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ABSTRACT: The present study aimed at investigating the problems of translating articles from 

Arabic into English encountered by a sample of Saudi students. The study employed one data 

collection tool which was a translation test. The test was administered to 25 fresh students at the 

Community College of King Saud University in the first semester of the academic year 2019. The 

examination of the data showed that 57.2% of the students could not translate articles into 

English correctly. There were four main findings with regard to the type of error made by the 

students in the translation of articles into English. These were the overuse of ‘the’, the wrong use 

of ‘a or an’, the omission of ‘the’ and the omission of ‘a or an’. Based on these types of errors, 

the researcher offered some logical explanations. As this difficulty proved to be serious, the 

researcher suggested carrying out some large-scale studies to either confirm the findings of this 

study or add other insights into the topic of the present study. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The translation of articles from Arabic into English, as will be shown by some relevant literature 

later on, proves to be a serious challenge to Arab students. Because the linguistic systems of 

Arabic and English are different (Al- Nakhalah, 2006; Jabak, 2019) due to the fact that Arabic 

and English belong to two different families, English learners, including Saudi students, are 

expected to experience some difficulties in translating articles from Arabic into English. With 

regard to English, there are three kinds of articles, namely the definite article ‘the’ and the 

indefinite articles ‘a and an’ in addition to the zero article or ‘no article’ (Radford, 2004; al-

Sulaimaan et al., 2018).  

 

The differences in the article system of both Arabic and English (Thyab, 2016) can reasonably 

give rise to the difficulty which Arab students encounter when translating nouns which require 

the use of articles or which do not require the use of any article. In Arabic, there is one article 

lexically equivalent to the definite article ‘the’ in English (Almahboob, 2009; Jabak, 2009). We 

call it ‘ ل التعريفأ ’, meaning the defining article. This article is used when a noun is specified, 

regardless of its gender and number (Ionin et al, 2004). The article is also used before adjectives 

qualifying nouns as part of agreement between nouns and adjectives following nouns. For 

example, we say in Arabic ‘الرجل الطويل أخي’ which literally translates into ‘the man the tall is my 

brother’. As can be seen, ‘ ل التعريفأ ’ is added to both ‘رجل’, which is a noun, and ‘طويل’ which is 
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an adjective because there is a rule in Arabic stating that adjectives should agree with the nouns 

which they qualify and follow.  

 

We use no articles in Arabic before nouns, singular and plural, male and female (Bardeas, 2009), 

when they are not specified. We say, for example, ‘ اليد أفضل من عشرة على الشجرةعصفور في  ’ which 

translates into ‘A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush’. The Arabic noun ‘عصفور’ is used 

with no article and the context implies that the reference is to ‘one bird or a bird’. In fact, Arabic 

does not have an equivalent article for the English indefinite articles 'a, and an' (Kharma et al, 

1997; Smith, 2001; al-Sulaimaan et al., 2018), but the context and inflectional markers indicate 

that the noun is unspecified, be it singular or plural. For example, we say ‘ رجٌل صادقٌ أحمد  ’ which 

translates into English as ‘Ahmad is an honest person’. The inflectional marker (  ٌٌ ) on both the 

singular noun ‘ ٌرجل’ and its adjective ‘ ٌصادق’ implies a generic use. Similarly, we say ‘ أحمد و علي

 which translates into English as ‘Ahmad and Ali are loyal friends’. The inflectional ’أصدقاٌء أوفياءٌ 

marker ( ٌٌ ) on both the plural noun ‘ ٌأصدقاء’ and its adjective ‘ ٌأوفياء’ is used to refer to a plural 

noun used in a generic sense and not requiring ‘ ل التعريفأ ’.  We do not use any article before a 

singular or plural noun in Arabic followed by a noun with ‘ ل التعريفأ ’ or to which a detached 

pronoun ‘ضمير متصل’ is added (al-Sulaimaan et al., 2018). For example, we say in Arabic ‘ أحمد

رجل المهام ‘ which translates into ‘Ahmad is the man of the moment’. The phrase ’رجل المهام الصعبة

 .’المهام‘ and the noun with the definite article ’رجل‘ includes a noun with no article ’الصعبة

Similarly, we say in Arabic ‘أحمد صديقي’ which translates into ‘Ahmad is my friend’. The word 

  .is added ’ي‘ is a singular noun with no article to which an attached pronoun ’صديقي‘

