
Paper—Teaching Antonyms to Arabic-Speaking EFL Learners 

Teaching Antonyms to Arabic-Speaking EFL Learners 

https://doi.org/10.3991/ijet.v14i18.11198 

Abdel Rahman Mitib Altakhaineh 
()

 
Al Ain University of Science and Technology, Abu Dhabi, UAE 

abdelrahman.takhaine@aau.ac.ae 

Maram H. Hajjo 
Al-Andalus Private Academy, Al Ain, UAE 

Abstract—This study investigates the impact of different teaching tech-

niques, e.g. projecting pictures using an overhead projector and the traditional 

way of teaching, in improving Arabic-speaking EFL learners‘ production of an-

tonyms in English. A production test was administered, including 20 pairs of 

antonyms, to assess the students‘ knowledge of English antonyms before the in-

structional intervention. To this end, 40 grade six students were divided into 

two groups: treatment and control. After the instructional intervention, a Pic-

tionary Test was implemented, including 10 pairs of antonyms as post-test to 

determine if projecting pictures via an overhead projector can be an effective 

technique in increasing students‘ production of English antonyms. The results 

showed that the number of accurate answers provided by the treatment group 

(who were taught using pictures via overhead projector) was higher than that 

provided by the control group (who were taught via the traditional method). 

This suggests that the former teaching technique may have played an important 

role in their performance on the test. It can be concluded that teaching via over-

head projector with pictures seems to be an effective instructional intervention 

in teaching English antonyms. 

Keywords—Linguistics, semantics, antonyms, teaching techniques, technology 

in teaching, Arabic-speaking EFL learners 

1 Introduction 

Studying sense/lexical relations between words is one of the most significant topics 

in Applied Linguistics, specifically to those who are interested in teaching the most 

common ones. i.e. synonymy, antonymy, homonymy among others. One of the most 

important lexical relations is antonymy, which is a sense relation between words with 

opposite meanings. As believed in [1], human thinking and language are closely relat-

ed; thus the significance of antonyms in human thinking processes is inevitably re-

flected in language. This means that there are numerous numbers of contrasting lexi-

cal items, antonyms, in human languages. Learning word opposition is a very useful 

tool for Arabic-speaking EFL learners for both speaking and writing. Thus, the acqui-

sition of antonyms facilitates learning new words. This acquisition also helps EFL 
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learners to understand the main idea of text or speech as well as to be precise in writ-

ing. Giving a list of antonyms would be one of the most effective strategies to learn 

new words, since it accelerates the process of learning lexical items and makes the 

retention of words better and easier. The acquisition of antonym has received much 

attention in the last decade [2]. Many researchers [3], [4], [5] have focused on the 

acquisition of antonyms by English-speaking learners. Yet, a few researchers have 

addressed the acquisition of antonyms by second language learners of English. Con-

sequently, the purpose of this study is to examine one technique in teaching antonyms 

to Arabic-speaking EFL learners and to determine whether this technique is effective.  

2 Background 

2.1 What is antonym? 

As defined in [6], antonym is the name for oppositeness relation. Antonym vs. syn-

onym is an example of two lexical units with opposite meaning. It is defined as "a 

binary relationship between terms with complementary meanings" [7]. For example, 

male vs. female and husband vs. wife are complementary antonym. Furthermore, An-

tonyms are opposite pairs that 

 Are semantically incompatible; they cannot simultaneously refer to the same thing 

 Are in a relation of minimal semantic difference [8]. The example tall vs. short 

which illustrates that the human being cannot be tall and short concurrently. How-

ever, as stated in [5] that without specific contextual information to the contrary, 

blue and red are incompatible but not antonymous since they contrast with other 

colours (e.g., green or yellow) at the same taxonomic level. So, antonyms are lexi-

cal units that have the same word classes with opposite meaning such as tall vs. 

short (adjective / adjective) and reject vs. accept (verb/verb).  

As noted in [9], antonym relations are more central to the adjective classes than to 

other classes. This means that various parts of speech can be used as antonyms such 

as nouns, e.g. prey/predator, verbs, e.g. push vs. pull and adverbs, e.g. carefully vs. 

carelessly. Nevertheless, adjective class is the most widely used antonyms among 

other classes.  

Structurally, antonyms can be divided into root antonyms i.e., antonyms of differ-

ent roots, e.g. happy vs. sad, and derivational antonyms i.e., antonyms of the same 

root, e.g. happy vs. unhappy. Similarly, we compare in this study pairs of antonyms 

with distinct lexical roots and those derived by affixation, i.e., lexical and morpholog-

ical antonyms, e.g., small/large and happy/ unhappy respectively [10].  

