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Abstract 

Key Components in a Successful Arabic Immersion Program for High 

School Students: A Case Study 

 

Britten Moya Jo Milliman, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

Supervisor:  Mahmoud Al-Batal 

 
As more second-language acquisition research is published about the optimal age 

to begin foreign language instruction, and the best methods for teaching foreign 

languages, many colleges and universities are seeking to create intensive immersion 

programs which would prepare prospective students for the rigors of their language 

programs and serve as a productive language-learning environment. One such program, 

the Middlebury-Monterey Language Academy, is based on the highly successful summer 

language schools model.  

This research isolates the components which would help create successful, 

intensive Arabic immersion programs. Specifically, this thesis asks: How can an 

institution create a successful Arabic immersion learning environment for high school 

students? To answer this question, this thesis reviews current literature in the field of 

Second Language Acquisition (SLA), includes personal observations about the program 

and analyzes responses to surveys administered to two groups of stakeholders, namely 

students, and teachers/resident assistants. After the descriptive section, the thesis 

proposes a curricular framework which encompasses the main components of the 

curriculum (including goals, teacher and learner training, instructional materials, and 

native versus target language use). This framework is presented as a model to help 

teachers and other administrators as they try to set up new Arabic programs for high 

school students. 
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 1 

CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND: WHAT IS 
IMMERSION AND HOW DOES IT WORK? 

1.1 Background and Scope 

 In the past decade, Arabic instruction has experienced several surges in the 

number of students enrolling in Arabic courses. In four short years, for example, between 

1998 and 2002, Arabic classes witnessed a 92.5% enrollment increase (Modern Language 

Association, (henceforth MLA) (UNT, 2006). Cummings (2001) reported that during this 

period of time, in 2000, Middle Eastern languages had made up approximately 2% of all 

foreign language classes offered in the United States, with Arabic representing only .5% 

of these enrollments (Cummings, 2001).  

Today, however, Arabic is considered a ―critical‖1 language and enjoys the 

enrollment numbers that such a status provides. Many students who choose to study 

Arabic do so in order to find employment in the government. Additionally, as English 

spreads overseas, so does the volume of Americans doing business and traveling, and 

Arabic continues to grow in importance in the global economy as large urban cities in the 

Middle East play a stronger role in today‘s economy (Keivani and Younis, 2003). When 

taken in conjunction with available government positions, knowledge of Arabic proves 

very important in today‘s job market. Michael Lemmon, a former ambassador to Armenia 

and former Dean of the School of Language Studies at the State Department‘s Foreign 

Service Institute discussed the role of languages and how language shortcomings have an 

                                                 
1 This term was taken from the article from the Committee for Economic Development (2006) and refers to 
―languages that are crucial to national security such as Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Persian/Farsi, 
Russian and Turkish‖ (1).  
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effect on the current war on terrorism, stating that there is an insufficient number of 

competent speakers of Arabic (Committee for Economic Development, 2006). Met 

(2004: 215) furthers this idea, writing, ―[o]ur ability to promote peace around the world 

depends on efforts in diplomacy, arms control, international law enforcement, emergency 

preparedness, and health‖.  

Despite this strong stance on the importance of Arabic and Arabic education, 

there are still more questions than answers in today‘s debates about how to create a 

quality Arabic language program. Some of the questions facing Arabic educators today 

include: which dialect (if any) to incorporate in a curriculum, what aspects of culture to 

teach and how to teach the culture of a multi-national language (see Al-Batal, 1992; 

Suleiman, 1994; Harty, 2004; Younes, 2006; and Palmer, 2007). It is for this reason that 

we must focus more attention on Teaching Arabic as a Foreign Language (TAFL) as it 

provides an opportunity to promote cultural awareness among Americans in a time when 

there is a significant amount of tension between some countries in the Middle East and 

countries of the West including the United States.  

Another problem confronting high school Arabic educators is that a high school 

program cannot function in the same way as programs for adults do for a number of 

reasons including students‘ age and maturity levels, time constraints, and available 

resources and materials for these students. Though there are some texts such as Al-Kitaab 

fii Ta
c
allum al-

c
Arabiyya: A Textbook for Beginning Arabic (Brustad, al-Batal, and al-

Tonsi, 2004) and Ahlan wa Sahlan (Alosh, 2000), their content and presentation structure 

tend to make them more appropriate for longer programs, not for short summer programs, 

and they are more suitable for the university student. Several of the currently existing 
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summer programs for high school students are still in their infancy and may find that they 

require adjustments in order to cater to the needs of their participants. While there is 

currently a debate on how to best implement immersion study and what balance to find 

between use of students‘ native language versus the target language (see, for example, 

Cano, 1985; Alderson & Steel, 1994; Reyhner, 2003; Crawford, 2004; Rossell, 2005; and 

Macaro, 2006) there is no doubt that the more a student is exposed to a language, the 

better a chance he or she will have to learn it. Immersion learning provides a strong 

means of teaching students a foreign language, however in order to fully analyze an 

immersion program, we must first understand some of the basic concepts of immersion. 

1.1.1 HOW MUCH IMMERSION IS IMMERSION? 

 When discussing immersion programs today, many educators are referring to a 

category other than a summer immersion program where the main focus is the foreign 

language. Instead, most of the current literature relates to a type of immersion during the 

school year, typically defined as ―a method of foreign language instruction in which the 

regular school curriculum is taught through the medium of the language‖ (Met 1993: 2). 

Even though this is not the type of immersion for this investigation, it is important to 

have some familiarity with these programs for two reasons.  

The first and most important motive for discussing academic-year immersion is to 

become familiar with the concept and implementation of language immersion. Very little 

literature is currently available about high school summer immersion programs, so any 

research on these programs becomes invaluable. Also, understanding what options are 

available to high school students will highlight the importance of summer immersion 
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programs themselves and the role they play in a student‘s high school career and even 

future college career. Second, the goals for both programs are very similar. Met (1993: 2) 

defines the first two goals of foreign language immersion programs as: ―(1) developing a 

high level of proficiency in the foreign language; and (2) developing positive attitudes 

toward those who speak the foreign language and toward their culture(s)‖. 