 

The Objectives of the Study  

Since there is little research done on the difficulty of translating articles from Arabic into 

English, the present study seeks to bridge this gap and add new insights into the taxonomy of the 

translation errors made in this particular linguistic aspect. Thus, the general aim of this research 

study is to examine how the Saudi undergraduate students of the current study translated articles 

into English and provide reasonable or logical explanations for the errors which the students 

made in the use of articles in their English translations. With this broad aim in mind, the present 

study seeks to achieve the following objectives: 

1- To explore the types of errors made by the Saudi students of the present study in 

translating articles from Arabic into English; 

2- To provide rational explanations for the errors made by the Saudi students of the present 

study in translating articles from Arabic into English; 

3- To propose practical solutions to the problem of translating articles; 

4- To encourage English teachers and translation teachers at Arab universities to draw the 

attention of their students to the importance of learning about articles and how best to translate 

them;  

5- To provide the field of Arabic-English translation research with some significant insights 

into the difficulty of translating articles into English which Arab university students encounter 

when they carry out Arabic-English translation.  
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The Statement of the Problem 

The present research study seeks to answer the following questions: 

1. What types of errors the Saudi students of the present study made in translating articles 

from Arabic into English? 

2. What are the potential reasons behind the difficulty of translating articles from Arabic 

into English? 

3. How can the Saudi students of the present study overcome the difficulty of translating 

articles from Arabic into English? 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

Although there have been a plethora of research studies on the problems and difficulties in 

Arabic-English translation encountered by Arab students, there has not been one such study on 

the difficulty of translating articles from Arabic into English in Saudi Arabia based on an 

extensive review of the literature available on this topic to date. In fact, one of the most 

important linguistic difficulties which seems to be encountered by a big number of Arab 

students, including Saudi students, according to the literature available on this topic, is the 

translation of articles from Arabic into English or vice versa.   

 

To begin with, there is an important recent study on the problems of translating articles in the 

direction of English-Arabic translation.  The study was carried out by al-Sulaimaan et al (2018) 

to investigate the problems of translating definite and indefinite articles from English into 

Arabic. The above study used English samples from English grammar books and gave these 

samples to six MA students majoring in translation to translate into Arabic. The findings of the 

study revealed that there was no formal correspondence between the definite article in English 

and that in Arabic as sometimes the zero article in English could be translated into the definite 

article in Arabic. The above study employed graduate students to perform translation, while the 

present study employed undergraduate students with less experience and exposure to the English 

language than the MA students of the above study. The above study examined the difficulty of 

translating articles from English into Arabic, whereas the present study seeks to investigate the 

difficulty of translating articles from Arabic into English.  

 

Abumlhah (2016) conducted a study on the acquisition of English articles by Najdi Arabic 

speakers and the problems they encountered in the course of their acquisition. Although the topic 

and scope of the study are quite different from the topic and scope of the present study, both 

studies had Saudi participants as their research population. Besides, some findings of the above 

study were similar to those of the present study. For example, the population of the above-study 

overused the definite article in English unsparingly and used the indefinite articles wrongly and 

indiscriminately.   

 

Crompton (2011) carried out a study on Arab students' errors in the use of the definite article in 

English. Despite the fact that Crompton came to the conclusion that Arab students overuse the 
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definite article in English, he could not provide a proper explanation why they do so as he is not 

well-acquainted with Arabic grammar rules that govern the use of the definite article in Arabic, 

nor is he a native speaker of Arabic. One of the rules states that we cannot start a sentence in 

Arabic with an indefinite noun or as we call it in Arabic ' ةر  ك  الن   '. Although his observation was 

correct, Crompton could not go beyond that observation, unlike the present study which will 

show that the majority of the Saudi undergraduate students overused the definite article in their 

English translations as they tended to translate from Arabic, their mother tongue, into English 

both literally and without paying attention to the grammar rules of the target language. The 

observance of the grammar rules of the target language will also be one of the recommendations 

of the present study for overcoming this linguistic difficulty.   