2.2 Previous studies on the importance of pictures in teaching vocabulary and 

the acquisition of sense relations and 

As stated in [11] Dual Coding Theory (DCT) emphasized the importance of image-

ry in the cognitive process of comprehending words and their meanings. Similarly, 
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using visual aids, and demonstration help learners in acquiring new vocabulary, be-

cause ―our memory for objects and pictures is very reliable and visual techniques can 

act as cues for remembering words‖ [12].  

With regard to the acquisition of new vocabulary, it is stated in [13] that many fac-

tors determine the easiness and difficulties of a vocabulary it is as much as similarity 

to L1, similarity to English words already known, connotation and appropriate use 

respectively. According to the first factor, some lexical items have the same form as 

well as same meaning to the learner‘s first language. For example, English cotton and 

Arabic qutun ‗cotton‘ have the same meaning and form. It is important to note that not 

all words of the same form and meaning have the same usage in Arabic and English, 

e.g., English alcohol and Arabic word al-kuhl, ‗black powder‘ probably cause er-

rors—this is the reason that make some words to be called as fake friends. The pro-

cess of acquiring the second language rapidly, due to the similarities between L1 rules 

and L2 rules, is called positive transfer. Thus, the similarity to L1 could confuse the 

EFL learners rather than facilitate learning new lexical items for them. Another factor 

is similarity to English words already known. This factor helps EFL students to identi-

fy the meaning of unfamiliar words by associating them with English words they 

already know. For example, learners who know the meaning of the word friendly are 

able to guess the meaning of the word unfriendly. In addition, EFL learners must 

understand the connotation of the word in order to overcome the misunderstanding of 

certain words. Some words have the same literal meaning; whereas, they differ in the 

inferred meaning, i.e. connotation. Before using the word, EFL learners have to know 

whether the word has positive or negative connotation to the first language speaker. 

For instance, confident and proud are positive while egotistical is a negative way of 

looking at self-confidence as it indicates something that borders on self-centeredness. 

Therefore, EFL learners have to be careful while using the words with similar mean-

ings because each word conveys a specific attitude. Furthermore, there is another 

problematic aspect which is using the lexical items correctly, i.e. appropriate use. EFL 

learners could be able to use the word appropriately if they know that the exact usage 

of the word is limited to a particular context. For example, the meaning of the word 

pushing differs from one context to another. The word ―pushing‖ means almost in the 

following sentence ―He is pushing fifty‖. Elderly people only use former sentence, but 

young people do not use it as well as they do not say the following sentence ―he is 

pushing there!‖ [14]. 

As indicated in [15], the acquisition of antonyms requires knowledge of relation-

ships among words and thus has been fruitfully used as an indicator of both breadth 

and depth of vocabulary knowledge. In other words, acquiring antonyms could be 

helpful for non- native learners since it facilitates acquiring a number of vocabulary 

words. It is noted in [16] that although some words do not have antonyms (for exam-

ple, tree), the use of polarity in defining words sets clear parameters in meaning. 

When learners recognize words with opposite meanings, this recognition offers for 

them easy to understand dimensions and features that cause differences between pair 

of opposite words. For instance, when the antonym big vs. small is acquired, EFL 

learners know that the size is the characteristic that differentiates the two words. Also, 

when the antonym gather vs. disperse is acquired by EFL learners, this example helps 
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the learners to know that aggregation is the dimension that makes them opposite. The 

use of antonyms can be one of the most powerful tools in vocabulary instruction [17].  

There are three fundamental types of antonym: contradictories (complementaries), 

contraries (gradable), and reciprocal (converse) terms [6]. These types are subsets of 

root antonym. The antonym pairs like girl vs. boy; dead vs. alive considered as con-

tradictories which have no middle ground; The antonym pairs like big vs. small; 

transparent vs. opaque are classified as contraries that indicate gradations; and the 

antonym pairs like buy vs. sell; gather vs. disperse are opposite words that have re-

versal relationship and are known as reciprocal terms.  

