differences: 

The following' is an interesting example to illus-

p\it on / wear stockings,socks 

dress/shirt/suit 
glasses 
shoes . 

ring,necklace 
tie 
hat 

JLAVÂ  
hirkiv 
nl̂ M 
gA r/\v 
'A,nAd 
n̂/vv 

Myl\£ 
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In spite of the difficulty involved in idiomatic 

expressions, it is quite common for one language to "borrow 

idioms from another. This trend is so common that it even 

allows acceptance of phrases originating in cultures alien 

and sometimes hostile to the culture of the receiving 

language. Hebrew, which has been widely influenced by 

Standard Average European phraseology, transfers many idioms 

literally. For example there are expressions associated 

with parts of the body such as"I am all ears" and "behind 

7 his back". 

Some idioms cause real confusion, since they are 

superficially similar. Closer examination, however, reveals 

the differences in the words: "let me give you an example" 

in English parallels "let me bring you an example" in 

Hebrew (levenston 1970, p.235). 

6. Different Connotation: These naive-looking words which 

have different connotations in the two languages are the 

greatest trap for the learner of English. They even cause 

pitfalls to native speakers of different dialects. Most 

problems will occur in colloquial language, and even the 

advanced learner may find himself in embarrasing situations. 

7. English has also borrowed a few from Hebrew. 
They have come via the King James version of the Bible: 
"A voice in the wilderness" (Isaiah 4,3); "His face fell" 
(Genesis 4,5)• 
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7. Geographical Restrictions: The curriculum of the Israeli 

Ministry of Education does not dictate which kind of English 

should be spoken in the classroom:American, British, 

Canadian, South African or Australian. The Ministry's 

policy is based on the fact that the Israeli pupil is exposed 

to different kinds of English spoken by tourists, TV speakers, 

etc. The Ministry's approach is reflected in the listening 

comprehension test of the matriculation,in which the text is 

broadcast twice —• once in a U.S. male voice and once in a 

British female voice. Another factor in the open policy is 

the need to accept the kind of English spoken as a mother-

tongue by English speaking immigrants who are teaching 

English in Israel. 

The same impartial policy is applied to textbooks. 

The publication of the Association of the Teachers of English 

says: 

Beyond the fact that British spelling is adopted in 
the textbooks, an attempt has been made to neutral
ize the language used as between American and 
British English respectively. That is to say, an 
intermediate type of usage has been adopted based 
on Standard British and American English together. 
The language of the texts might then most appro
priately be termed Branglish. 

Assuming the teacher will be careful to point out 

to his pupils variations between different styles, the 

Ministry of Education believes that geographical varieties 

8.. Notes and Papers, 3, Publication of the 
Association of Teachers of English in Secondary Schools in 
Israel, Tel Aviv, Autumn 1968. 
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should not cause an insurmountable problem. Lado(1957) 

claims that actually the two varieties of English have never 

been as different as people have imagined, and that the 

dominant tendency, for several decades now, has clearly been 

that of convergence and even greater similarity.̂ ® 

9. Geographical changes are a far greater problem 
in Arabic. Arabic"spoken in North Africa is almost unin
telligible for Israeli Arabs, for example. 

10. Lado (1957» p.5) quotes the following book for 
his allegation: Marchwardt, A.H. and Quirk, R.,A Common 
Language—British and American English, Washington': 
United States Information Agency. 



CHAPTER 4 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Implication for Instruction 
in Elementary Schools 

Modern teaching is pupil-centered, not teacher or 

book oriented,with pupils the center figures of the whole 

educational 'drama', The teacher's role is facilitating 

learning. He or she must develop ways to allow learners to 

become full participants in the learning process. The 

important question is not how much has been taught, but how 

much has been learned. We know from experience that not all 

that is taught is learned, absorbed by the pupils. Learners 

should always be responsible for their own mistakes and for 

their successes as well. They should take responsibility 

for their progress. 