In the past thirty years public schools in America have developed six different 

instructional approaches for students learning English as a Second Language (ESL). The 

first is structured/sheltered immersion which provides instruction almost entirely in 

English, but in a controlled classroom setting, consisting solely of English learners. The 

second is ESL pullout which supplements mainstream classes with small-group English 

instruction outside the main classroom. Then there is the ―sink or swim‖ model which is 

based on mainstream classroom instruction with no additional scaffolding for English 

language learners. The fourth type of academic-year immersion program is the 

transitional bilingual education which focuses initially on literacy in the students‘ native 

language but puts priority on developing English language skills. Next is two-way 

bilingual education or two-way immersion which develops fluency in both the students‘ 

native language and the target language; classes take place in both languages and consist 

of both native speakers of English as well as native speakers of other languages. Finally, 

the sixth type of immersion is a bilingual maintenance program which consists of non-

English speakers and places equal emphasis on maintaining students‘ native languages in 

addition to developing proficiency in English (Rossell, 2005: 32). These programs start 

language instruction in earlier years, typically in elementary school.  
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Of these six types of immersion, Rossell reports that the most effective way for 

students to learn a second language and to learn subject matter related to the foreign 

language is to actually learn in the target language, meaning full immersion. This 

evidence supports the efforts of summer programs which concentrate on language 

acquisition only, instead of broadening the focus to other content areas of a high school 

curriculum. In these programs, students spend the day learning languages (in this case 

Arabic) in the target language, as well as completing daily tasks and activities in the 

target language.   

Further proponents of full immersion settings include Duff & Polio (1990) who 

state that ―in FL learning contexts, because little opportunity exists for exposure to the L2 

outside the classroom, the quantity of L2 input is especially important, as it provides a 

necessary but insufficient condition for language acquisition‖ (154). And while students 

may experience initial frustration and confusion with the language in a full immersion 

setting, there are added benefits to be found in the confusion of students. Wong-Fillmore 

(1985) asserts that an integral part of language learning is trying to deduce what others 

are saying. Turnbull (2001) adds the immediate benefit of an increased motivation among 

students in a classroom setting where only the target language is spoken because they see 

the language as immediately useful for communicating with others, as opposed to being 

functional at some later date in the future. 

1.1.2 IS THERE ANY L1 IN A FULL-IMMERSION SETTING? 

Despite the literature listed above in favor of full immersion settings, there are 

those who believe that use of some English is necessary to language instruction. In Rolin-
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Ianziti and Brownlie (2002), various justifications were put forth for the use of L1 in 

foreign language classrooms. Some instructors used English to explain grammar, to 

manage the class, to translate unknown vocabulary items or help students when they have 

difficulty understanding and to present a show of ―solidarity‖ with the students in their 

efforts to learn the target language. For some researchers, code switching between 

English and the target language contributed to creating a supportive language 

environment in the classroom (Castellotti & Moore, 1997, van Lier, 1995). 

Even Turnbull (2001) who argued in favor of strictly limiting the use of L1 in 

second and foreign language classrooms, supported Stern‘s (1992) suggestion that use of 

students‘ native language and use of the target language be treated as complementary, in 

order to promote maximal understanding of the target language. In order to achieve this 

balance, according to Turnbull, the goals of the program teaching the foreign language 

must be accounted for in order to make sure that the native language and target language 

are being used appropriately. He argues that focusing on program goals and training 

teachers on the most beneficial use of students‘ L1 will help limit the number of times 

teachers feel the need to make a ―quick switch‖ to the L1 in order to save time. 

The problem with limiting the use of the L1 in foreign language classes, rather 

than banning it altogether, is that some studies (Duff & Polio, 1990, Crawford, 2004, 

Rolin-Ianziti & Brownlie, 2002) indicate that many foreign language teachers are not 

even aware of the large quantity of English they use in their classes or the motivation 

behind its use. By allowing teachers to use English in a full-immersion setting, we may 

open the door to an overuse of the L1. Many instructors are already using students‘ L1 to 

a great extent (Turnbull, 2001).  
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1.1.3 RESIDENTIAL SETTINGS AND AGE IN LANGUAGE TEACHING AND IMMERSION 

PROGRAMS 

 Two themes which are central to the high school immersion learning experience 

are residential settings and learner age. In studies performed on other residential 

programs in the past, results of learning gains have been mixed. For example, Winter, 

McClelland, and Stewart (1981) found a negative relationship between residential living 

and expected measures of critical thinking. However they did not control for initial levels 

of critical-thinking ability; as a result, their results may be confused by other variables. 

Three years later, Hood (1984) did not find any significant link between living on or off 

campus and cognitive complexity. Though these studies were conducted in higher-level 

institutions and were not focused on language learning programs, they demonstrate the 

benefits of a residential program on student progress and learning skills.   

Other additional studies have found that gains in general education and 

intellectual development are the product of such factors as coursework, effort, 

involvement in out-of-class activities and interaction with faculty and peers (Astin, 1993; 

Kuh, Vesper, Connolly and Pace, 1997; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991). However these 

aspects are also reinforced by residential programs which provide a setting in which two 

of these external ingredients – out-of-class activities and interaction with faculty and 

peers – are supported by advanced speakers of the foreign language (in this case, Arabic) 

who help maintain learning opportunities.  

 To improve their residential programs, universities have attempted to focus their 

residential environments on activities which are explicitly designed to promote learning 

and intellectual development (Schroeder and Hurst, 1996). Called residential learning 

communities, these settings promoted higher levels of student involvement in out-of-class 
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activities, created greater interaction between the students and faculty, and fostered a 

more supportive peer atmosphere (Astin, 1993; Schroeder, 1994, Terenzini, Pascarella, 

and Blimling, 1996).   

 In his study, Pike (1997) writes that, in order to make significant and sustained 

improvements in student learning and development, a program must blur the traditional 

boundaries between in- and out-of-class experiences on several levels. He continues to 

say that this requires frequently ―thinking outside the box‖ and stepping outside the 

traditional roles to which most educators have become accustomed.  

 The other issue, that of the appropriate age at which to begin teaching the foreign 

language, has also been analyzed in some detail. As more research surfaces about first 

language acquisition (see Jusczyk, 2000), and the Critical Period2 (see Abrahamsson and 

Hyltenstam, 2008; Long, 2005; Tran, 2009) educators are beginning to look for ways to 

introduce foreign language education at an earlier age. Today, a number of colleges and 

universities which already have summer language programs for college-age students are 

turning to a younger generation to begin language instruction. 

To that end, the National Security Language Initiative (NSLI) created the 

STARTALK initiative which ―seeks to expand and improve the teaching and learning of 

strategically important world languages that are not now widely taught in the US‖. 

Specifically,  STARTALK  supports  programs  which   teach  young  Americans ―critical  

 

                                                 
2 The Critical Period Hypothesis is a term used among linguists to refer to the point at which we lose our 
ability to learn languages naturally and easily. At this point, a high degree of language aptitude is necessary 
for learners to achieve native-like proficiency. 

javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','ss%7E%7EAU%20%22Abrahamsson%2C%20Niclas%22%7C%7Csl%7E%7Erl','');
javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','ss%7E%7EAU%20%22Hyltenstam%2C%20Kenneth%22%7C%7Csl%7E%7Erl','');
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need languages‖: Arabic, Chinese, Hindi, Persian, Turkish, Swahili and Urdu 

(startalk.umd.edu).  

