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ABSTRACT: This article aims to investigate the loss of vocabulary after years of
English disuse among Iranian teachers. Specifically, it strives to find the effect of
period of English disuse on lexical attrition of graduated teachers, and also the cut-of
point for lexical attrition in relation to years of English disuse. In addition, it tries to
examine if after years of English disuse, teachers will perform better in Persian to
English translation or English to Persian translation. 210 teachers participated in the
study. Two translation tasks were employed for eliciting the data. The findings of the
study revealed that Iranian teachers forget more than 50% of their word knowledge
after 2 years and 90% of this knowledge will fade after 8 years. Also, it was found that
after years of English disuse, English to Persian translation attrition was less than
attrition in Persian to English translation. Some implications would be suggested for
decreasing the degree of attrition among Iranian teachers.
Keywords: Attrition, language disuse, L1, Iranian teachers, L2.

Olvido del vocabulario, representaciones de la memoria en la L1 y L2 y tiempo sin
practicar el inglés: investigación de las posibles relaciones

RESUMEN: Este artículo tiene como objetivo investigar la pérdida de vocabulario
después de años de desuso del inglés entre los docentes iranies. En concreto, se esfuer-
za por encontrar el efecto del periodo de desuso del inglés sobre la disminución natural
del léxico en los docentes graduados, y también el punto de inflexión de la pérdida de
léxico en relación con los años de desuso del inglés.In addition, it tried to examine if
after years of English disuse, students will perform better in Persian to English translation
or English to Persian translation. Además, trata de examinar si después de años de
desuso del inglés los estudiantes se desenvuelven mejor en la traducción del persa al
inglés o del inglés al persa. 210 profesores participaron en el estudio. Two translation
tasks were employed for eliciting the data. Dos tareas de traducción se emplearon para
recabar la información. The findings of the study revealed that there is a meaningful
relationship between vocabulary attrition and years of English disuse. Los resultados
del estudio revelaron que los profesores iraníes olvidaron más del cincuenta por ciento
de su vocabulario después de dos años y el noventa tras ocho años. Also, it was found
that after years of English disuse, English to Persian translation attrition was less than
attrition in Persian to English translation. Some implications would be suggested for
decreasing the degree of attrition among Iranian teachers. Además, se encontró que
después de años de desuso del inglés, la pérdida en la traducción del inglés al persa era



Palabras clave: pérdida de nivel, falta de uso del lenguaje, L1, profesores iraníes, L2.
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Some studies done by Van Ginkel & Van der Linden (1996) indicate that attrition almost
happens three or four years after graduation while other studies maintain that attrition occurs
right after English disuse.

Some other researchers believe that there is an early period of relatively stable retention
before attrition gradually takes place. Cohen (1989) states that foreign language attrition
considerably occurred nine months after intermittent use of the target language; likewise,
Weltens et al., (1989) expressed that earliest period of L2 disuse had no considerable effect
on attrition. Kuhberg (1992) and Tomiyama (1994) reported that after six months of L2 disuse
considerable attrition happens in children (cited in Wang, 2007).

Bahrick (1984) proposed that some of the Spanish knowledge of his subjects were retrieved
after fifty years of disuse because they were in «Permastore» state, i.e. they were in a
permanent saved condition, and he believed that the information saved in Permastore aided the
subjects to do well in Spanish after taking their classes. He also reported that higher proficient
learners’ knowledge retained more in Permastore.

Also, Van Ginkel & Van der Linden (1996) explained that the process of attrition almost
happens three or four years after graduation. Considering that the most important constituent
part of language is lexicon, researchers put emphasis on the most vulnerable aspect of language
to attrition, i.e. vocabulary, in order to find the causes and rate of attrition and compensate
for the problem in educational setting.

Considering mentioned studies above, there is no distinct, precise conclusion regarding
the years of English disuse and attrition. In order to achieve accurate, valid and insightful data,
long-term studies should be conducted. As such, it is important to know the effect of interval
of disuse, the fluctuation of attrition rate, and also the cut-off point for lexical attrition within
different years of English disuse. As Bahrick (1984: 105) maintains,

Knowledge about attrition would yield benefits to teachers and students of foreign languages,
because it would lead to understanding how various procedures of acquisition affect the rate
of loss, and would ultimately help to establish optimum conditions of rehearsal, so as to
minimize the potential for later attrition (cited in Wang, 2007: 7).