ThP Communicative (or 'Natural') Approach 

According to the communicative approach, pupils— 

at any level, at any stage — should be given the experience 

of communicating meaningfully in real-life situations. They 

must be given the feeling and the conviction that the target 

language is a functional means of communication, not a mere 

school excercise. Anything that can be said in their mother 

tongue can be said equally well in English. To achieve this 

6 1  
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goal, pupils have to use the new language material in real 

life communicaxion situations. They should not learn de

tached, isolated sentences but should combine them for the 

creation of discourse, thus learning how to function in 

realistic situations. They will then become adequate 

questioners as well as answerers. Teachers must help develop 

the pupils' skills and confidence in their communicative 

abilities in order to enable them to interact with others, 

to convey to others what they themselves wish to share. 

Adherents of the communicative approach argue that 

communicative competence can be achieved only by subcon

sciously acquiring the language through active participation 

in real communication that is of interest to the learners. 

Language is acquired most effectively when it is not 

studied in a direct or explicit way; it is acquired best 

when it is used as a vehicle to do something else.̂  

This notion is a 180-degree turn from the audio-

lingual methodology. One of the basic tenets of that 

approach was that language learning is a matter of automatic 

habit formation — a mechanical process. Advocates of 

that approach believed that mastery of the language patterns 

1. Since the focus of interchange should be on the 
message, Chamot (1983) suggests.studying school subjects in 
English for non-native speakers. This implies going beyond 
the level of social communicative skills and teaching aca
demic language skills within the ESI curriculum. Innovative 
and valuable as these ideas may be, they are applicable only 
in a host language environment. With two to four hours, of 
English per week these ideas cannot be implemented in 
elementary schools abroad. 
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would enable the pupils later on to concentrate on the 

content rather than on the form. 

The basic idea of the communicative approach is 

that learners are not' 'loners',but have to work in pairs or 

groups. Drama and role-playing which appeal to young 

pupils' interests and to their natural inclinations (children 

are bom actors) are commonly employed in the method. Role-

playing is a successful technique since it provides situa

tions with information gaps (customers in different stores; 

diners in restaurants; patients at clinics, etc.). In order 

to have real communication there must be some information 

gap, since language is a device for communicating between 

individuals. It implies a 'give and take' based on real 

life situations. Other communicative activities for the 

classroom could be giving directions, apologizing, expressing 

reactions to a visual presentation or problem solving. Any 

realistic conversational situation is appropriate so long 

as the pupils maintain a low anxiety level. They must be 

relaxed enough to enjoy performing in the new language 

because students learn best when they enjoy what they are 

doing. 

Students themselves indicate that they wish to use 

the new language for purposes of real communication. 

Therefore, a teacher should not ask questions to which the 

answer is evident. "What color is the apple?" is not a 

suitable question. Both speaker and interlocuter can see 
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the color of the apple, and obviously no new information is 

transmitted. Instead, life-like situations must be created 

in which language will be used to bridge authentic informa

tion gaps. 

A communicative approach focuses on the goal, not • 

the method. There is no one method, no single set of 

techniques to achieve one's goal. Different modern methods 

can answer the communicative need: Lozanov's 'Buggestopedia', 

Asher's 'Total Physical Response', Gattegno's 'the Silent 

Way' and Gaylean's 'Confluent Learning'. Language teachers 

can choose, experiment, and ultimately adopt any of these 

or others,according to their particular styles and sensitiv

ities, as well as to their pupils' needs and classroom 

conditions. 

Authenticity of .Material 

A teacher who embraces the communicative approach 

will no doubt select his teaching material accordingly. 

Teachers today have at their disposal a rich choice which 

can bring interst and variety to any class. 

The mcs t easily avilable authentic material is the 

newspaper. Newspapers are prê 'ferrable to textbook passages 

that bear no resemblance to what students will read in their 

own language. Using magazines as teaching aids is also a 

common practice in many classrooms. The input is intersting 

and relevant and the acquirer may even 'forget' that the 
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message is encoded in a foreign language. 