 For institutions looking to implement programs for younger students, one of the 

biggest obstacles to overcome is the availability, or lack thereof, of Arabic programs in 

high schools throughout the country. In the optimal scenario, a student entering a high 

school summer Arabic program would have a program to return to in his or her home 

institution. However, few high schools offer Arabic during the academic year. The 

aforementioned STARTALK currently funds twenty-two summer programs for students 

studying Arabic and fourteen for instructors training to teach Arabic, most of which are 

less than one month long. The website lists no funding for full-year programs 

(http://startalk.umd.edu/). 

1.1.4 WHAT THIS THESIS IS ABOUT 

 This thesis is an investigation of Arabic language summer immersion programs 

for high school students. In completing background research for the study, I have looked 

at a number of topics relating to second language acquisition such as the use of the 

learners‘ L1 in the foreign language classroom, outside-the-class activities, student 

motivations, and the teacher‘s role in learner progress. All of these themes were 

examined in the lens of summer immersion learning. This study does not explore 

academic-year immersion, two-way immersion or any other form of bilingual education.  

The information presented here is purely pedagogical and does not examine any of the 

psychological issues facing students in their adolescence and how their commitment to 

the program or immersion in general may affect them.  
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1.2 Goals  

Despite all of the investigations listed thus far which have researched various 

aspects related to second language acquisition, there has been considerably less research 

conducted on immersion programs, especially summer immersion programs or 

immersion programs for high school students. Literature on the successes and difficulties 

of immersion programs must be found by researching each topic individually. In order to 

understand what affect cultural education has on an immersion program, we must look 

for investigations which discuss teaching culture in general, not as it relates to immersion 

learning. Researchers in SLA have examined topics such as the number of contact hours 

(Brown, 2009), the importance of teaching culture (Kramsch, 1995 and 1996; Brooks, 

2000; and Thanasoulas, 2001), the use of a learner‘s native language (or L1) versus the 

use of the target language (or L2) (Kaneko, 1992; Polio and Duff, 1990 and 1994; Cook, 

2001; Turnbull, 2001; Crawford 2004) and student motivations for studying the language. 

However none of these relate specifically to high school summer immersion learning or 

to TAFL. 

It is therefore the goal of this thesis to fill a gap in the literature by gathering 

information on all of the questions related to TAFL, specifically in a high school summer 

immersion program and answering one overarching question relating to immersion study, 

namely: What form should the immersion learning take in order to provide the most 

language advancement for its students?  

The topics which will be covered are: use of the students‘ native language 

(henceforth, L1) versus use of the target language (henceforth, L2), teacher training, 

student training, incorporating a dialect, incorporating culture, instructional materials and 
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assessment. Each theme is examined through the lens of the system currently in place at 

the Arabic Academy of the Middlebury-Monterey Language Academy, then analyzed for 

possible improvements by considering what current research reports on optimal 

integration and function of each aspect of immersion learning, as well as evaluating the 

reactions of faculty and students to the current system and the suggestions they offer 

based on their experiences in the program.  

1.3 Methodology 

 To complete this research and answer the overarching question of the thesis, I 

have chosen to examine one high school summer Arabic immersion program, the 

Middlebury Monterey Language Academy (henceforth, MMLA). I chose MMLA for two 

important reasons. First, Middlebury College has long been considered the ―gold 

standard‖ of foreign language education, even among those who criticize its teaching 

style (Salameh, 2006). Secondly, while there are other programs which offer Arabic to 

high school students in an intensive immersion setting – one such program is the 

Concordia Language Villages al-WaHa Arabic Village – logistical complications 

prevented an examination of Concordia. However this meant that I was able to conduct a 

more thorough analysis of one program and all aspects of immersion it incorporated, 

instead of trying to conduct a comparative assessment of both programs. 

 The bulk of information for this study was gathered through two main sources: 1) 

my own observations of the program through my position of Arabic co-director and 2) 

two anonymous surveys, one administered to students who attended the program in 2009 

and one to faculty members who worked in the program in 2009. The surveys were 
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created to provide a balanced view of the program by including opinions and 

observations of other stakeholders in the program, namely, the faculty who work there 

and the students who study there. 

1.4 Organization of the Chapters 

 This rest of this thesis is divided into three additional chapters. The second 

chapter depicts the current curriculum at MMLA by focusing on aspects including the 

Language Pledge, in-class activities, the faculty members and training available to them, 

the inclusion of dialects, the cultural activities, the out-of-class activities such as games, 

lectures, and mealtimes, and the support available to students after the program.  

 The third chapter analyzes each aspect of the program by presenting the responses 

and reactions of the students and faculty as collected through the two surveys. For each 

portion of the program discussed, improvements – if needed – are proposed based on 

supporting evidence from previous research conducted on each topic. Though these 

suggestions are most appropriate for MMLA, they may also serve as a curricular 

framework for other institutions that would like to start an immersion program for high 

school students. 

 The fourth and final chapter discusses the conclusions of this study and offers 

suggestions for future research in on this topic.
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CHAPTER 2: COMPONENTS OF THE MIDDLEBURY-MONTEREY 
LANGUAGE ACADEMY CURRICULUM: WHAT CAN MMLA 

TEACH US ABOUT IMMERSION? 

2.1: The Middlebury-Monterey Language Academy 

2.1.1 HISTORY AND STRUCTURE OF THE PROGRAM 

 In order to counteract the time constraints which have limited language learning 

in the past, universities began to develop intensive summer programs at the university 

level. Middlebury College was among the first institutions to implement an intensive 

summer language program, founding the German Language School in 1915. The goal of 

the program was to foster an environment of learning outside as well as inside the 

classroom: ―In the classroom, at the dinner table, in the dormitories, and everywhere in 

between, you and your peers will learn, laugh, debate, and even dream in German‖ 

(Middbury.edu). With the opening of the Hebrew School in 2008, Middlebury now offers 

ten languages in its summer schools: Arabic, Chinese, French, German, Hebrew, Italian, 

Japanese, Portuguese, Russian, and Spanish. The languages less similar to English – 

Arabic, Chinese, Japanese, and Russian – are taught over the course of nine-week 

sessions while the remaining languages – French, German, Hebrew, Italian, Portuguese, 

and Spanish – are taught over the course of seven-week sessions.  

 The defining characteristic of the Language Schools is the Language Pledge, ―a 

formal commitment to speak, listen, read, and write the language of study as the only 

means of communication for the entire summer session‖ (www.middlebury.edu/ls/ 



 14 

approach/pledge). Every student who enters a Language School is required to take the 

Pledge which specifically states:  

"In signing this Language Pledge, I agree to use ______________ as my 
only language of communication while attending the Middlebury Language 
Schools. I understand that failure to comply with this Pledge may result in 
my expulsion from the School without credit or refund." 