The advantage of present study over previous studies is that language attrition has been
investigated in one study while comparing different years of English disuse i.e. 2, 4, 5, 6 7,
8, and 10 years.

2.2. Attrition and L1 and L2 representation

Gascoigne (2001) stated six models of bilingual memory representations and added the
seventh one. The first one based on correlated model is the Word Association model, it means
for each pair of words in translation, there exist just one conceptual representation and two
lexical representations, one for L1 word and the other for the L2 word. There is a link between
L1 and L2 lexical representations, and another connection between the L1 representation and
the conceptual representation; however, no direct link exists between the L2 representation
and the conceptual representation. Therefore, the bilingual first translates the L2 word to L1
word and then gains the meaning of the L1 word by using the link between the L1 word and
the concept.

Another model is the Concept Mediation model which is similar to Word Association
model since two lexical representations share one concept. In this model, there is a direct
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connection between L1 word and the concept and also between L2 word and the concept, but
there is no direct connection between L1 and L2 lexical representation. So, the bilingual must
first access the concept and the concept has the mediation role between L1 and L2 representations
in order to translate one language to the other. (Gascoigne, 2001: 447).

Gascoigne (2001) believed that the memory of L2 beginner learners work out based on
the Association model, while the memory of high proficient L2 learners work out according
to Concept Mediation model.

It is vivid since the Concept Mediation model allows the bilingual to think in the L2, while
in the Word Association model, the bilingual has to translate all L2 information into L1 and
then refers to the concept to access the meaning.

Broadly speaking, beginner learners of a foreign language have to translate information
into their L1, while proficient learners directly think in L2 since there exist the direct link
between the L2 word and the concept, and it takes a short time in comparison to Word
Association model.

Furthermore, Gascoigne noted that the integration of the above two mentioned models
named Mixed model in that both the L1 and L2 words have a direct link to the same concept,
and also there is a direct connection between L1 and L2 words. But this model specifies strong
degree of connections between representation of L2 word and L1 word and between the
representation of L1 word and concept and weak degree of connection between representation
of L1 word and L2 word and between representation of the L2 word and the concept.

Gascoigne (2001) also elaborates on the Coordinate model in which there are separate
representations for the L1 and L2 words, and also two separate representations for the L1 and
L2 concept. Although the L1 and L2 word representation are connected to one another, there
is a rather different meaning of the two corresponding L1 and L2 words. At last, he described
the Distributed model in which there is no connection between L1 and L2 words and also there
are many «nodes» showing different aspects of the meaning of the words. He noted that some
specific nodes would be linked to both L1 and L2 representations, while some other nodes
would be linked to only L1 or L2. Like the previous model, there is a little variation in meaning
of the two translation pairs, while they share some conceptual representations by having some
common nodes. It could not be said that it is because of their common memory representation
since the bilingual memory organization has not clearly explored yet.

In a study Schneider et al. (2002) gave participants, in an initial session, three trials of
training on French–English vocabulary pairs and then were tested on these pairs. In the second
exam with one week interval, they were retested and then retrained on the same pairs. Both
English–French and French–English translations were employed. When initial learning involved
the more difficult English–French translation direction or no pre-training on French words.
Further, when learning involved the more difficult English–French translation direction or
mixed pairs, forgetting across the 1-week interval was decreased.

The «revised hierarchical model» of bilingual memory proposed by Kroll and Stewart
(1994) asserts that processing from L1 to L2/FL (for instance, translating L1 words into L2)
implicates conceptual memory more than processing from L2 to L1 does.(cited in de Groot &
Keizijer, 2000: 5). Present study aims to investigate the representation of L1 and L2 in Iranian
teachers’ memory through attrition.
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3. METHOD

3.1. Research questions

The study strives to answer the following questions:
1. Do different years of English disuse have any significant effect on attrition of learned

vocabulary?
2. Do teachers perform better in Persian to English translation or English to Persian after

years of English disuse?

3.2. Setting and Participants

210 male Persian literature teachers with different years of experience constituted the
sample of this study. The participants were from three provinces of Fars, Yasuj and Khoozestan.
They were selected from among 1000 Persian literature teachers from above mentioned provinces.
Their age ranged between 25 and 35.