•Even young beginners will enjoy the authentic touch 

of a newspaper or a magazine. An assignment to look for 

letters of the alphabet (small or capital) in a paper has 

clear motivational advantages. This will invalidate the 

pupils' belief that you cannot read in a second language if 

you do not have a textbook. Using such materials, they 

will discover the applicability of reading skills to materials 

other than books: street-signs, cereal boxes, T-shirts and 

so on. 

Advertisements make up a major part of any news

paper. Their assest is that they can be used in a beginning 

course. Products available in the first language, and there

fore familiar to the learners, are the logical place to begin. 

Listening to authentic speech can be achieved by 

using radio, television, tape recordings and videotapes.Watching 

a popular TV series in the English lesson,occasionally, will 

change the pupils' perception of what learning is, and will 

make them aware of the fact that learning can take place 

outside the classroom. 

In providing authentic materials}the burden of lesson 

preparation can be shared between teacher and pupils. Even 

the weakest ones can contribute and by doing so feel success

ful. They will readily bring to the class tourist guide

books and hotel brochures,which are always attractive and 

simply phrased. By looking for information, pupils communicate 

with texts. 



The few examples above indicate that communication 

is not limited to speaking only. By supplying authentic 

written texts and writing for real purposes, pupils can 

communicate in speaking, reading and writing. Moreover, 

activities should be so designed that learners are encourag

ed to transfer information from one text type to another, 

i.e., something they hear should be written or spoken about. 

Role of Translation 

Whenever possible, it would be helpful for the teacher 

t'o know the pupil's mother tongue. Such knowledge is 

important since beginners sometimes prefer to respond in 

their native language, or even a mixture of L1 and L2, rather 

"chan in the target language (Terrell 1982, p. 121). Some 

teachers (Krashen 1981, p.106J even advocate the use of the 

mother tongue to enhance communication: the teacher speaking 

in the new language, the pupil answering in the first language. 

Knowing the pupil's mother tongue is advisable not 

only for passive understanding, but also for active usage 

by the teacher; it enables him orjher to translate whenever 

necessary. As the last teaching guideline on the very last 

page of their book, Dulay, Burt and Krashen (1982, p. 269) 

state: "No reference meed be made to the student's first 

language unless the student requests it". My experience has 

been that beginners actually do request it and translate 
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from Their native language anyway. Thus the only effective 

weapon teachers have to combat translation is with trans

lation itself. The translation phenomenon is very common 

with weaker students. The less-able learner constantly 

refers back to the mother tongue; he applies the grammar 

of his language to the second language. He tends to trans

late everything he hears or reads in English into Hebrew, 

and from Hebrew into English. Only as a student's proficiency 

in the target language increases, does he depend more 

regularly on his prior knowledge in the new language. 

Sven though the importance of translation decreases 

as the students progress in their L2 knowledge, it is 

sometimes still necessary in tackling new lexical items. 

No matter how much teachers try to explain the subtle 

meaning of some word, the pupils will always translate it, 

so the teacher had better give the nearest translation, 

tell the pupils it is more or less the same meaning as 

their translation, but not exactly, and use examples, 

hoping the students will eventually grasp the meaning 

of the new item. 

Thus, translation as a means and not as an end 

in itself, and in small doses, is a way of bringing to 

the student's attention points of difference and conflict 

on a semantic and syntactic level. This approach towards 

translation is differ..nt from what was practised in the 

heyday of the Grammar-Translation method. The modern 
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approach is that translation is a useful process at the 

the elementary school level and can be dispensed with 

at a more advanced stage of learning. Rivers and 

Temperley (1978*, p.326) contend: 

It may be argued that even when students are 
taught by direct methods, they often mentally 
interpose this intermediate translation process 
themselves in the early stages. Such mental 
translation usually disappears as a superfluous 
step when students become familiar with the 
language xhrough continual exposure to it. 