 

With the success of the summer school for adults, Middlebury turned its attention 

to raising the bar even higher, realizing that there is a potential for greater language 

acquisition at younger ages. For decades, language researchers have theorized that there 

is a ―critical period‖ for language learning to be successful (see Penfield & Roberts, 

1959; Lenneberg, 1967; Ellis, 1994; and Tran, 2009), and this notion has been formalized 

as the Critical Period Hypothesis3. Though there is much debate surrounding this concept 

(see Long, 1990; Birdsong, 1999), since it has been demonstrated that adult language 

learners can achieve native-like proficiency (Birdsong, 2004; see also Ioup, 1994 for 

specific research on the Critical Period Hypothesis with second language learners of 

Egyptian Arabic), it is widely agreed upon in the field of SLA that starting a language 

earlier can facilitate language acquisition. To build on the success of the Language 

Schools, Middlebury turned its attention to starting language education at a younger age. 

In 2008, MMLA opened its doors and established four ―academies‖ for high school 

students in:  Arabic, Chinese,  French and Spanish. Modeled  after  the Language Schools,  

                                                 
3 The Critical Period Hypothesis was a theory first proposed by Penfield and Roberts (1959) who 
introduced the idea that younger learners have an ability to learn a language naturally by only being 
exposed to the language and that they stand a better chance for attaining higher levels of proficiency in 
non-native languages. Though they proposed that this age is nine years old, others such as Lenneberg 
(1967) have theorized that the natural ability for language learning disappears at puberty. For further 
research on the Critical Period Hypothesis, see also Ellis (1994) and Tran (2009).  
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these Academies adopted a version of the Pledge which was adapted to suit the needs of a 

shorter program (four weeks instead of the seven- or nine-week sessions) with younger 

students4. 

 The daily schedule is broken down into separate chunks designed to provide the 

students with different levels of language learning and immersion. The basic components 

of the day are: Morning Assembly, Class, Meals, Projects, Free Time, Clubs/Activities, 

and Evening Assembly5.  

Morning and Evening Assemblies are considered the opening and closing to the 

day. In the morning, all students in the academy gather together in one meeting space to 

hear any announcements for the day, learn a few words or phrases which might play a 

focal role in the day‘s activities, and get generally prepared for a new day in the program. 

In the evening, students gather in the same meeting space to wind down from the day, 

review what they have learned and either work on homework, watch a movie, or 

complete another relaxing activity before retiring to their rooms.  

 During class time, students are grouped homogeneously by levels in order to 

focus on the language skills including reading, writing, grammar and vocabulary 

appropriate to all students in the class. Listening and speaking are also incorporated into 

the goals of class time, however to a lesser degree as students are expected to be exposed 

to more natural opportunities for listening and speaking outside the classroom. For 

beginners, this is a time where they can ask questions in English for the duration of the 

                                                 
4 For an in-depth discussion of the adapted Pledge, see Section 2.2.1 Curriculum: Language. 
5 For the full daily schedule, please see Appendix A, Daily Schedule. 
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Modified Language Pledge6. For advanced students, it is an opportunity to learn and 

practice linguistic skills appropriate to their level. Classes are individually taught by 

teachers and usually consist of between five and eight students; however in 2009 the 

highest and second-highest levels had fewer students. Out of thirty-seven total students, 

twenty-eight were pure beginners, who were divided evenly between four sections of 

Beginner classes. The remaining nine students were divided by level and spread across 

three classes: four students were in the Intermediate Low class, two were in the 

Intermediate High class and three were in the Advanced class. 

In contrast to class time, project groups are team taught by two teachers and 

consist of a heterogeneous mixture of language levels. Because teachers are paired, group 

sizes are larger and students are distributed evenly among three groups of twelve. The 

goals of the project are language learning through the process of creating a final product. 

Students may choose from a number of topics including fashion, sports, travel, cooking, 

or history. The theory behind the project is that as students work towards creating their 

final product, they are acquiring the language necessary for its completion. At the end of 

the week, students present their product then choose another project for the following 

week.  

 Among the important components of any language immersion program is 

traditional class time. This portion of the day is the time when students are in a setting 

that is most familiar to them because it is the most similar to the style of teaching they see  

 

                                                 
6 For a description of the Modified Language Pledge, see Section 2.2: Curriculum. 
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in their home institutions. It is also the time when they are grouped with their peers based 

on their experience with Arabic and receive explicit instruction tailored to their needs.  

 In keeping with the tradition of utilizing every minute of the day for language 

instruction, meal times are considered an important part of the language learning 

curriculum. At these intervals, the atmosphere is more relaxed and students can put their 

knowledge into immediate, practical use. During lunch time, students sit at a table with 

their teacher and other students from their class. The expectation is that if students are 

grouped by level, they will not feel intimidated by more advanced learners taking control 

of the conversation. At dinner time, students sit with their resident assistant and other 

students in their families7 to make connections with other students, reflect on the day and 

learn from one another. Students may sit wherever they like during breakfast. 

 In addition to providing students with structured learning in class and projects as 

well as practical opportunities to use the language during meals, it is expected that high 

school students will need to relax and use their energies for more physical endeavors, 

rather than sitting in class reading from the textbook. For this reason, the daily schedule 

also includes free time, where students may go where they please within the borders of 

the campus and complete any activity they choose (within language, of course), and 

activity/club times where students are offered choices of structured activities led by 

resident assistants.  These activities  include  sports,  calligraphy clubs, dance, games, and  

 

                                                 
7 The term ―families‖ was used by the Arabic Academy to refer to the groups led by resident assistants. 
Each resident assistant was assigned between six and eight students to supervise and mentor over the 
course of the program. 
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coffee hour, for example. There is no structured linguistic goal to these times other than 

providing students with an opportunity to practice what they have learned that day; any 

additional vocabulary or grammar related to the task at hand is incidental for the students 

participating in the activity or club. 

2.1.2 FACULTY 

 Historically, the function of the language instructor has been an ―all-powerful, all-

knowing‖ entity that sets the standards and exercises strict control of the dissemination of 

learning (Wright, 1972; Stan, 2009). Currently, the characteristics of language instructor 

are much more fluid and encompassing, even within the structure of a traditional 

classroom. Harmer (1991) lists a number of different tasks a teacher must pass fluidly 

between when teaching a lesson: controller, assessor, organizer, monitor, feedback 

organizer, prompter, and provider. 

