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ABSTRACT 
 

This study analyzed a sample of online Arabic-English-Arabic specialized dictionaries of the 

Arabization Center in Morocco, the Arabic Language Academy in Cairo, the Saudi 

Terminology Databank (BASM), School Arabia glossaries, Dictionary Bay, and Babylon, to 

identify their entry design, entry components, breadth of coverage, whether they include the 

most recent terms, accuracy of translational equivalents and inclusiveness of meanings given. 

The study revealed several shortcomings of those online specialized dictionaries such as 

limited coverage, inaccuracy and inclusiveness of some meanings and slow up-dating. Some 

recommendations are given to improve the practicality and usefulness of online Arabic-

English-Arabic specialized dictionaries to translation students.  
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specialized dictionaries. 
 

 

1. INTRODUCTION  

 

Internet dictionaries are becoming increasingly popular among learners and teachers. 

More than 70% of students interviewed at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University use e-

dictionaries more often than traditional bulky paper products (Lan, 2005). Faculty members at 

the English Department, King Saud University use printed dictionaries the most, followed by 

online dictionaries, electronic device dictionaries, and dictionaries on CDs. Monolingual 

dictionaries were found to be more accessed than multilingual dictionaries, mini-dictionaries 

were more accessed than encyclopedic dictionaries, and multi-field dictionaries were more 

accessed than single-field dictionaries. Meaning and textual information were the most 

obtained information in online dictionaries (Abouserie, 2010). 

Compared to hard-copy dictionaries, Internet dictionaries are characterized by ease of 

access and quick searching. They are regularly and easily updated. They are useful in areas 

where there is rapid terminological growth, because new words can be added to them faster 

than hard-copy dictionaries (Storrer & Freese, 1997). EFL Learners, teachers and translators 

can effortlessly access a wide variety of electronic dictionaries well suited to a multiplicity of 

lookup operations (Rizo-Rodriguez, 2010). 

Despite the uncountable number of Internet dictionaries in all languages and subject-

areas, a review of the literature has shown few studies that focused on Internet dictionaries. 

For example, Rizo-Rodriguez (2010) gave a concise description of the treatment of syntax 



Al-Jarf, Reima (2011). Online English-Arabic Specialized Dictionaries. LexESP Conference. 

University of Alicante, Spain. November 25-27, 2011. 

96 

and semantics in online English monolingual dictionaries. de Schryver (2003) reviewed, listed 

and compared 182 dictionaries for 117 African languages available on the Internet.   

Like other languages, a multitude of specialized Arabic-English-Arabic dictionaries 

compiled by Arabic organizations, academies, Arabization centers, and individuals are 

available online. Such dictionaries are of ultimate importance for students majoring in Arabic-

English-Arabic translation at the College of Languages and Translation (COLT), King Saud 

University, Saudi Arabia who take 6 interpreting courses and 18 translation courses in 18 

subject areas: Engineering, medicine, physical sciences, media, Islamic studies, business, 

military, humanities, sociology, commerce, education, politics, agriculture, literature, 

petroleum, computer, security, law, in addition to a translation project. The students always 

face challenges with new English and Arabic terms that are being coined and rapidly spread 

through the media and Internet as a result of technological, scientific, social, economic and 

political developments. Results of an exploratory study with 187 students majoring in 

translation at COLT showed that students have difficulty understanding words that they hear 

on satellite TV such as depleted uranium, privatization, federal and confederal governments, 

money laundering, Polisario, technocrats, genocide, mass graves and ethnic cleansing.  They 

feel frustrated when they cannot find a new term, when a new meaning is not included or 

when an inaccurate equivalent is given by the dictionary. They ask their instructors to 

recommend a good online dictionary where they can find accurate equivalents to emerging 

technical terms. To help both translation students and instructors evaluate currently available 

specialized online dictionaries and provide information on the usefulness of such dictionaries 

for translation, the present study aims to examine a sample of online Arabic-English-Arabic 

specialized dictionaries to identify their entry design, entry components, breadth of coverage, 

how up-to-date they are, i.e., whether they include the most recent terms, accuracy of 

translational equivalents and inclusiveness of meanings given. 