Persian literature teachers were selected for the study because they have the least use of
English after graduation and also they had a large number compared with teachers in other
disciplines. For the sake of homogeneity, the participants were assigned into seven groups of
thirty with 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 10 years of English disuse and only those who had scored
between 15-17 in the General English course were selected. This information was collected
using a questionnaire.

3.3. Instrument

Two translation tasks were used. One task had 20 items which students were required
to translate them from English to Persian and another from Persian to English. The items were
selected based on their frequency in General English Book of Human Sciences which was a
course book for Iranian university students for many years. The rationale behind using translation
task for measuring attrition was that firstly, translation task has been used widely in many
studies. Secondly, these teachers mostly had learnt the vocabulary through translating the
vocabulary into their native language i.e. Persian. In addition, they had been tested also
through translation in their examinations i.e. they were required to translate some sentences
or vocabulary into Persian. As such, in the study we tested attrition through translation task
in order to be consistent with the methodology used for teaching and testing the vocabulary.

3.4. Procedure

In the first session, the first task which had 40 items was given to the participants. They
were required to translate the words from English to Persian. In the next exam session, the
English equivalents of the words were presented to them to be translated to English. Two exam
sessions were administered with a one-week interval in order to avoid the effect of learning
in first administration i.e. English to Persian translation.
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4. RESULTS

In order to answer the questions of the study a number of descriptive and inferential
statistics were run. The results are presented in this section.

Research question1. Do different years of English disuse have any significant effect on
attrition of learned vocabulary?

Total mean scores of participants are presented in table 1.

Table1. Descriptive statistics for scores of teachers in translation of
English words into Persian
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 N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Std. Error 

2.00 30 57.1667 10.9610 2.0012 
4.00 30 41.0000 9.2289 1.6850 
5.00 30 35.6667 8.9763 1.6388 
6.00 30 22.6667 8.1720 1.4920 
7.00 30 17.5000 7.5144 1.3719 
8.00 30 10.6667 6.6609 1.2161 

10.00 30 6.5000 5.8942 1.0761 
Total 210 27.3095 18.7472 1.2937 

Figure 1. Correct responses of translation of English words into Persian.

The mean scores of group one with 2 years of English disuse shows that participants
could not answer almost 50 percents of the words. In addition, group seven with 10 years of
English disuse lose almost 94% percent of their general lexicons. Broadly speaking, the mean
scores decrease as the years of English disuse increase, and the standard deviation comes
down as the years of English disuse increase. It means the homogeneity of scores increase in
long time English disuse. Figure 1 also indicates the decrease of scores as the years of English
disuse increase. It also shows the shape and slope of this decrease.

As the results of ANOVA shows between group differences is significant at F= 141. 68,
p=.000. This shows that there are significant differences between groups.
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Table 3. Results of Scheffe test on translation of English words into Persian.

Table 2. Results of ANOVA on translation of English words into Persian.

 Sum of 
Squares 

DF Mean 
Square 

F Sig. 

Between 
Groups 

59295.714 6 9882.619 141.687 .000 

Within 
Groups 

14159.167 203 69.750   

Total 73454.881 209    

Years of 
English 
disuse 

Years of 
English 
disuse 

Mean 
Difference 

(I-J) 

Std. Error Sig. 

4.00 16.1667* 2.1564 .000 
5.00 21.5000* 2.1564 .000 
6.00 34.5000* 2.1564 .000 
7.00 39.6667* 2.1564 .000 
8.00 46.5000* 2.1564 .000 

2.00 

10.00 50.6667* 2.1564 .000 
2.00 -16.1667* 2.1564 .000 
5.00 5.3333 2.1564 .414 
6.00 18.3333* 2.1564 .000 
7.00 23.5000* 2.1564 .000 
8.00 30.3333* 2.1564 .000 

4.00 

10.00 34.5000* 2.1564 .000 
2.00 -21.5000* 2.1564 .000 
4.00 -5.3333 2.1564 .414 
6.00 13.0000* 2.1564 .000 
7.00 18.1667* 2.1564 .000 
8.00 25.0000* 2.1564 .000 