As the context of learning changes and moves outside the walls of the class, these 

roles are expanded and new roles are added. The teacher or resident assistant of a 

residential program who sits with his/her students during a meal is necessarily different 

than the one who organizes the classroom. Priest and Gass (1997) present several lists of 

competencies typically required of educators in an outdoor setting8. Some of the 

requirements which are repeatedly mentioned in their research and in others include risk 

management, problem-solving skills and motivational philosophy. Stan (2009) takes this 

                                                 
8 Their findings were presented in an article written by Ina Stan, who investigated the ―outdoor classroom‖, 
defined according to the UK Ministry of Education, Department for Education and Skills (DfES) as 
programs which ―emphasize the importance for young people to learn ‗through experience in the world 
outside the classroom‘.‖ For the purposes of this paper, the points Stan was making about educators seemed 
parallel enough to make the comparison between immersion programs and the ―outdoor classrooms‖ he 
researched. 
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a step further, saying that the teacher must be considered a part of the group, rather than 

an authoritative facilitator in order to maximize learning in a residential setting.  

It seems, then, that while there is little doubt as to the importance of the language 

instructor, the exact function and responsibilities of the instructor are in the process of 

evolving and there is less understanding about the roles of language teachers in a program 

such as MMLA. In order to get a clear picture of an immersion program, we must 

understand what part the faculty plays in the development of the students and the 

program itself. The following section provides an overview of the teachers and residential 

assistants including their backgrounds, their responsibilities throughout the day, the 

training they receive both before and during the program. 

2.1.2.1 Profile of Teachers and Resident Assistants 

 The first section of the survey was a background section designed to elicit 

information on the faculty‘s previous experience in immersion programs and familiarity 

with Arabic and TAFL. Twelve faculty members responded to the survey, a response rate 

of 92%9.  

During the academic year, approximately fifty percent of faculty members teach 

in either a high school or college-level institution while the other fifty percent are 

enrolled as students in an Arabic studies program. This difference in background teaching 

experience is most likely due to the fact that results of teachers and resident assistants 

were collected aggregately. It is therefore expected that teachers responded with previous  

 

                                                 
9 For the complete survey, included questions and responses, see Appendix D. 
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teaching experience while resident assistants responded that they are currently enrolled in 

an Arabic program as a student. The response spread is demonstrated in Table 1: 

Table 1: Faculty Experience 

Faculty Question 1: Please indicate your involvement with 

Arabic during the academic year (please mark all that 

apply). n=12

0
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12

I teach in a

high school in

the United

States

I teach in a

college-level

program in the

United States

I teach in a

college-level

program

abroad

I am currently

enrolled in a

school

program for

Arabic in the

United States

I am currently

enrolled in a

school

program for

Arabic abroad

I do not teach

during the

year, however

I am a native

speaker of

Arabic
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From the listed responses, it is obvious that there is a wide range of experience 

coming to the program which can bring much-needed perspective to the type of education 

students expect to receive at MMLA. That same distribution can be found in the 

responses to the faculty question about previous experience in the Middle East. Every 

person who responded to the survey reported having spent time in the Middle East for 

reasons including work, study, live, travel and work development. Ten faculty 

respondents listed the following countries specifically: Egypt, Syria, Jordan, 

Israel/Palestine, Oman, Qatar, Turkey, Lebanon, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Yemen 
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and Tunisia. Additionally, one person reported currently participating in a study abroad 

program.  

 Finally, in response to a question regarding previous experience with an 

immersion program, 17% reported that this was their first time working for an immersion 

program, 50% stated that they had been a student in an immersion program, 8% replied 

that they have experience with a different immersion program and 75% answered that 

they have worked for MMLA previously10. The person who listed experience with 

another immersion program listed the Middlebury School in the Middle East as the 

additional work experience. These faculty members are responsible for large portions of 

the day and for keeping students engaged and involved in a language with which they 

have little previous experience. Specifically, the responsibilities of these instructors are 

described in the following section.  

2.1.2.2 Program Responsibilities 

While each member of the MMLA program is responsible to the other members 

of the community throughout the program, there are different aspects of the program for 

which each team is responsible. Though students have a structured schedule from 7:30 

AM  until  10:30  PM11,  responsibility  for  supervising  and  teaching  during  the  day  is  

 

                                                 
10 As a researcher, I am reporting the findings of the survey as the data was collected. However as director 
of the program, I am aware that only three people (or 25% of respondents) have worked for MMLA. I do 
not know why there is a discrepancy in the numbers and can only guess that some faculty members 
understood the question differently. I believe that they thought they had previous experience working for 
MMLA since they had worked there for one summer – in 2009 – at the time they answered the questions on 
this survey. 
11 For the full daily schedule, see Appendix A. 
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broken down into chunks designed to provide students with the opportunity to work with 

different people throughout the day instead of just one person. The aim is to create a 

seamless flow from one instructor to another and give instructors and RAs solid blocks of 

time to plan for the following day and rest in between responsibilities.  

Teachers 

 The first half of the day consists of more traditional style learning split between 

classroom learning where students are grouped homogeneously by level in order to work 

on skills such as vocabulary and grammar and project times in which students are 

grouped heterogeneously by level. During this portion of the day, the primary objective is 

for students to work towards a final project which they can present to their peers. 

Students may work individually or with a partner or group and in the process of working 

together to obtain this goal, they make progress through the language by learning the 

vocabulary and grammar needed to navigate completion of the project.  

 Despite the fact that the teacher-controlled portion of the day is labeled traditional 

here, there are significant differences between the class/project times at MMLA and the 

classroom one might see in an American high school. Most obviously, instructors at 

MMLA strive to teach Arabic with very little use of English. Emphasis is placed on 

modeling correct forms of Arabic by using the language directly, rather than explaining 

concepts in English, managing the class in Arabic and providing feedback in Arabic.  

Resident Assistants 

 The second half of the day is devoted more to immersion-style learning and is 

organized and run by the resident assistants. During this time, students learn Arabic 

during their free time, which is both structured and unstructured. During the unstructured 
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free time, students are free to read, listen to music, play games and relax, or just talk to 

one another, all in Arabic. Structured free time offers students a choice of activities they 

can join which are led by the resident assistants. These may include sports such as 

ultimate Frisbee, soccer, volleyball and tennis, participating in a scavenger hunt, joining a 

United Nations club or relaxing in the Arab café.  

 Each resident assistant, as part of the faculty team, is responsible to the 

community at large and works with the students in order to create a successful learning 

environment. In addition to their role in the larger community of the Arabic Academy, 

each resident assistant supervised and mentored a group of approximately seven or eight 

students; these groups were known as ―families‖ and were created based on living space 

in the dormitory, rather than language level. Each family would meet at the end of the 

day to reflect on what they had learned and communicate about any issues concerning 

both frustrations and successes they were experiencing in the immersion setting.  

These meetings are a very important time because they allow the students a 

chance to open up to their peers about what they are going through and it gives the 

resident assistants a chance to check in on the progress and well-being of the members of 

their group. Despite the difficulties of classroom learning, it is expected that there will be 

just as many frustrating situations during the second half of the day, when students are 

expected to expand their knowledge of Arabic without the comfort of a setting with 

which they are familiar (i.e., the classroom, and the textbook). Activities are designed to 

elicit Arabic from students in such a way that they do not realize that they are practicing 

their Arabic skills. In other words, they must learn not only Arabic; they must also learn 



 24 

how to learn Arabic. This specific issue will be dealt with in more detail in Section 3.7.2: 

Learner Training.  