Moreover, the teacher can ask for native language equi

valents of certain segments of the message. 3y making 

such quick oral checks of reading and listening compre

hension materials, the teacher is thus enhancing teaching 

effectiveness. Yet, the flow of the communication has 

not been interrupted. 
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Teaching of Grammar 

According to Canale and Swain (1981) grammatical 

competence (together with sociolinguistic competence and 

strategic competence) is a main component of communicative 

competence; if one produces a grammatically incoherent 

2 sentence communication may break down. Canale and Swain 

believe that grammatical competence comprises a major part 

of linguistic ability, yet it is only one of may other 

aspects of communication. Teachers can verify this claim: 

pupils do not learn to communicate when grammar alone has 

been emphasized in their L2 instruction. The weight of 

grammar vis-a-vis the other elements of communicative 

competence, has been overestimated. In reality, speakers 

of foreign languages know that sociolingual and strategic 

competence can compensate for grammatical weakness. 

Younger pupils are not eager to hear about grammar. 

They are not concerned with it, as they are speaking and 

trying to get their point across, to make themselves under

stood. They have a holistic approach (Celce-Murcia 1985) 

which ex definitio cannot work through analysis. They 'pick 

up' or acquire grammar unconsciously. Researchers (Terrell 

1982} Celce-Murcia 1985) agree that learning activities which 

2. Syntactic errors cause misunderstanding: 
a)The bird has eaten or The bird has been eaten (Active vs. 
Passive). 

.b)l was in England for two years or I have been in England 
for two years (Past Simple vs. Present Perfect). 
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encourage the conscious attempt to internalize grammar rules, 

are limited in their usefulness to beginners. Age is, of 

course, a major consideration in the decision about how much 

grammar to teach. Moreover, beginners concentrate on 

vocabulary, and grammar signals are not usually crucial to 

comprehension at that level. 

By suggesting topics (See, for example, pp. 40-50 

above: adjectives, have, Present Simple and Present Continuous) 

which are relevant to students* lives, teachers give pupils 

a free choice in responding. The pupils will not say anything 

that is untrue, unreal or unnatural. The teacher's control 

is limited to suggesting the topics, providing a framework. 

There is a free transfer of learned language to appropriate 

situations in which the speaker adds new, factual information. 

This combines the teacher's control with the pupil's sponta

neity as the latter uses the grammatical features and tries 

to manipulate them. Davidson(1978) explains that communi

cative drills demand semantic understanding and says that 

their linguistic aspect is of secondary importance. This 

embedded grammar leaves the student a great degree of 

autonomy in handling the language. The information he 

supplies takes precedence over the grammar he uses. 

The guiding principle behind this non-formal, 

incidental approach to grammar is that language is acquired 

most effectively when it is not studied in a direct or 

explicit way. After providing comprehensible input in 
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sufficient quantity, the linguistic structure is usually-

familiar, having been subconsciously acquired. The teacher's 

contribution is to instill confidence in the L2 acquisition 

process, to confirm the pupils' intuitive feelings. Some

times the students feel the need to bring up problems, they 

encounter. They have nearly acquired a structure, but class 

discussion can ensure understanding of it. Learners get 

frustrated if adequate opportunities to clarify misunder

standings are not provided. Yet, they should not regard the 

target language as something to be studied formally or 

analyzed grammatically. 

Many modern teachers agree that it is the teacher's duty 

to answer questions that may come up about grammar. Explan

ations of the teacher will satisfy the needs of this 'rational 

generation' often discontented with rote learning. As in 

all other disciplines (math, science, history) explanations 

should be given. However, it cannot be emphasized sufficient

ly that grammar explanations are not to be provided before 

the presentation of the new L2 structure. 