In contrast, as suggested in [17] drawing a distinction between polar antonyms and 

scalar antonyms for teaching purposes. The words with opposite meanings such as 

husband vs. wife; buy vs. sell are categorized as polar antonyms which do not allow 

intermediate terms. Likewise, one word‘s assertion completely refuses another word‘s 

possibility. Two main types of anonyms, the contradictories and the reciprocals, are 

regarded as polar antonyms. However, words like gigantic, big, large, small and tiny 

refer to gradations between extremes and are known as scalar term. This scalar term 

may be taught through semantic gradient. When the instructor uses this instructional 

technique, (s)he will ask students to use a gradient to order lexical items from one 

scale to the other. For example, the instructor draws a line between the word hot and 

the word cold in order to make the students write tepid and cool on the line which 

shows the relatedness between the words. It is introduced in [17] that an alphabetic-

generative activity that requires students to use their vocabulary knowledge and a 

dictionary, thesaurus, or synonym/antonym dictionary. There are a range of steps that 

the teacher follows in this activity. First, the teacher chooses words that start with the 

same letter. Then (s)he draws a two-column table that displays antonyms of second 

language on the first column. Students start completing the table regardless of the 

availability of references. Five minutes later, the teacher gives them references to 

facilitate the answer for them. After that, the teacher discusses their answers and ex-

plains them. Finally, the students keep the tables as reference in their vocabulary 

notebooks. For example, the words fail, forbid, forget, fraction and front are chosen 

by the teacher as target words. Then the teacher shows words like succeed, allow, 

remember, whole and back to the students. These antonyms are presented without the 

target words. Thereafter, the teacher tells the students that all target words begin with 

the letter f, so they have to guess these words. The best way to use this activity with 

children is group work or whole class. On the other hand, the most suitable way for 

adults to learn the meanings of the words is by providing them with a word list. 

Finally, as reported in [18], the acquisition of sense relations, e.g. synonyms, anto-

nyms etc. by Arabic speaking EFL learners has not given due attention in the relevant 

literature. Consequently, the ability of 40 Saudi EFL learners to produce synonyms 

and in turn investigate their acquisition of synonymy was examined in [18]. Data was 

elicited via a translation test. The results demonstrated that the Advanced learners 

scored higher than their intermediate learners‘ counterparts. Nonetheless, both groups 

encountered difficulties in producing English synonyms which were ascribed to lack 

of awareness of the different shades between the synonyms in English, L1 interfer-

ence, lack of focus on the acquisition of vocabulary in schools in Saudi Arabia among 
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others [18]. It was recommended [18] that more studies are needed to discover meth-

ods to facilitate teaching sense relations, e.g. antonymy.  

Drawing on the previous literature, it can be suggested that more studies are needed 

to determine the effective techniques to teach English antonyms to EFL learners, 

taking into account the importance of acquiring antonyms to enhance the learners‘ 

communicative competence. The current study aims to bridge this gap, specifically, 

by examining the effective technique(s) used to teach English antonyms to Arabic-

speaking EFL learners. This study provides answers to the following research ques-

tions: 

 To what extent can 40 Arabic-speaking EFL learners improve their production of 

English antonyms using an overhead projector with pictures? 

 Do the treatment group A (i.e. using pictures on an overhead projector) perform 

better than the control group B (i.e. using traditional way of teaching) in learning 

English antonyms? If yes, how? 

3 Methodology 

3.1 Sample  

The participants of this study are 40 female EFL learners in grade 6 (12 years old) 

at Al-Andalus Private Academy, Al Ain, UAE. They were chosen due to the fact that, 

at this grade, EFL learners in the UAE start to learn more difficult antonyms and start 

using them in real life. The participants are also taught by the second author who 

knows their level and is familiar with the difficulties these students encounter at this 

stage. They were divided into two groups: 20 in the treatment group and 20 in the 

control group. To make sure that the two groups were homogenous, a production test 

of 20 items was conducted before the experiment took place as a baseline assessment. 

The items that had not been answered by any of the students were used during the 

treatment and after in the test. These items were used along with other words during 

the treatment.  

3.2 The activities 

Group A and Group B had been taught antonyms for one week. Based on their abil-

ities, group A (i.e. treatment group) students were equally divided into 5 sub-groups. 

The reason for sub-groups is encouraging students to share ideas. In this regard, as 

reported in [19] that: group work, role playing and interviews … encourage shy stu-

dents to participate and discuss their opinions with their classmates instead of only 

with teachers. Employing various techniques in the classroom also challenges students 

and caters for diversity in students‘ learning styles. 

These groups were instructed by displaying slides of different pictures via over-

head projector. Each slide included two visual images with a word describing one of 

these images. These groups had to produce the opposite meaning of the word by look-
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ing at the other picture. These pictures were used to prompt answers from the stu-

dents. When students faced difficulty identifying the opposite meaning of the words 

through pictures, they were given an iPad to use an online dictionary. During the 

teaching session, subgroups of 4 students worked on different activities such as anto-

nym matching board, Jigsaw puzzle, antonyms crossword puzzle and Pictionary 

game, i.e. a guessing word game by drawing the things that we want to know. All 

these activities consisted of pictures helping the students to expand their knowledge of 

English antonyms in a fun way.  