 

Mohammed (2011) conducted a research study to investigate the linguistic problems in Arabic-

English translation encountered by 50 Yemeni translation students, novice translators and 

professional translators. One important linguistic problem which the above study discovered was 

the translation of articles from Arabic into English. The researcher believed that the underlying 

reason behind this difficulty was the participants’ adherence to literal translation. This seems to 

be in line with one of the possible causes for the errors which the students of the present study 

made in the use of articles in their English translations. Moreover, the researcher of the above 

study classified the problems in the translation of articles from Arabic into English into three 

categories which were the overuse of articles, the underuse of articles and the wrong use of 

articles. This taxonomy is very much similar to the taxonomy of the error types of articles 

elicited from the English translations produced by the Saudi students of the present study. The 

above study used different data collection tools one of which was a translation test, and the 

present study employed a translation test as its main data collection tool. A major difference in 

both studies is population. While the above study used three different types of participants from 

Yemen, the present study used Saudi students enrolled in the Common First Semester program at 

Community College of King Saud University. Yet, the nationality, level of study and experience 

of the participants in both studies were not significant variables that impacted the findings of 

either study.  

 
Bataineh (2005) conducted a large-scale study on the errors made by 209 L1 Jordanian Arabic 

speakers in the use of the indefinite articles ‘a and an’. The data were collected from descriptive 

essays written by the participants in the study. Then, the essays were closely examined with an eye to 

spotting errors in the use of the indefinite articles. The findings revealed that the majority of the 

students omitted the indefinite articles most likely because of the influence of their mother tongue, 

Arabic, which does not have these articles. The omission of the indefinite articles ‘a or an’ from the 

Saudi students’ English translations will be one of the key findings of the present study. Furthermore, 

Zughoul (2002) carried out a study with an eye to analyzing the oral production of 25 L1 Arabic 

learners of English at the University of Texas. The study revealed that most errors made by the 

learners in noun phrases were in the use of articles. The errors fell mainly into two distinct groups 

which were the omission of articles and the overuse of articles. This classification of errors in the use 

of articles in English is in line with some of the error types proposed in the taxonomy of errors made 

by the population of the present study in the use of articles in their English translations.  
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Kharma et al (1997) and Smith (2001), pointed out the similarities and differences between the 

article systems in both Arabic and English. They asserted the fact that Arab students make 

mistakes in the use of the definite article and the indefinite articles in English because they 

depend on their knowledge of the article system of Arabic, rather than the article system of 

English. Although these studies focused on analyzing Arab students' errors in the use of English 

articles, they seem to overlook the fact that such errors in the article system can be attributed to 

Arab students' literal translation from Arabic into English to a great extent, as the current study 

will show. Besides, the above-mentioned studies did not explain why Arab students could not 

use the indefinite article in English correctly, whereas the present study will attribute that to the 

fact that there is no Arabic equivalent to the indefinite articles in English. 

 
There was another study carried out by Kharma (1981) who sought to investigate the use of the 

definite article and the indefinite articles in English by 128 L1 Arab students in Kuwait. The study 

used a cloze text with gaps to be filled by the definite article or indefinite articles. The findings 

revealed that the majority of the students overused English articles and omitted ‘a’ and ‘the’ before 

singular nouns. Kharma’s findings are generally in line with the findings of the present study, 

although the research population are quite different and the data collection tool and the scope are also 

different.  Besides, Hawas (1986) and Diab (1997) came to the conclusion that Arab students from 

Kuwait, Egypt and Lebanon tend to overuse the definite article in English. This is in line with one of 

the findings of the present study, as shall be seen later on.  

 

METHODS  

 

Participants 

Purposive, convenience sampling was adopted as the participants were also the researcher’s 

students. Twenty-five Saudi students at the Community College of King Saud University in the 

Common First Semester of the academic year 2019 participated in this study. They were all male 

students taking an extensive English course at the pre-intermediate level. The researcher chose 

those students because they were his students and therefore easy to reach and engage in this 

study. They are also supposed to have some working knowledge of English as students in Saudi 

Arabia start learning English at primary schools until they graduate from college. To ensure 

confidentiality and maintain teacher-student trust, the students were told that their identity would 

remain anonymous, and that the test was meant to be a data collection tool for the present study. 

They were also requested to take the test as seriously as possible and to do their best on it.   

 

Data Collection Tool 

The data collection tool employed for this kind of study was a translation test. The test included 

twenty Arabic sentences which were all taken from Ghazala’s book entitled TRANSLATION AS 

PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS: A Textbook for University Students and Trainee Translators 

(Ghazala, 2014).  Because tests in general tend to yield more natural and practical results than 

any other data collection tools, they have been recently used in translation research and second 

language acquisition research quite extensively. The choice of this particular translation book 
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was made because the book is very common especially in Saudi Arabia, and it has undergone 

substantial revisions by the author so as to keep abreast of the new issues and trends in 

translation in the Arab world.  