Shared Responsibilities 

 Throughout the day, each group of faculty members (i.e. teachers and RAs) is 

responsible for the mealtime which falls during their half of the day. When students eat 

lunch or dinner, they are asked to sit with their teacher or resident assistant in order to 

provide them with more exposure to the language in a less structured setting where they 

can practice concrete vocabulary words for every day objects in an authentic 

communicative context. 

 In addition to the regularly scheduled tasks which teachers and resident assistants 

supervise, MMLA offers a calendar of events including guest speakers and performers 

and field trips either to culturally related or summer fun destinations. During these 

outings12, everyone is expected to take a share of the responsibility for being present. 

This adds to the community feel of the program and provides the maximum amount of 

language scaffolding while students partake in the extra activities.  

2.1.2.3 Training 

 In an article on planning and programming, Morgan (2008) describes the 

necessary ―before‖ program information provided by an instructor to students which 

includes aims, scope, and key ideas of the program.  This helps learners understand what 

is expected of them and what to do in order to succeed. To help new faculty acclimate to 

the immersion setting and to help returning faculty plan for the upcoming weeks, MMLA 

                                                 
12 For a list of field trips and guest speakers from 2009, please see Appendix B: Calendar of Events. 
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requires teachers and resident assistants to arrive on program site a week before the 

students arrive in order to go through a week of orientation. 

 Though the daily schedule of the orientation changes based on the needs of 

faculty and the amount of time each activity takes, orientation week is made up of a mix 

of necessary bureaucratic information and individual Academy preparation. 

Approximately twenty-five percent of orientation is devoted to work within-language, 

that is, each academy meets independently of the others to review the learning plan for 

incoming students. The remaining time is spent reviewing the daily schedule, orienting 

faculty to the campus and the tools it has to offer, and acquainting everyone with the 

program guidelines to which they must adhere.  

 During the time which is devoted to language-specific work, teachers in the 

Arabic academy13 were introduced to the broad curriculum expectations, assigned their 

specific language levels, expected to finalize project offerings, and asked to teach a 

sample fifteen-minute lesson to their peers. Each portion of the Arabic orientation was 

designed to help faculty gain an understanding of how they would be living in the 

upcoming weeks and to see how their teaching styles will have to be changed in order to 

adapt to the context of as little English as possible.  

 While teachers received most of their training during orientation week, resident 

assistants  have additional opportunities  throughout the four  weeks of the program while  

 

                                                 
13 The first day of orientation week, teachers and resident assistants worked together during language 
breakout sessions. In the following days, resident assistants worked with the residential life director while 
teachers continued to work with the language director on language curriculum. 
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students are present. In a program where the responsibilities for language instruction are 

often shared between the teachers and resident, training is readily available to resident 

assistants looking to broaden their teaching experience and become an instructor in future 

years, be it in the MMLA program or in another institution.  

2.1.3 STUDENTS 

 Who are the students who attend the MMLA Arabic Academy? Unlike those who 

study French, Spanish or even Chinese, students who study Arabic will most likely not 

have any support from their home institution in the form of available language classes 

when they return for the academic year. Given that the age range of the students in 2009 

was between fourteen and eighteen, many would not be in a position to continue studying 

Arabic in a college or university. So they must have strong motivations for choosing the 

language. In the survey I administered to students who attended the 2009 session of the 

MMLA Arabic Academy, students were asked to rank in order their reasons for studying 

Arabic. The responses are below reported in Table 2. 

Table 2: Student Motivations 

Student Question 1: Why do you want to learn Arabic? Please rank in order, 1 being 
your top reason for learning Arabic and 7 being your last reasons for learning 
Arabic. n=15 

Answer Options 
Top 

Choice 
          

Last 
Choice 

To help me communicate 

with my family 
0 0 1 1 1 5 6 

Religious reasons 0 0 1 0 3 6 4 

To help me get into college 0 2 2 8 1 0 2 

To help me get a good job 2 3 6 1 2 1 0 

To help facilitate cultural 
understanding 

7 4 1 1 1 0 0 

To travel to the Middle East 3 5 2 2 1 1 0 

Other (please specify)        
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In addition to the above responses, three students chose the ―other‖ option and provided 

these additional motives: 1) ―I love learning languages and I‘ve always been interested in 

Hebrew and Arabic especially‖, 2) ―It's a really cool language! (grammar, writing, 

history, non-English sounds)‖ and 3) ―I want to learn many languages‖. However, as can 

be seen in Table 1, the top two motivating factors for taking Arabic (indicated by the 

numbers in boldface) were to ―help facilitate cultural understanding‖ and ―to travel to the 

Middle East‖, both of which require high degrees of oral proficiency in a dialect of 

Arabic.  

 While students were not asked to provide any information about their home states, 

applications from many different states were accepted and there was a fairly wide 

representation in the program, including one student who came from abroad to attend the 

program. Out of thirty-seven total students, twenty-eight were pure beginners. Though 

four students had extended family members who spoke Arabic, two of them were pure 

beginners and the other two who were not were in the Intermediate classes because they 

had studied Arabic in a classroom setting previously. Those with experience listed private 

tutors, Arabic clubs in their home institutions, trips to the Middle East with family, self 

study, and college summer programs as their previous exposure to Arabic. This meant 

that they came to MMLA with vastly different knowledge of Arabic.  

 To prepare them for the rigors of the Language Pledge, students go through a 

brief orientation, first as a collective group with all languages at one site together. 

Following this, they go through another short orientation that is just within their language 

(i.e., all students in the Arabic Academy meet together with Arabic faculty and 

administration) and finally, they meet with their resident assistants and families.  
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2.2: Curriculum 

2.2.1 THE LANGUAGE PLEDGE 

As mentioned above in Section 2.1.2 Faculty, MMLA requires its faculty to use 

the target language as the only means of communication with students whether they are 

teaching, mentoring, or interacting socially. The system of language use is formatted and 

structured by the Language Pledge, a creation of Middlebury College. Originally the 

foundation of the Middlebury Language Schools for adults, MMLA also says that it ―has 

adapted the Language Pledge to fit the learning styles of middle and high school 

students‖.  

The Language Pledge is intertwined with MMLA‘s concept of an immersion 

program and is designed to ensure students use acquired vocabulary and structures 

immediately and in linguistically and culturally realistic situations. One of the advantages 

of this system is that students have the opportunity to actively learn new concepts in 

class, and then be supported in activities outside the classroom by trained speakers once 

they leave their class. Students who have completed the program report that they learned 

more in one month at MMLA than they did in a country where the language is spoken, 

because while traveling abroad they found they were able to function completely in 

English with the local people (http://www.mmla.middlebury.edu/about/testimonials. 

html).  