5.00 

10.00 29.1667* 2.1564 .000 
2.00 -34.5000* 2.1564 .000 
4.00 -18.3333* 2.1564 .000 
5.00 -13.0000* 2.1564 .000 
7.00 5.1667 2.1564 .456 
8.00 12.0000* 2.1564 .000 

6.00 

10.00 16.1667* 2.1564 .000 
2.00 -39.6667* 2.1564 .000 
4.00 -23.5000* 2.1564 .000 
5.00 -18.1667* 2.1564 .000 
6.00 -5.1667 2.1564 .456 
8.00 6.8333 2.1564 .129 

7.00 

10.00 11.0000* 2.1564 .000 
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In order to investigate where the exact differences are, post hoc Scheffe test was run. The
results are presented in table 3. The Scheffe test indicates the increase of mean differences
and the static status of standard error of differences when the years of English disuse increase.
Table 3 also demonstrates the approximation of scores of each previous level with its subsequent
level except for the comparison of 2 years with 4 years of English disuse which is highly
heterogeneous, and the level of significance is very similar.

Translation of Persian words into English

Table 4. The descriptive statistics of the translation of Persian words into English.

Table 3. Results of Scheffe test on translation of English words into Persian. (Cont.)

Years of 
English 
disuse 

Years of 
English 
disuse 

Mean 
Difference 

(I-J) 

Std. Error Sig. 

2.00 -46.5000* 2.1564 .000 
4.00 -30.3333* 2.1564 .000 
5.00 -25.0000* 2.1564 .000 
6.00 -12.0000* 2.1564 .000 
7.00 -6.8333 2.1564 .129 

8.00 

10.00 4.1667 2.1564 .712 
2.00 -50.6667* 2.1564 .000 
4.00 -34.5000* 2.1564 .000 
5.00 -29.1667* 2.1564 .000 
6.00 -16.1667* 2.1564 .000 
7.00 -11.0000* 2.1564 .000 

10.00 

8.00 -4.1667 2.1564 .712 

Years of 
English 
disuse 

N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

Std. Error 

2.00 30 33.1667 10.4620 1.9101 
4.00 30 27.8333 8.5786 1.5662 
5.00 30 24.0000 7.4741 1.3646 
6.00 30 12.3333 6.3968 1.1679 
7.00 30 8.6667 6.6868 1.2208 
8.00 30 3.5000 3.7486 .6844 

10.00 30 2.1667 3.1303 .5715 
Total 210 15.9524 13.3967 .9245 

Table 4 shows the mean and standard deviations of participants’ scores in the translation
of Persian words into English. In this section of the study, the scores highly decrease to the
extent that the mean score of group one with 2 years of English disuse is 15 times more than
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group seven with 10 Years of English disuse; specially, the difference between mean scores
of group three with 5 years of English disuse and group four with 6 years of English disuse
are extremely high i.e. nearly double time. Table 4 demonstrates that the standard deviation
also decreases smoothly up to 7 years non-exposure; and then, suddenly changes into half size
for 8 years of English disuse. Standard Error of measurement also has the same movement as
the standard. deviation when the years of English disuse increase. The interval with 95%
confidence severely decreases in 8 and 10 years of English disuse to English. The bar graph
also illustrates these differences.
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Figure 2. Correct responses of translation of Persian words into English.

 Table 5 shows one way the results of one way analysis of variance. The distance
between group differences and within group differences is very high, and the probability under
5% level of significant shows the real differences between different groups with different years
of English disuse.

Table 5: Results of One Way ANOVA.
 

 Sum of 
Squares 

DF Mean 
Square 

F Sig. 

Between 
Groups 

27406.190 6 4567.698 91.776 .000 

Within 
Groups 

10103.333 203 49.770   

Total 37509.524 209    

The Scheffe test shows the severe mean differences between different groups with different
years of English disuse, specially, between 5 and 6 years of English disuse. It is near to 3
times. The mean differences between 6, 7, 8 and 10 years of English disuse are less than other
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years of English disuse. The significant level in table 4 shows that the dispersal of scores and
approximation of means between individuals with 6, 7, 8 and 10 years of English disuse are
lower than people with 2, 4 and 5 years of English disuse. The Std. Error of differences is
fixed. Broadly speaking, there is a relationship between lexical attrition and lexical disuse; it
means as the years of English disuse increase, the degree of attrition increases too, but the
dispersal of the scores within each year and for every variable is different from one another.
The data gathered from the subjects show that there is a gradual difference between groups
with two years of English disuse and, the other group with 4 Years of English disuse. The cut-
off point for this gradual increase seems to be the eight year as most of the words are attired
at this point.