  

Data Collection Procedure 

The topic of the current research study required the researcher to look for a reference book from 

which he could select Arabic sentences for the test which would be the main data collection tool 

for the present study. After a laborious search, the researcher decided on Ghazala’s (2014) 

TRANSLATION AS PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS: A Textbook for University Students and 

Trainee Translators to be the source of the Arabic sentences which the population of the present 

study had to translate into English.  

 

The Arabic sentences included in the test all had singular and plural nouns as well as abstract 

nouns so that the students’ knowledge of Arabic and English grammar governing the use of 

articles in both languages would be tested. The researcher administered the test to the students at 

the Community College of King Saud University, and it lasted for one hour. Then, the researcher 

examined the students’ translations and looked for cases where articles had to be used or where 

no articles had to be used. To better understand the difficulties which the students had in 

translating articles into English and the types of error they made in the use of articles, the 

researcher devised some tables to help present the data and the findings of the present study in a 

somehow quantifiable manner.  

 

 

Data Analysis  

After collecting the data from the translation test, the researcher examined them closely and 

developed six descriptive tables to represent the findings in a simple way. The first table was 

named ‘Test analysis in terms of articles’ in which the researcher put the Arabic sentences along 

with the nouns which require articles in the English translation, the number of students who used 

incorrect articles in their translations of each Arabic sentence on the test and finally the 

percentage of the students with incorrect uses of the articles in English compared to the total 

number of the research population. The second table was named ‘Summary of findings.’ This 

table was developed upon close inspection of the students’ English translations which revealed 

four distinct themes. These themes represented the main findings of the study and were presented 

in a table to help readers recognize them quickly and easily. Besides, the themes stand for the 

types of errors made by the students in the translation of articles from Arabic into English.  

  

The remaining four tables listed examples of each error type highlighted in the second table 

above-mentioned. These tables would provide readers with specific examples of recurrent errors 

in the use of articles made by the students of the present study in their English translations of the 

Arabic sentences. So, the third table was named ‘Examples of overuse of ‘the’, the fourth table 

was named ‘Examples of wrong use of ‘a or an’, the fifth table was named ‘Examples of 
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omission of ‘the’ and the sixth table was named ‘Examples of omission of ‘a or an’. These 

illustrative tables represent the specific findings of the present study.  

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS  

 

After closely examining the written performance of the Saudi students on the test, the researcher 

developed six tables to help present the data in some quantifiable form. The first statistical table 

displays the Arabic sentences, the article(s) that should be used in their English translations, the 

number of Saudi students who used the correct article(s) in each English translation and finally 

the number of students who did not use the correct article(s) in each translation. This table would 

help readers identify the cases where the Saudi students of the present study succeeded in using 

correct English articles in their translations and where they failed to use the correct article(s). 

More importantly, the table provides the general finding of the present study. Table 3.1 below 

illustrates this explanation vividly.  

 

Table 3.1 Test analysis in terms of articles  

Ø = no article  

Arabic sentences  Article to use 

in English 

Students with 

incorrect article  

Percentage  

 Ø 2 8%        ال يحبُّ القهوة.

 Ø 0 0% هل يلعُب جون كرة القدم؟

 a’ 13 52%‘ تلقْت مكالمةً هاتفيةً هذا الصباح.

 a’ 17 68%‘ أنا طالٌب.

 a’ 14 56%‘ عندها ُصداٌع.

.كان في المستشفى في األسبوع الماضي  Ø 19 76% 

 Ø 9 36% يعود أخي إلى البيت متأخراً دائماً.

 a’ 13 52%‘ هي ممرضة.

 a’ 14 56%‘ إنّها سيدة محبوبة.

 ’the’ – ‘the‘ يجب على األغنياء أن يساعدوا الفقراء.

or ‘Ø  -   Ø’ 

18 – 16 

 

72% -64% 

 Ø 6 24% اإلنجليزية سهلة الفهم.

 the’ 20 80%‘ نحن مستعدون لشراء المنزل.

 Ø 11 44% الفلسفة مادتي المفضلة. 

 Ø 22 88% أبعد الدواء عن متناول األطفال.