On the other hand, group B students (i.e. control group) were traditionally instruct-

ed for one week and they were also taught in groups. These students were instructed 

using direct instruction, i.e. lecturing method of teaching. The words were uttered in 

front of them, and they had to guess the antonyms. When they struggle to guess the 

antonyms, the teacher wrote the meaning of the words on the whiteboard. During the 

teaching session, the students were asked to answer a matching worksheet. This work-

sheet was composed of 10 pairs of antonym without picture cues. The moment the 

students had difficulty in answering the matching worksheet, they were given printed 

dictionaries.  

3.3 Data elicitation tool 

A test with picture cues was used to assess the students‘ knowledge of antonyms. 

This test was used as pre- and post-test to measure students‘ improvement in learning 

antonyms [20] – [21]. The pre-test consisted of 20 pairs of antonym, while the post-

test consisted of only10 pairs. At the end of the week, pre-test was conducted before 

instruction. Ten words that students already knew were eliminated in the post -test 

resulting in only 10 pairs of opposite words. A week later, the post-test was conducted 

(see the appendix). The deletion of the ten words from the pre-test was done because 

the participants obtained correct answers on these items. As such, this increases the 

reliability of the test. 

The pre-test – post-test design was conducted to compare the final post-test results 

between treatment and controlled groups to determine which teaching technique could 

be effective in increasing students‘ learning of English antonyms. 

3.4 SPSS 

A t-test, a common type of statistical test, was used to compare the means scores of 

the results of the two groups. It has been asserted in [22] that the means of control and 

treatment group can be assessed by t-test, to determine whether there is a statistically 

significant difference between the means of two groups.  

4 Results and Discussion 

Table 1 shows that there was a statistically significant difference between group A 

(M=16.20) and group B (M=12.30) since the p-value (0.0001) is less than 0.05. The t-
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test results proved that teaching via overhead projector affected the scores of treat-

ment group. In other words, teaching via overhead projector shows its advantage over 

the traditional method.  

Table 1.  T-test results of the effect of treatment on the participants‘ performance on the post-

test 

Group Type Mean  SD Df t value Sig. 

Treatment  16.20 1.75 
18 4.7885 0.0001 

Control  12.30 1.89 

P > 0.05 

The acquisition of antonyms was examined in terms of both pictures via overhead 

projector (treatment group) and the traditional way of teaching (control group). The 

results obtained from both groups are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2.  The number of correct answers on the post-test 

Control Treatment Words 
10 15 Dwarf×Giant 

11 14 Apart×Together 

14 18 Coward×Brave 

13 19 Generous  ×Selfish 

12 18 Asleep×Awake 

11 14 Shallow×Deep 

10 14 Taciturn×Talkative 

9 12 Crooked×Straight 

16 19 Optimistic×Pessimistic 

17 19 Straight×Curly 

123 162 Total  

 

Table 2 shows that the treatment (162) got more accurate answers than control 

group (123). This means that the treatment group performed better than the control 

group. The treatment group‘s highest correct answers were with the following anto-

nym pairs: brave vs. coward (18), selfish vs. generous (19), awake vs. asleep (18), 

pessimistic vs. optimistic (19) and curly vs. straight (19). The reason for this could be 

that these words, especially awake and asleep, are high- frequency words as well as 

the most commonly used words through regular speech. 

Regarding the antonym curly vs. straight (19), most of the students could produce 

correct answers due to the fact that in Arab societies, many hair stylists can only 

speak English, so Arabic speaking EFL students frequently use words like curly and 

straight. Arabic speaking EFL students scored highly on brave vs. coward, selfish vs. 

generous and pessimistic vs. optimistic since these words are related to Arab customs 

and culture. Specifically, most students gave correct answer regarding the antonyms 

brave and coward, for these antonyms are commonly used during a war or fight be-

tween tribes. As for, selfish vs. generous, students provided accurate answer on gen-

erous because this word is linked to their hospitality, a duty sacred in the Arab socie-
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ties and something Arabs are known for. It could be noticed that the similarity be-

tween pessimistic and optimistic may have caused their correct answers. Since pessi-

mistic and optimistic are words with last syllable rhyme which have the same mor-

pheme (-tic) at the end of both words, this similarity helped the students to elicit the 

answer correctly.  

However, it seems that the performance of treatment group and control group re-

garding together vs. apart, deep vs. shallow, taciturn vs. talkative, and straight vs. 

crooked was at its lowest, only a few students produced the correct answers correctly. 