Table 6: Multiple comparisons between years of English disuse and the dependent
variable (translation of general Persian words into English).

Years 
English 
disuse 

Years of 
English 
disuse 

Mean 
Difference 

(I-J) 

Std. Error Sig. 

2.00 4.00 5.3333 1.8215 .205 
 5.00 9.1667 1.8215 .001 
 6.00 20.8333 1.8215 .000 
 7.00 24.5000 1.8215 .000 
 8.00 29.6667 1.8215 .000 
 10.00 31.0000 1.8215 .000 

4.00 2.00 -5.3333 1.8215 .205 
 5.00 3.8333 1.8215 .619 
 6.00 15.5000 1.8215 .000 
 7.00 19.1667 1.8215 .000 
 8.00 24.3333 1.8215 .000 
 10.00 25.6667 1.8215 .000 

5.00 2.00 -9.1667 1.8215 .001 
 4.00 -3.8333 1.8215 .619 
 6.00 11.6667 1.8215 .000 
  7.00 15.3333 1.8215 .000 
 8.00 20.5000 1.8215 .000 
 10.00 21.8333 1.8215 .000 

6.00 2.00 -20.8333 1.8215 .000 
 4.00 -15.5000 1.8215 .000 
 5.00 -11.6667 1.8215 .000 
 7.00 3.6667 1.8215 .670 
 8.00 8.8333 1.8215 .001 
 10.00 10.1667 1.8215 .000 

7.00 2.00 -24.5000 1.8215 .000 
 4.00 -19.1667 1.8215 .000 
 5.00 -15.3333 1.8215 .000 
 6.00 -3.6667 1.8215 .670 
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RQ 2: Do teachers perform better in Persian to English translation or English to Persian
after years of disuse?

As shown by tables 1 & 4, mean scores of students is English to Persian translation is
more than means in Persian to English translation. The difference between mean score of the
translation of English to Persian (M=27.30, SD= 18.74) and Persian to English (M=15.95,
SD= 13.39) is 12. The comparison between attrition of English to Persian and Persian to
English translation was conducted through repeated measures ANOVA. Table 7 shows within
each group differences for attrition of English to Persian with Persian to English translation.
The great differences belong to the comparison between attrition of the group with 2 years of
English disuse and group with 4 years of English disuse.

Table 7: Within each group differences for attrition of English to Persian with
Persian to English translation

Table 6: Multiple comparisons between years of English disuse and the dependent
variable (translation of general Persian words into English). (Cont.)

 8.00 20.5000 1.8215 .000 
 10.00 21.8333 1.8215 .000 

6.00 2.00 -20.8333 1.8215 .000 
 4.00 -15.5000 1.8215 .000 
 5.00 -11.6667 1.8215 .000 
 7.00 3.6667 1.8215 .670 
 8.00 8.8333 1.8215 .001 
 10.00 10.1667 1.8215 .000 

7.00 2.00 -24.5000 1.8215 .000 
 4.00 -19.1667 1.8215 .000 
 5.00 -15.3333 1.8215 .000 
 6.00 -3.6667 1.8215 .670 

Years 
English 
disuse 

Years of 
English 
disuse 

Mean 
Difference 

(I-J) 

Std. Error Sig. 

Source FACTO
R2 

Type III Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
Square 

F Sig. 

FACTOR2 Linear 26760.134 
 

1 26760.134 1109.72
6 

 

.000 

Error(FACTO
R2) 

Linear 5039.866 20
9 

24.114   

As it is shown, F=1109, which is significant at .000. It shows that participants performed
significantly in English to Persian translation compared with Persian to English translation.
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5. DISCUSSION