 Ø - Ø 16 – 15 64% - 60% قد يرتكب المترجمون أخطاًء.

 Ø – ‘the’ 17 – 14 68% - 56% تشرب منى حليباً في الصباح.

  the’ – ‘the’ 11 – 11 44% - 44%‘ كسر الولد النافذة.

 Ø – ‘a’ – ‘a’ 15 -25 – 15 60% - 100% - 60% النجاح في االمتحان أمر صعب.

 a’ 23 92%‘ الصديق الحقيقي ال يخون.

 a’ 16 64%‘ اشترى البنته سيارة. 

Mean 57.2% 
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The above table shows that most of the students of the present study (57.2%) failed to provide 

the correct article(s) in their English translations of the Arabic sentences. This also means that 

the translation of this important linguistic aspect is really hard for most of the students.  As can 

further be detected, most of the students failed to provide the definite article, the indefinite 

article(s) and the zero article (no article) in their English translations more or less in an equal 

degree. This possibly means that the whole article system in English is either unclear to the 

majority of the students or hard to understand and follow.  

 

There are two cases in above table that represent extreme cases which merit special 

consideration. The first case is the second Arabic sentence ‘ م؟هل يلعب جون كرة القد ’ which did not 

present any difficulty to the students as all of them translated the Arabic phrase ‘كرة القدم’ into 

English as ‘football/soccer’ without using any article before it, thus making no mistake in the use 

of articles. The second case is the Arabic sentence ‘النجاح في االمتحان أمر صعب’ which seemed to be 

the hardest one to render into English correctly as none of the students could provide the correct 

article in English for the Arabic noun ‘االمتحان’ whose English equivalent should be ‘a test’. In 

fact, all the students chose to write ‘the test’ instead of ‘a test’, thus translating the Arabic phrase 

 literally. This means that literal translation is the method students turn to when they are ’االمتحان‘

not sure how to translate a specific phrase from Arabic into English. It could also mean that the 

students’ mother tongue has a great influence on their translation outputs and that their linguistic 

competence in English is poor.    

  

The second statistical table developed by the researcher after carefully examining and analyzing 

the data was a summary of the specific findings on the type of difficulty or error in the 

translation of articles from Arabic into English. Table 3.2 below represents a proposed taxonomy 

of the error type in the translation of articles from Arabic into English based on a close 

examination and a thorough analysis of the English translations produced by the students of the 

present study. As such, the table categorizes the specific findings of the present study and 

includes three columns which are the type of error, the number of students making this error and 

the percentage in relation to the overall number of students participating in this study. As 

indicated earlier, a close scrutiny of the Saudi students’ English translations of the Arabic 

sentences provided in the test revealed four main categories or themes which were properly 

labelled as follows: 

1. Overuse of ‘the’; 

2. Wrong use of ‘a or an’; 

3. Omission of ‘the’; 

4. Omission of ‘a or and’.   
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Table 3.2 Summary of findings  

Type of error  Number of students making 

this error 

Percentage  

Overuse of ‘the’ 15 60% 

Wrong use of ‘a or an’ 6 24% 

Omission of ‘the’ 16 64% 

Omission of ‘a or an’ 19 76% 

 

Overuse of ‘the’ 

As Table 3.2 above shows, 15 out of 25 students used ‘the’ in their English translations of the 

Arabic sentences unnecessarily or excessively, thus making the English translations sound 

grammatically incorrect. One possible reason for the overuse of the definite article could be the 

fact that the equivalent noun in Arabic has ‘أل التعريف’ which is equal to ‘the’ in English. This 

might have tempted the students to provide the definite article ‘the’ for all the nouns in the 

source sentences which have ‘أل التعريف’ before them. Upon examining the English translations of 

the students, the researcher was able to identify this type of error which recurred quite often in 

the translations. The following table outlines the cases where the students overused the definite 

article in their English translations.  

 

Table 3.3 Examples of overuse of ‘the’ 

Arabic sentence Students’ English translation  

 .He was in the hospital last week كان في المستشفى في األسبوع الماضي.

 .The rich people have to help poor people يجب على األغنياء أن يساعدوا الفقراء.

  .The English is easy to understand اإلنجليزية سهلة الفهم.

 .The philosophy is my favorite subject لفلسفة مادتي المفضلة.ا

  .Keep the medicine away from children أبعد الدواء عن متناول األطفال.