 However this is not to say that there is zero L1 support for students who have no 

previous experience in Arabic. There is a system in place, called the Modified Language 
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Pledge, which helps ease them into Arabic only. This is the subject of discussion in the 

next section. 

2.2.1.2 The Modified Language Pledge 

 To help beginning students cement their linguistic knowledge, there is a support 

system in place, known as the Modified Language Pledge. Students who attend the 

MMLA Arabic Academy as pure beginners abide by the rules of the Modified Pledge, a 

more relaxed version of the Language Pledge which becomes progressively more 

rigorous throughout the program. The duration of the Modified Pledge differs for each 

academy at MMLA. In the past two years, the Arabic Academy implemented the 

Modified Language Pledge for one week. 

The goal of the Modified Pledge is to allow students the opportunity to ask 

questions in English during select portions of the day. These times of days are chosen by 

directors and faculty ahead of time and decisions are based on the activities for which 

English would be the most helpful and would promote the most learning. For example, 

students are allowed to ask questions during class time with teachers in the mornings and 

during daily reflection times with resident assistants in the evenings. The reason for this 

is to allow teachers to make sure that their pupils understand language concepts in the 

morning so that students are not reinforcing any mistakes or misunderstandings 

throughout the remainder of the day. In the evenings, while students are meeting with 

their RA to check in on what they have learned and reflect on their language progress, 

they are again allowed to clarify information in English to firmly cement what they have 

learned that day. During all remaining times of the day (which includes Morning 
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Assembly, projects, meals, activities, and Evening Assembly14), students are expected to 

use only Arabic to function. Even if they make mistakes when speaking, they are learning 

to use what they know in order to communicate with others, which reinforces their 

language use and teaches them to learn even more in the immersion setting. For more 

physical activities, such as sports or games, many errors are not addressed so as not to 

interrupt the activity. During other activities such as the Morning and Evening 

Assemblies, or meal times, feedback is provided to students individually, without 

singling out any particular student amongst a group, in order to maintain student 

confidence.  

The inclusion of limited use of the students‘ L1 in MMLA is supported by 

numerous studies on the use of L1 and L2 in the language classroom (for a discussion of 

relevant literature, see Section 2.1.1 Background.). When asked to list their three top 

reasons for not staying in the Pledge, the majority of responses were related to 

insufficient linguistic capacities. Some said that they didn‘t have the vocabulary they 

needed to express simple ideas such as their likes and dislikes, others wanted to make 

sure they were being understood or that they were understanding what was being said to 

them, and still others felt that the vocabulary they had didn‘t cover the topics they wanted 

to talk about. The only answer which received a number of responses which was not 

directly related to language capacities is the response that said that most of their friends 

in  the Arabic Academy were communicating in  English. However it is possible the other  

 

                                                 
14 For the complete daily schedule, please see Appendix A. 
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reasons were what lead to their friends speaking English, which in turn led to them 

speaking English. The answers to this question are shown in Table 3: 

Table 3 Language Pledge 

Student Question 5: When you didn't stay in the Language Pledge,which of the 

following best describes the reason why? (Please check top three reasons.) 

n=15
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I didn't have the

vocabulary to say

what I wanted

(general, everyday

words)

I needed to talk to

my friends about

things more

complicated than

topics such as the

weather and school.

I wanted to make

sure I was

understanding/being

understood by the

person I was talking

(confirm

comprehension).

I was tired. My friends were all

speaking in English.
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While the majority of students were pure beginners, two thirds of students responding to 

the survey still said that they stayed in the Pledge ―often‖ or ―always‖. (See Table 4): 
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Table 4: Frequency of Observation of Language Pledge 

Student Question 4: How often did you stay in 

the language pledge? n=15
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 While the Modified Language Pledge provides a good support system for the 

students, it makes the jobs of instructors more difficult because it blurs the language lines 

between appropriate use of L1 and L2. That is to say, if instructors knew that they could 

only use the L2 when communicating with students, they would know what to use as the 

default for tasks such as classroom management, providing feedback and disciplining 

students. Otherwise, there is a risk that they may default to the student L1 in situations 

they didn‘t directly associate with language instruction, such as the above tasks. 

 In a 1990 study on the use of L1 in the L2 classroom, Duff and Polio found that 

the vast majority of language instructors (among those surveyed) used the L2 less than 

fifty percent of class time, instead relying heavily on students‘ L1 for a variety of uses 

from explaining grammatical points to classroom management. While these instructors 

were not teaching in an immersion setting, Polio and Duff summarized later (1994: 320) 
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that ―… there seems to be a lack of awareness on the part of the teachers as to how, 

when, and the extent to which they actually use English in the classroom.‖ They go on to 

state that there were inconsistencies in their study which resulted from situations where 

the teachers ―urged students to speak the L2, but then would not necessarily do so 

themselves‖ (320). Given the results of these studies, it is easy to see how teachers may 

unconsciously switch to students‘ L1 in an effort to facilitate comprehension or speed the 

learning process.  

 The findings of their study were supported by the survey results from MMLA 

faculty: over half of faculty members who reported using English said they did so when 

students were struggling to understand a language-related concept such as a new 

grammar structure or vocabulary word. One third testified to using English because 

students were unable to understand what they were saying. Another quarter of the 

responses included disciplining students and another twenty-five percent reported using 

English if they were in a rush. That is, they wanted ―to say something quickly.‖ The 

results of this question are reported in Table 5: 
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Table 5: Reasons for English Use 

Faculty Question 10. If you spoke English, which of the following best 

describes the reason why? Please indicate top three. n=12

0
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Students were having

trouble understanding

what I was saying.

Students were having

trouble understanding a

language-related

concept (e.g. grammar

structure, new

vocabulary word, etc.)

To discipline a student

who was being

disrespectful, speaking

in English or doing

something else that

violated MMLA's

policies

To say something

quickly
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With a language as different from English as Arabic is, it is almost impossible to 

expect students to learn the language without some reinforcement in English. As a result, 

MMLA has taken the Modified Language Pledge from the Language Schools and 

adapted it for the needs of younger students. The crucial questions we now face, 

discussed in all of these articles, as Tudor states, are: 1) Can L1 use enhance language 

learning activities sufficiently to compensate for the loss of L2 exposure which will result 

from use of the L1? And 2) How much and what do students learn from both the L1 and 

L2 interaction? These questions will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3. 

2.2.2 INSTRUCTIONAL MATERIALS 

 In most language programs, teaching materials are a key component of the 

curriculum, serving, at times, as the foundation of these programs. As Richards says, 

―Whether the teacher uses a textbook, institutionally prepared materials, or his or her own 
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materials, instructional materials generally serve as the basis for much of the language 

input learners receive and the language practice that occurs in the classroom‖ (2001: 

251). For teaching to be effective, instructors must provide the most appropriate text and 

materials to their programs and the goals of the programs (Hedge, 2000).  