  

2. DICTIONARIES: DEFINITIONS AND TYPES 
 

According to the Webster's Online Dictionary, a dictionary is: (i) A reference source in 

print or electronic form containing words usually alphabetically arranged along with 

information about their forms, pronunciations, functions, etymologies, meanings, and 

syntactical and idiomatic uses; (ii) a reference book listing alphabetically terms or names 

important to a particular subject or activity along with discussion of their meanings and 

applications; (iii) a reference book listing alphabetically the words of one language and 

showing their meanings or translations in another language. The first definition applies to 

general dictionaries, the second applies to specialized dictionaries and the third applies to 

bilingual dictionaries.  

Bergenholtz, Duva & Tarp (1995 classified specialized dictionaries into: (i) Multi-field 

dictionaries that broadly cover several subject fields such as business (covering economics, 

accounting, management and others ogether); (ii) Single-field dictionaries that narrowly cover 

one particular subject field such as engineering; (iii) Sub-field dictionaries that cover a single 

field such as educational technology, idioms or constitutional law. 

As for online dictionaries, there are three types: (i) Hand-held; (ii) dictionaries on CD-

ROM, and (iii) dictionaries on the Internet. Internet dictionaries are also categorized into: (i) 

Dictionaries available by subscription, (ii) dictionaries in the public domain because they are 

out of copyright or are unfinished products such as Webster’s and Roget’s Thesaurus, and (iii) 

collaborative projects in the process of construction by contributing users (Nesi, 1998). 
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Webpage (1): Entry Page from the Arabization Center Dictionaries 

3. DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS 

 

The present study examined the content of 6 Internet (online) specialized Arabic-

English-Arabic dictionary hubs: (i) The Arabization Center in Morocco; (ii) Arabic Language 

Academy in Cairo; (iii) Saudi Terminology Databank (BASM); (iv) School Arabia; (v) 

Dictionary Bay; and (vi) Babylon.  

A sample of English and Arabic terms such as aphasia, globalization, system, 

technique, technical, confederal, federal, fighters,  دولة اتحادية، تعاهدية، شركة قابضةـ شركة ذات مسئولية

 was looked . تطهير عرقي، مقابر جماعية، تعددية عرقية، تقنية، نقانة، تقني محدودة، مشير، مدفع رشاش، مقاتلات،

up in each. The following aspects were examined: Entry design, entry components, whether 
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the term is available, number of meanings given, accuracy of equivalents, contexts, domain, 

pronunciation, grammatical information given, derivatives and their meaning, explanatory 

equivalents, illustrative examples, typographical, linguistics and spelling errors and how up-

to-date the content is.  Results of the analysis are reported qualitatively below. 

 

5.1 Dictionaries of the Arabization Center in Morocco1  

 

The Arabization Center in Morocco was established by the Arab League Educational, 

Scientific, and Cultural Organization (ALESCO). It hosts 35 dictionaries covering  

Linguistics, general and nuclear physics, math and astronomy, music, chemistry, health and 

human body, history and archaeology, biology, geography, business and accounting, 

renewable energy, vocational and technical education, humanities (philosophy, sociology, 

education and anthropology), law, petroleum, environment, mechanical engineering, fine arts, 

communication, journalism, educational technology, meteorology, tourism, seismology, 

hydrology, information technology, remote sensing, marine sciences,  electronic war, food 

technology, genetics, pharmacy, civil engineering, anatomy and civilization (home 

economics). In addition, 9 specialized dictionaries are currently in progress: General lexicon, 

educational policies, semiotics, adult education, special education, curriculum and instruction, 

early childhood education, physical education, and educational administration.   

 

4. RESULTS 
 

The dictionaries are not regularly updated. Two of those dictionaries were compiled in 

the 1980’s, 21 in the 1990’s and 10 after 2000. The typical dictionary has 2828 terms, with a 

range between 846 and 8846 terms. The dictionaries are trilingual: Arabic-French-English. 

The entries are arranged in tables with 4 columns for the domain, Arabic term, English term 

and French term respectively. Headwords are listed in the rows. When an Arabic term is 

entered, equivalents are given without a context, the meaning is not explained in Arabic, 

English or French (See Webpage 1).  