 .Maybe the translators make mistakes قد يرتكب المترجمون أخطاًء.

  .Mona is drinking the milk in the morning تشرب منى حليباً في الصباح.

 .Pass the test is hard النجاح في االمتحان أمر صعب.

 .The real friend does not betray .الصديق الحقيقي ال يخون

 

It is worth mentioning that the definite article ‘the’ was italicized in the table to make it easy for 

readers to detect or spot the error. As the above English translations clearly show, the students 

who produced them used the definite article ‘the’ indiscriminately. This overuse of the definite 

article may mean that the students lack linguistic competence in English and they do not know 

where to use the definite article ‘the’. It could also mean that their mother tongue, Arabic, has 

such a great influence on their written production of English that they follow its grammar rules 

rather than the grammar rules of English. Another valid explanation for the overuse of the 

definite article ‘the’ in the students’ English translations can be the students’ strict adherence to 

literal translation. It should be stressed that the researcher typed the students’ English translations 
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as they appeared in the test sheets without any change so that academic honesty and integrity are 

strictly observed.  

 

Wrong use of ‘a or an’ 

The second category of errors in the translation of articles from Arabic into English which was 

also detected upon examining the students’ English translations was the wrong use of the 

indefinite articles ‘a and an’. Table 3.4 below presents the cases where the students made this 

type of error. The indefinite article ‘a’ was italicized in the table to make it easy for readers to 

see the error. Upon examining these cases, it becomes obvious that the students who produced 

the English translations used the indefinite article 'a' both wrongly and unnecessarily. One logical 

explanation for the difficulty in the use of the indefinite article is that Arabic does not have an 

equivalent article for the English indefinite articles 'a, and an' (Kharma, 1981; Kharma et al, 

1997; Schulz, 2004; Smith, 2011). 

  

Table 3.4 Examples of wrong use of ‘a or an’ 

Arabic sentence Students’ English translation  

 .He likes a coffee يحُب القهوة.

 .We are ready to buy a house ون لشراء المنزل.نحن مستعد

 .boy broke a window كسر الولد النافذة.

 .He was in a hospital last week كان في المستشفى في األسبوع الماضي.

 .Pass the test is hard النجاح في االمتحان أمر صعب.

 

The absence of an indefinite article in Arabic may account for the wrong use of the indefinite 

article ‘a’ in the students’ English translations of the above Arabic sentences. This wrong use of 

the indefinite article ‘a’ can simply be attributed to the students’ lack of linguistic competence in 

English.  

 

Omission of ‘the’ 

The third category of errors in the translation of articles from Arabic into English which was also 

detected upon examining the students’ English translations was the omission of the definite 

article ‘the’ where its use was grammatically required. Table 3.5 below outlines the cases where 

the students omitted the definite article from their English translations, hence making the 

translations sound grammatically erroneous. The noun before which the definite article ‘the’ was 

omitted by the students was italicized in the table to make it easy for readers to identify the place 

of the error.  
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Table 3.5 Examples of omission of ‘the’  

Arabic sentence Students’ English translation 

 

 .We are ready to buy house نحن مستعدون لشراء المنزل.

  .Mona is drinking the milk in morning تشرب منى حليباً في الصباح.

 .boy broke window كسر الولد النافذة.

 

One possible explanation for the omission of the definite article ‘the’ from the students’ English 

translations could be their lack of linguistic competence in English. This might have made them 

hesitate and finally decide not to use any article before the italicized words in the above table. 

Another possible explanation for the students’ omission of the definite article ‘the’ from their 

English translations could be the students’ indifference to grammar rules governing the use of the 

definite article ‘the’, probably because they think it is a functional word which can be omitted 

without affecting meaning. Because 64% of the students omitted the definite article from their 

English translations, it can be inferred that the students’ linguistic knowledge of English 

grammar rules with regard to the uses of the definite article is poor.  

 

Omission of ‘a or an’   

The fourth category of errors in the translation of articles from Arabic into English which was 

also detected upon examining the students’ English translations was the omission of the 

indefinite article ‘a or an’ where it had to be used. Table 3.6 below presents the cases where the 

students omitted the indefinite article from their English translations, thus making the sentences 

look and sound ungrammatical. The noun before which the indefinite article ‘a’ was omitted by 

the students was italicized in the table to make it easy for readers to identify the place of the 

error.  