The results of this study revealed that there was a close relationship between different
years of English disuse and attrition of word knowledge. Additionally, Iranian EFL learners
forget more than 50% of their word knowledge after 2 years and 90% of this knowledge will
fade after 8 years. The results of this study are in conflict with findings from Al-Hazemi (2000)
who maintains that the period of English disuse does not seem to have any great impact on
the amount of lexical attrition. Decay assumption implies that the frequency and recency of
use of the structure (i.e. its continuous activation) is crucial for the maintenance and access
of the information in memory. The lack of use of the information results in the dissipation of
a «trace» that has been imprinted for a piece of information, represented in the brain (Ecke,
2004: 325). The setting in Iran, in which English language is learnt by the learners, has an
important role in the attrition/retention of words. The language attrition of these teachers may
be attributed to the fact that they didn’t get any English input after graduation due to English
language situation in Iran. In ESL contexts, because English language is spoken, learners get
input regularly; this helps them rehearse their language knowledge. But in Iran, there is a lack
of English language input after graduation which could lead to attrition of learned vocabulary.
Some Iranian learners of English forget a large amount of what they learned steadily as no
input or adequate exposure to the English language is accessible to them after graduation.

This study demonstrated that after years of disuse, learners will perform better in English
to Persian translation than on Persian to English translation. These results are in line with the
«revised hierarchical model» of bilingual memory proposed by Kroll and Stewart (1994) which
asserts that processing from L1 to L2/FL (for instance, translating L1 words into L2) implicates
conceptual memory more than processing from L2 to L1 does.(cited in de Groot & Keizijer,
2000: 5).

The results of this study have some implications for instructors as well as for officials in
educational system. The attrition of word knowledge seems to suggest that there may be some
problems in learning English that lead to attrition. So, regular follow up of what the students
have learnt seem necessary. This can be done by learners and officials in different ways.
Learners can rehearse and practice their English knowledge through reading books, participating
in English programs of institutes, surfing the Internet sites which are in English and other
activities which help retention of vocabulary. In addition, they can do whatever helps them get
English input after graduation. Another responsibility lies in the officials, especially ministry of
education, i.e. to encourage the teachers to build up their English language proficiency by
assigning some advantages for teachers who take part in English language programs.

In addition, in service English language classes must be included in educational program
of teachers in order to enhance their English language proficiency. In these classes, graduation
years of teachers should be taken into account, i.e. they should be placed in different groups
based on years of English disuse.

6. CONCLUSION

In this study, attrition or word loss of some Iranian teachers was investigated. The results
indicated that after 8 years, 90% of learnt vocabulary knowledge will be forgotten. The period
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of English disuse seems to have a great effect on the amount of lexical attrition. Furthermore,
this study demonstrated that after years of English disuse, learners perform better in English
to Persian translation than on Persian to English translation. It cannot be claimed that years
of English disuse is the only cause of lexical attrition, but at least it is one of the most important
determinant factors for lexical attrition. Further research investigating other factors such as
motivational or socioeconomic variables affecting attrition and also the study of methodologies
used when teaching and learning vocabulary and their effects on attrition could also shed more
light on language attrition.
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English to Persian Translation 
Please, translate the underlined words. 

1.The public bus has a special station. 

2.Every lock has a particular key. 

3.Saeed Nafisi is a contemporary  writer, because he was born in this century. 

4.All of the creatures have a special weight. 

5.Some happenings are surprising and shock men. 

6.To build a house, one should know the  principles of building. 

7.Black could is the evidence of raining. 

8.Last winter, I saw the trace of golf on the snow. 

9.I pour the milk in the bowl. 

10.Clay is a kind of soil which is used for making vase. 

11.The cooked clay objects were called pottery. 

12.Swimming in hot weather is enjoyable. 

13.Motion and stop are studied in physics. 

14.Civilized people have their own culture and language. 

15.Water is the  combination of Hydrogen and Oxygen. 

16.The invention of Electricity changed the men’s life. 

17.The sculpture of Abolhol is in Egypt. 

18.Every kind of verse in any languages has its own harmony. 

19.Golestan was written in verse form, but Boostan was written in prose form. 

20.Science is too wide to learn. 

 
Persian to English Translation 

Please, translate the underlined words into English. 

1.     .……………  

2.   )(     .…………… 

3.        …………… 

4.        .…………… 

5.              .……………    

6.            .…………… 

7.       .…………… 

8.          .…………… 

9.    .  …………… 

10.             ………… 

11.        .……………  

12.       .…………… 

13.       .……………   

14.     .…………… 

15.       .……………                     

16.        .……………  

17.        .…………… 

18.       .…………… 

19.        .……………  

20.           .………… 
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