  

5.2 Dictionaries of the Arabic Language Academy2 
 

The Arabic Language Academy in Cairo hosts a collection of specialized Arabic-

English-French dictionaries in more than 20 subject-areas. Headwords are displayed in a 

bulleted alphabetical list, with equivalents given in the second row, and an explanation or 

definition given in the third row. Entries are color-coded: headwords are marked in blue, 

equivalents in red and definitions in grey (see Webpage 2).  When multiple equivalents are 

given, the search engine does not tell in which dictionary, nor which discipline it is used. I 

found 18 English equivalents for "تقنية, i.e. technology”. However in each of the 18 

equivalents, تقنية was confused with “technical” and was mistranslated as “technique” not 

‘technology”. I did not find other derivatives such as ‘تقانة’. Terms are given in phrases or 

compounds that show the contexts in which the term is used as in   علماني التعليم، دولة علمانية، جمعية

علمانية  علمانية، مدرسة  . However the contexts given are not inclusive. I did not find common 

expressions as العلوم الإسلامي  &  "تأصيل  التأصيل  . There are some errors such as “ كلسانيات” not 

 ,as an equivalent to “informatics”. Although ”معلوماتية“ not ”معلوميات “ ;”i.e. linguistics ,لسانيات“

 
1  Website: http://www.arabization.org.ma/Standarddesdictionnaires.aspx  
2  Website: http://www.arabicacademy.org.eg 

http://www.arabization.org.ma/Standarddesdictionnaires.aspx
http://www.arabicacademy.org.eg/
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the dictionaries cover multiple disciplines, the coverage is limited. Recent derivatives of some 

Arabic terms are not given.  

 

 

5.3 The Saudi Terminology Databank (BASM)3 
 

It is a multilingual Arabic-English-French-German specialized terminology databank 

that contains 460,000 terms in 214 sub-fields created by King Abdul-Aziz City for Science 

and Technology in Riyadh. The BASM dictionaries can be either independently searched by 

selecting the domain in the searching page or can be all concurrently searched. 

Terms and equivalents are listed in tables with 6 columns for the Term code, domain, 

Arabic term, English, French, German equivalents. Headwords are listed one per row. BASM 

specifies the domain and context in which each equivalent is used. However, equivalents are 

sometimes given in one language and missing in others and meanings are given in some 

domains and missing in others (see Webpage 3). The gaps might be due to ongoing additions 

to the database.  

As for coverage and accuracy, BASM gives the equivalent to " بحث   i.e. search ,محرك 

engine" in GIS but not Internet search engines. ‘System’ has 181 contexts with Arabic 

equivalents given in medicine, nutrition, biology and zoology, but not those used in computer 

science and physics. Some equivalents are also inaccurate. Like the Arabization Center and 

Language Academy dictionaries, BASM confuses techniques, 

 

 

 

 
3 http://basm.kacst.edu.sa/ 

http://basm.kacst.edu.sa/
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Webpage (2): Entry Page from the Arabic Language Academy Dictionaries 

technical & technological. There are spelling mistakes such as الطاقة النووية منشئات  instead 

of منشآت. 

 

Webpage (3): A BASM Entry Page  

 

5.4 Glossary from School Arabia4 
 

School Arabia is a web-based knowledge establishment based in Jordan. It is a hub for a 

comprehensive Chemistry, Computer and Meteorology sub-field glossaries. Each glossary has 

an Arabic and an English alphabetical term index. When a letter is clicked, all terms 

beginning with that letter appear in a list. Clicking on a term, 2 entries appear per page. Each 

includes the source term, its equivalent, and an encyclopedic definition. Headwords and their 

equivalents are color-coded (see Webpages 4, 5 & 6).  

 

 

 
4 http://www.schoolarabia.net/kemya/general_chemistry/glossary/index.htm 

http://www.schoolarabia.net/kemya/general_chemistry/glossary/index.htm
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Webpage (4): English Term Index and Term List from School Arabia Glossaries 

 

 
Webpage (5): The Arabic Term Index and Term List from School Arabia Glossary  
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Webpage (6): An Entry Page School Arabia Glossaries 

 

5.5 Dictionary Bay5 
 

It hosts 16 specialized dictionaries. Terminology in each dictionary is accessed and 

searched independently by clicking the dictionary of interest. Only equivalents used in one 

domain are given. Searching for ‘Aphasia”, the equivalent term is displayed without 

definitions, synonyms or compounds showing contexts and domains. Coverage is too limited. 

