
 

106 

 

ORAL COMMUNICATION CHALLENGES IN ARABIC FOR NON-

NATIVE SPEAKERS 

 

Dr. Abduzahir Ali 

Alfrganus University 

 

Abstract. While mastering Arabic script and grammar is a significant 

achievement, the transition to fluent oral communication remains the most daunting 

task for learners. This article explores the specific phonetic, sociolinguistic, and 

psychological barriers that hinder spoken proficiency in Arabic. 

 

1. The Phonetic Paradox: Articulation vs. Meaning 

One of the primary hurdles in spoken Arabic is the presence of pharyngeal and 

emphatic consonants. For non-native speakers, especially those from Indo-European 

language backgrounds, producing sounds like “ح” (ḥ), “ع” („ayn), and the emphatic 

set (ص, ض, ط, ظ) requires muscles that are rarely used in their native phonology. 

The Risk of Miscommunication: A slight error in the place of articulation can lead 

to a complete shift in meaning. For example, the word qalb (heart) vs. kalb (dog) or 

ḥalla (to solve) vs. halla (to arrive). 

The Vowel Gap: In spoken Arabic, the "elision" or dropping of short vowels in 

rapid speech makes word boundaries difficult for learners to identify. 

2. The Diglossic Divide: Fusha vs. Ammiya 

The most unique challenge in Arabic oral communication is diglossia. Students 

typically learn Modern Standard Arabic (MSA/Fusha) in academic settings. However, 

no one uses Fusha as a native language for daily chores, emotional expression, or 

street navigation. 

"A learner proficient in MSA may understand a political lecture but find 

themselves linguistically paralyzed in a Cairo marketplace or a Dubai cafe." 

This creates a "Communicative Vacuum" where the learner feels that the 

language they studied is "dead" in practical, social contexts. 

3. Morphological Processing Speed 

Arabic's root-and-pattern system is elegant in writing but complex in real-time 

speech. In English, one might simply add "-ing" or "-ed." In Arabic, the speaker must 

instantly apply a specific "template" to a three-letter root to change the tense, voice, or 

mood. This internal "mental computation" often leads to long pauses during 

conversation, disrupting the flow of speech. 

4. Psychological Barriers and "Pragmatic Failure" 

Arabic culture is highly idiomatic and high-context. Oral communication relies 

heavily on: 
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Theophanic Expressions: The frequent use of religious phrases (Insha’Allah, 

Mashallah) which carry social nuances beyond their literal meaning. 

Honorifics: Choosing the correct title (e.g., Ustadh, Ya basha, Hadratak) based 

on the listener's social status. Failure to use these correctly often makes the speaker 

appear culturally distant or even rude, even if their grammar is perfect. 

5. Solutions for Modern Educators 

To bridge these gaps, Dr. Abduzahir Ali recommends: 

1. Early Dialect Integration: Introducing high-frequency colloquial phrases 

alongside MSA from the first semester. 

2. Audio-Lingual Shadowing: Using recordings of native speakers to 

mimic the rhythm and intonation (prosody) of Arabic. 

3. Task-Based Learning: Moving away from grammar drills toward "Real-

Life Tasks" (e.g., negotiating a price or resolving a misunderstanding). 

Conclusion 

Speaking Arabic is not merely about vocabulary; it is about navigating a complex 

landscape of sounds and social identities. By acknowledging the reality of diglossia 

and focusing on phonetic precision, we can empower students to move from silent 

learners to confident communicators. 
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