This can be attributed to these antonyms‘ low frequency in English spoken and writ-

ten forms taught to grade 6 students. The low number of the sum of the correct an-

swers of together vs. apart might be due to the fact that they do not use English words 

when they do puzzles since they rarely use English language outside the classroom.  

The reason for low number of correctly produced answers on deep vs. shallow is 

that the students probably would not use it frequently as most swimming trainers as 

well as lifeguards can speak their mother-tongue language. Therefore, they do not 

often use deep and shallow in swimming classes. 

Similarly, only a few students produced correct answers on the antonyms talkative 

vs. taciturn. The low correct answer of taciturn may be due to its low frequency in 

Corpus Contemporary American English (COCA), the frequency of taciturn is 327 in 

COCA. It can also be attributed to the low frequency of the word taciturn in the mate-

rial these students study at school.  

With respect to straight vs. crooked, the low number of correctly produced answers 

was could be ascribed to the fact that students were not familiar with the word crook-

ed. They were more familiar with the word curve because it is more frequent word, 

the frequency of curve is 8433 times in COCA, than the word crooked, the frequency 

of crooked is 3210 times in COCA.  

Regarding giant vs. dwarf, the treatment group did better than control group. This 

could be attributable to the fact that the shown pictures were attractive and had some 

cues that helped in suggesting the answer. In line with previous studies, pictures con-

nect students‘ prior knowledge to a new story, and in the process, help them learn new 

words [12].  

The outperformance of the treatment group over the control group was a conse-

quence of the teaching technique. The treatment group relied more on pictures than 

being spoon-fed to learn antonyms as they could take advantage of the cues in pic-

tures. This result ties well with previous studies [11] Dual Coding Theory (DCT). As 

stated in [11] that cognition occurs in two independent but connected codes: a verbal 

code for language and a nonverbal code for mental imagery. Moreover, it is found out 

in [23] that in the light of increasingly visual nature of communication, visual modali-

ties can be an important part of meaning making in second language learning. Also, as 

stated in [23] that using verbal contextual analysis to learn new vocabulary is a com-

mon educational technique that may not be potent enough to produce an advanced 

vocabulary. So, it would appear that the pictures interpretation is somewhat stronger 

in learning antonyms. Besides, as confirmed in [24] that our brain has a great tenden-

cy to analyze data in a visual way and even saves the relation between things and 

information in a visual configuration not in a literal one. 
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The items with high scores may show the effectiveness of teaching with pictures 

rather than the traditional way. All students commented on the usefulness of visual 

cues (i.e. pictures). The students made the following comments: The pictures were 

helpful because the moment we saw the picture, we linked it to real situations, anima-

tions, films or video games. For example, brave vs. coward reminded the students of 

the players in Fortnight, a popular video game. In addition, some students stated that 

they used to forget the words they had learnt quickly, but now they still remember the 

words because of the mental image. Other students indicated that they linked the 

shown pictures to certain situation. For example, one student stated that the illustra-

tion reminded her of a colleague who made her curly hair straight. The students could 

not forget this situation as she was surprised by her friend‘s new hairstyle as it was the 

first time for her to straighten her hair. Other students said that scenes and actors of a 

film entitled ―Jumanji: Welcome to the Jungle‖, which they watched during the se-

cond school term as extra-curricular activity, were linked to pessimistic vs. optimistic 

and brave vs. coward in the post-test. Consequently, these pictures made them recall a 

precise scene in the film. 

5 Conclusion and Recommendations 

The main objective of the current study was to examine whether using pictures can 

have an effect on the production of English antonyms by Arabic-speaking EFL learn-

ers. For this purpose, 40 Arabic-speaking EFL learners were divided into two groups: 

the control group, who was instructed using the traditional method of teaching English 

antonyms and the treatment group, who was taught English antonyms via projecting 

pictures on an overhead projector. Following the treatment, a post-test was adminis-

tered to determine if there was any significant difference between the performance of 

both groups on English antonyms. The results of Pictionary Test revealed that the 

treatment group taught using pictures outperformed those taught using traditional 

technique. These results provide evidence for the positive effects of including visual 

illustrations in teaching English antonyms. Thus, it is evident that the frequency of the 

English words and the attractiveness of pictures had a positive impact on the perfor-

mance of the treatment group. Based on the results of this study, it is recommended 

that English language teachers use images to help EFL learners to not only learn anto-

nyms, but also synonyms, hyponyms, meronyms and other sense relations. This will 

help EFL learners to improve their vocabulary and by extension promote their profi-

ciency level of English. 
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8 Appendix: Post-Test 

Next to each word, write the opposite word from the following choices  

(straight - shallow - apart- dwarf- cowardly- taciturn- asleep- optimistic - crooked- 

generous) 
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