Equivalents to many terms such as “field marshal, genocide, mass graves, التطهير    قاذفة قنابل، 

رشاش مدفع  جماعية،  مقابر   are lacking. Some equivalents are inaccurate. “Fighter” was ”العرقي، 

 
5 http://www.dictionarybay.com/milit_ea_e.aspx 

http://www.dictionarybay.com/milit_ea_e.aspx
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translated as "قتال، مقاتل ومقاتلات" not ,”طائر   Other equivalents of “fighter” such as .”مقاتلة 

  .are not listed (See Webpages 6 & 7) "مكافح، ومقاوم للمرض مثلا“

 

 

 
 

Webpage (7): Specialized Dictionaries from Dictionary Bay 

 

 

 
 

Webpage (7): Entry Page from dictionary Bay 
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Webpage (8): The Babylon   ِ Alphabetical Letter Index 
 

 
 

Webpage (9): The Babylon Translation Page  
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Webpage (10):  A Babylon Entry Page. 
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5.6 Babylon6 
 

Babylon 9 is a commercial Translation Software that features 75 languages and over 

2,000 dictionaries among those Arabic-English-Arabic dictionaries in dentistry, economics, 

auditing, Bible names, currency codes, countries, a glossary of birds and an automotive 

glossary.  

Babylon dictionaries have an alphabetical letter index. When a letter is clicked, all the 

terms beginning with that letter are listed. Clicking on a term, Arabic equivalents are given 

together with synonyms, a definition and/or an explanation and the dictionary where each 

equivalent can be found. Babylon also provides the part of speech, plural form, and uses 

diacritics to show pronunciation. Related compound terms are also displayed in the same page 

as sub-entries that show the domain and context in which the term is used, together with their 

Arabic Equivalents. 

A term can be also looked up using the Babylon translation software, where it is entered 

in the left window and after selecting the language pairs, the equivalent appears in the right 

window together with a definition of the term in the target language. Unlike the dictionary, 

only one equivalent is displayed. No synonyms and compounds are given (See Webpages 8, 

9, 10).  

 

5. DISCUSSION 
 

The present study revealed several shortcomings of online Arabic-English-Arabic 

specialized dictionaries such as limited coverage, inaccuracy and inclusiveness of some 

meanings. Findings are consistent with other studies in the literature conducted with hard-

copy dictionaries. For example, Mansour (2010) found that some of the Arabic translations of 

appraisal adjectives in Arabic-English-Arabic dictionaries are misleading, as they do not 

reflect the full information of the word. Fareh & Moussa (2007) reported that English-Arabic 

dictionaries were a potential source of error for Arab learners while translating English 

metaphorical expressions into Arabic, as those offer inadequate help to translators in terms of 

providing equivalents to metaphorical expressions. A dictionary also posed problems of 

syntactic complexity, idiomaticity and cultural specificity for EFL learners due to 

inappropriate explanations and examples Amritavalli (1999).  Similar shortcomings were also 

reported by English Department faculty in Saudi Arabia which included: Ignoring new terms, 

required illustration, incomplete information, limited coverage, false information, not being 

up-to-date and inaccessibility (Abouserie, 2010). 

 

6. CONCLUSION 
 

To help translation students and instructors access all kinds of online specialized 

Arabic-English-Arabic dictionaries, the study recommends that all single-field specialized 

dictionaries be conglomerated in a single location, as in the OneLook Dictionaries. A team of 

subject-area specialists, lexicographers and linguists should collaborate to constantly update 

the content and make sure equivalents are accurate and inclusive. Collaborative and 

interactive dictionaries can be also created to ensure a fuller, more accurate coverage. An 

alphabetical term index can be added. All compounds, derivatives, parts of speech, an 

 
6 Website:  http://translation.babylon.com/english/to-arabic/English-to-Arabic-Medical-Dictionary/ 

 

http://translation.babylon.com/english/to-arabic/English-to-Arabic-Medical-Dictionary/
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encyclopedic definitions should be included in the entries. These improvements would 

increase the usefulness of online dictionaries to translation students. 
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