 

Table 3.6 Examples of omission of ‘a or an’ 

Arabic sentence Students’ English translation  

 .She have call phone thes morning مكالمة هاتفية هذا الصباح. تلقتْ 

 .I am student أنا طالٌب.

  .I have headache عندي صداٌع.

 .She is nurse هي ممرضة.

  .She is lovely girl إنها سيدة محبوبة.

 .He pay new car for his daughter اشترى البنته سيارة. 

 .Friend true not betray قي ال يخون.الصديق الحقي

 

One logical explanation for the omission of the indefinite article from the students’ English 

translations in the above table is that Arabic does not have an equivalent article for the English 

indefinite articles 'a, and an' (Kharma, 1981; Kharma et al, 1997; Schulz, 2004; Smith, 2011). 

The lack of the indefinite article in Arabic might have caused the students not to use an indefinite 

article in their English translations, believing that English rules are similar to Arabic rules with 
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reference to the article system in general and the use of the indefinite article in particular. 

Because 76% of the students omitted the indefinite article from their English translations, it can 

be inferred that the students’ linguistic knowledge of English rules with regard to the uses of the 

indefinite articles ‘a and an’ is poor and inadequate.  

 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

  

It has become clear that the translation of articles from Arabic into English presented a serious 

difficulty to the Saudi students of the current study. The general finding that 57.2% of the 

students had difficulty translating articles from Arabic into English makes the present study 

significant for research on challenges and/or difficulties in Arabic-English translation. Besides, 

the proposed taxonomy of the types of errors made by the students of the present study in the 

translation of articles into four major groups or types is the most important contribution of the 

present study. These error groups were the overuse of ‘the’, the wrong use of ‘a or an’, the 

omission of ‘the’ and the omission of ‘a or an’. A close examination of the data revealed that 

60% of the students overused the definite article in their English translations, 24% of the students 

used the indefinite article wrongly, 64% of the students omitted the definite article from their 

English translations and 76% of the students omitted the indefinite article from their English 

translations.  

 

Based on the findings of the present study, the researcher suggests that more large-scale studies 

be conducted on the difficulty of translating articles from Arabic into English or vice versa to get 

more insights into this foridable difficulty and see if similar or different findings would emerge. 

As was inferred from the types of errors detected in the students’ English translations, the 

students lacked linguistic competence in English, and they did not know where to use the definite 

article ‘the’ and the indefinite article ‘a or an’, either. Another significant factor in the students’ 

mistakes in the use of articles in their English translations could be the dominant influence of 

their mother tongue, Arabic, on their written production of English. That profound influence 

might have caused the students to follow Arabic grammar rules rather than English grammar 

rules when they carried out translation from Arabic into English.  

 

Finally, the researcher believes that the difficulty of translating articles from Arabic into English 

can be minimized or overcome when translation professors at Saudi and Arab universities 

familiarize their students with the article system of both Arabic and English through providing 

them with Arabic texts showing the various uses of articles along with their English translations. 

Translation professors or teachers can also give students more practice in the direction of Arabic-

English translation with an emphasis on the translation of articles so that students become more 

competent in this important linguistic aspect of the English language and how to use it correctly 

in Arabic-English translation.    
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Appendix A 

Translation Test 

Student Name (Optional):                                                                              Date: 10/09/2019 

 

Translate the following sentences into English.  

        ال يحبُّ القهوة. .1

 هل يلعُب جون كرة القدم؟ .2

 تلقْت مكالمةً هاتفيةً هذا الصباح. .3

 أنا طالٌب. .4

 عندها ُصداعٌ. .5

 كان في المستشفى في األسبوع الماضي. .6

 يعود أخي إلى البيت متأخراً دائماً. .7

 هي ممرضة. .8

 ها سيدة محبوبة.إنّ  .9

 يجب على األغنياء أن يساعدوا الفقراء. .11

 اإلنجليزية سهلة الفهم. .11

 نحن مستعدون لشراء المنزل. .12

 الفلسفة مادتي المفضلة.  .13

 أبعد الدواء عن متناول األطفال. .14

 قد يرتكب المترجمون أخطاًء. .15

 تشرب منى حليباً في الصباح. .16

 كسر الولد النافذة. .17

 النجاح في االمتحان أمر صعب. .18

 الصديق الحقيقي ال يخون. .19

 اشترى البنته سيارة.  .21