The above approach does not agree with the grammar 

oriented methods: grammar-translation, cognitive based 

methods and audiolingual. In the latter approach all remarks 

about structure were kept as brief as possible. The teacher 

relied mainly on examples and exercises. Experienced teachers 

(Terrell 1982) observed that even if complicated grammar 

structures were learned, pupils did not use their painfully 
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acquired knowledge. Memorizing rules,thus, did not facili

tate the fluency of their speech. Krashen (1981, p.7) adds: 

Current research...supports the hypothesis that 
second language performers utilize the conscious 
grammar extensively only when they have to do 
extreme 'discrete-poini:' grammar tests, tests that 
test knowledge of rules and vocabulary in isolation. 

Since the choice of grammatical items to be presented 

is based on the communicative needs of the students, no 

grammar syllabus exists. Discussing grammar in class simply 

grows out of the pupils* needs and therefore varies from 

one class to another because the sequence of structures 

cannot be fixed. Terrell (1983 p. 175) explains that the 

building block concept (introduction, explanation, practice, 

application, testing) applied to every new structure contra

dicts the communicative approach. Even though grammatical 

structures are separately explained in class, we realize 

that in real-life several structures operate at the same 

time, and isolated structures do not reflect real language 

situations. 

With the shift of emphasis from teaching to learning, 

the teacher's active role is diminished in comparison to his 

major function under the old methods. In those methods he 

guided the pupils* progress and saw to it that new 

structures were introduced in controlled sequence. This has 

changed as a result of the communicative use of the languagê  

with the learner following a natural sequence of dicovering 

the language by himself. 
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Once a structure is discussed, the teacher should 

not practice it in context-free exercises or mechanical 

drills. No oral classroom exercises should be carried out. 

The pupil will preferably encounter the structure in context 

embedded texts and authentic material (as he has done before). 

It may be helpful, however, to give exercises as written 

homework assignments. These are activities that build a 

Monitor and they are most effectively done outside of 

class. A suitable assignment is one that requires students 

to answer questions that will encourage them to use grammar 

that has been dealt with in class. One must keep in mind 

that the main objective is the oral use of the language for 

communication; therefore, written exercises should be kept 

to a minimum. Since grammar is not a goal per se, teachers 

should not evaluate progress in the learning of grammatical 

rules only: a new mode of testing is required. Contextual 

grammar tests, while an improvement, are still tests of 

grammatical competence and do not test communication skills. 

In my teaching experience I have found that most 

pupils (10-15 years old) maintained that their time was best 

spent in acquiring facility in the use of the target language, 

rather than in describing grammatical habits, or in 

memorizing abstract rules. On the other hand, a few pupils 

with, analytical minds became restless unless provided-with 

accurate descriptions and proper generalization of grammati

cal rules. (Teachers must accept the fact that pupils vary 
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in their abilitis and inclinations, and the same instructional 

techniques do not answer everyone's needs). This problem 

can be solved by: avoiding explicit grammar practice, yet 

clarifying grammatical questions when they do arise. The 

teacher definitely should net encourage grammar discussion, 

but neither should it be a taboo topic. 

When clarifying a grammatical concept, it is best 

to have pupils discover the rule by themselves, by the common 

effort of the whole class, each pupil adding one item to the 

final generalization. This generalization may be clearly 

stated or even graphically presented on the board. The 

pupils will remember such rules better because they have 

worked them out themselves. Finding the rule becomes a 

joint, task-oriented effort of the whole class. 

As the learner advances in his knowledge of the 

language, the amount of grammar interest increases (Celce-

Murcia 1985). As grammar varies in its location on the 

second language continuum, we should remember that the study 

of grammar is not appropriate for everyone, and should be 

an optional part of the program. 
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General Observations 

System of Writing 

A discussion of the problems confronting a Hebrew 

and Arabic speaking elementary school pupil learning English 

would not be complete without a reference to the different 

writing systems of the three languages. 

Ferguson (cited by d'Anglejan 1978) explains that 

the use of a similar writing system in two languages tends 

to promote positive transfer, and that basic literary skills 

can often be transferred from one language to the other. 

The fact that Hebrew and Arabic writing systems may not 

transfer readily to English contributes to the burden of 

acquiring literacy in the latter. Iado's(1957» pp.107-108) 

following observation applies to Hebrew just the same: 

...the difference of writing from right to left» 
• is more important than might be suspected. Arabic 
students learning to write English show the 
effects of this difference in .the appearance and 
speed of their handwriting. Even reasonably 
advanced students write English slowly, and their 
work looks insecure and hesitant. This differ
ence in the direction of writing is also a 
factor in the slower reading of English by Arabic 
speakers. 

It is not true that one direction is more natural 

or easier than the other — left to right vs. right to left 

(or vertical vs. the Oriental horizontal). All writing 

systems are natural; it is only that readers will do best 
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what they have been used to doing. The English system of 

writing looks difficult to the Arabic and Hebrew speaker 

because he or she has developed scanning habits from right 

to'left. (This seems to suggest that Japanese pupils, for 

example, will have problems in switching from a vertical 

page to the horizontal.) 

Categories of Errors 

It is intersting to note that poor pupils commit the 

same types of errors as good pupils; the difference is 

quantitative only. 

Furthermore, both groups tend to make a larger 

number of errors when speaking (than when writing), probably 

because of a higher affective filter caused by pressure. 

One cannot overlook the unfortunate fact that some 

errors may be planted in the learners' language simply by 

bad teaching. Inaccurate or misleading explanations or 

demonstrations by the teacher is liable to cause the students 

to commit consistant errors. The source of such errors will 

puzzle the researchers, who will in vain look for inter

lingual or intralingual interference. 

Guidelines for.Textbook Selection 

In spite of the role of mother tongue interference, 

it would be faulty to select language learning materials 

solely by the way they deal with linguistic difficulties 

faced by specific mother tongue speakers. The most important 
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principles to be considered are pragmatic ones: the 

communicative value of the book is more important than all 

syntactic or lexical considerations combined. 

Savignon (1983 pp. 169-175) supplies a comprehensive 

"list of textbook evaluation criteria. She talks about such 

criteria as the organizational framework of the book 

(structural/notional-functional/situational); type of 

approach (inductive/deductive); reading passages and 

exercises. As a matter of fact, any one of the above men

tioned criteria alone outweighs the consideration of mother 

tongue imposed difficulties in considering the choice of an 

appropriate textbook. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

Future research suggestions are longitudinal studies 

of a (hopefully) decreasing reliance on the native language 

by subjects, as they move along the continuum from monolingual 

Hebrew to bilingual Hebrew/English. Researchers could 

concentrate on one or two students by trying to write a 

complete grammar of their speech. Comparison of subjects 

learning English in a free learning situation (e.g., an 

Israeli living in the U.S. for an extended period of time) 

to those learning in a mostly classroom situation (in Israel) 

could add another dimension.to the studies. In conducting 

such studies, modern trends in research should be employed. 

These modern trends advocate going further than the salient 



78 

characteristics of language. They imply looking beyond 

surface syntax as a measure of language mastery and taking 

a wider view of language performance. This includes such 

discourse functions as turn taking and granting, topic shift, 

hesitative phenomena and fillers(Scarcella 1983). 

Since Israel is an 1 immigration' country, many 

children are exposed to another language in their homes. 

Even if the degrees of influence differ, most children are 

surrounded by speakers of some other language. The possibility 

of some interference of another language in addition to the 

Hebrew mother tongue can be taken into account also in 

future research. I would assume that interference from 

3 other language sources will be traceable. 

3. Duskova (1969) mentions that Czech learners who 
have previously learned German tended to use words which 
had identical or similar forms in German and English 
with their German meaning. Duskova adds, however, that 
this interference is a minor factor, and in comparison.to 
the two other factors (interlingual and intralingual errors) 
is quite negligible. I question this remark as my personal 
experience is different. 
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