In the first year, MMLA chose two texts as the foundation for creating vocabulary 

and grammar lessons: Alif Baa: An Introduction to Letters and Sounds (Brustad, al-Batal, 

and al-Tonsi, 2004) and Al-Kitaab fii Ta
c
allum al-

c
Arabiyya: A Textbook for Beginning 

Arabic, Part One (Brustad, al-Batal, and al-Tonsi, 2004). Beginning students completed 

Alif Baa in one week, then began Al-Kitaab in week two. Intermediate and Advanced 

students began studying from different chapters of Al-Kitaab immediately, depending on 

skill levels.  

Due to the inability of these texts to adequately satisfy the specific needs of this 

type of program, a second text was chosen for the 2009 summer: ‗UHibbu al-lugha al-

c
Arabiyya (al-

c
Affass, 2007) replaced Al-Kitaab for pure beginners, though Al-Kitaab 

was used for intermediate and advanced students. Alif Baa was kept for alphabet 

instruction to pure beginners. The new text provided some changes to the program: first, 

it presented material completely in Arabic with no explanations in English. Additionally, 

subjects remained focused on daily topics, rather than beginning with vocabulary not 

immediately relevant to middle and high school students. 

The texts were incorporated into the MMLA program in such a way that they 

were an important tool during class time. Students each receive their own copy of the text 

which they bring to class and use for in-class learning as well as homework assignments, 

completed in the evenings during Evening Assembly and study hours. To analyze the 
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effectiveness of these texts, faculty members were asked to give their opinions on the 

type of text best suited to MMLA. Though two people skipped the question, over half of 

the total responses indicated that certain concepts such as grammar would be better 

understood if they were presented in a text that was both in English and in Arabic.  These 

findings are reported below in Table 6: 

Table 6: The Language of the Textbook 

Faculty Question 40: Should the textbook be written in Arabic 

or English? n=10

In Arabic only (3

responses)

In Arabic and English (7

responses)

  

However there were also some detriments to the new text. For example, 

vocabulary presentation proved incomplete; the section on household items included 

vacuum cleaner and washing machine while omitting the word for chair. Moreover, there 

was no mention of grammar, other than what the student could infer from sample 

dialogues and sentences which appeared throughout units in the text. There are currently 

few texts which would be appropriate for a high school immersion program so we will 

dedicate a portion of Chapter 3 to discussing how to best choose and incorporate a text in 

a program. 
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2.2.3 CULTURE 

When discussing ―culture‖, educators today are referring to two different types of 

culture: ―little-c‖ (or hearthstone) culture, which refers to the patterns of our everyday life 

and big-C (or formal) culture, which specifies fine arts and literature (Omaggio, 2000: 

263). Understanding this distinction is crucial to practical presentation of culture in a 

language classroom. Harty phrases our sensitivity to hearthstone culture in a succinct 

manner: ―We live in our culture the same way fish live in water, surrounded by it, 

breathing it, and mostly unaware of it—unless we are suddenly dropped into a whole new 

body of water that tastes funny, smells funny, looks funny, and sounds funny‖ (2004).  

For decades, researchers have written about the importance of cultural proficiency 

in second language education (see Al-Batal, 1988; Omaggio, 1993; Kramsch, 1995 and 

1996; Liddicoat & Crozet, Ed. 1997; Brooks, 2000; Thanasoulas 2001). According to 

Omaggio (1986), ―the study of culture both as a topic in its own right and as it is 

embedded in language use, is an important aspect of language teaching…[It] must be 

integrated with the study of language if students are to derive lasting benefits from their 

language-learning experience‖. More recently (Lave & Wagner, 1991; Wenger 1998; 

Nguyen & Kellog, 2010) educators are describing language learning as a participatory 

experience, meaning that when a student acquires an L2, that person learns new ways of 

thinking, behaving, and existing in new communities. As Nguyen and Kellog write ―In 

this sense, a crucial part of becoming a competent participant in a new social group… in 

an L2, is the process of associating particular linguistic forms with their situational 

meanings.‖ Ochs (2002) calls this ―becoming a speaker of culture‖.  
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 This ―speaker of culture‖ would participate in social activities which make 

actions, stances, and identities relevant, helping the student to actively use language in 

order to achieve social acts which fit the environment in which the language is used 

(Nguyen & Kellog, 2010). In their study of a content-based ESL class, Nguyen and 

Kellog write that, by participating in activities such as class readings and presentations, 

video screenings, group essays, and online discussions, students considered topics such as 

prejudices and stereotypes in various situations. The goal of these tasks was to discuss 

―how to situate, deconstruct, and confront such topics with intellectual reasoning.‖ They 

report that as a result of these activities, there was a crucial shift of viewpoint, 

particularly when students focused their attention on stereotypes that outsiders might 

make about them. Once they saw that these stereotypes were unfair, they realized that 

stereotypes are not the same as truths. 

 As can be seen from this research, there are definitely important benefits to be 

gained from implementing culture in any language classroom, especially an immersion 

program. Currently, MMLA provides a number of authentic materials and activities 

which instructors can use to expose students to Arab culture. These include books, 

movies, magazines, newspapers, clothing, music and food, which are available to 

students on a daily basis. 

To bring additional culture to the program the MMLA Arabic Academy invited 

guest speakers and performers to the program who could teach the students about specific 

aspects of Arabic-speaking culture. While Vermont is not the greatest resource for native 

speakers of Arabic language and culture, MMLA was still able to host four guest artists 

including a belly dancer, a henna artist and two musical groups. The advantages to having 
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guest performers were that students were exposed to experts and professionals in fields 

other than linguistics and language education. The performers who came were able to 

share their knowledge regarding the cultural role of their art in the Arab world. For 

example, the belly dancer who conducted a workshop with students talked about the 

historical significance of the dance, the artists currently performing in the Middle East 

and the cultural conceptions and misconceptions tied to belly dancing. Both musical 

groups gave short informational sessions about the history of their instruments, their 

production and their uses in songs as well as the cultural meanings of the songs they 

performed. Finally, the henna artist talked about henna in the Arab world, about the 

celebrations in which it is primarily used and about the different types of henna available 

today. 

However there was one major disadvantage to these visits: only one of the four 

guests spoke Arabic. The musical group, Sharq Ensemble, is composed of native 

speakers who were able to lecture and teach about their craft in Arabic. The other musical 

group, the henna artist and belly dancer had no previous experience with Arabic and had 

to communicate with students in English. This breach of Language Pledge was discussed 

at length and agreed upon by administration and faculty members before their inclusion 

in the program. However this situation begs the question: to what extent should we 

balance cultural benefits with linguistic benefits? This issue will be dealt with in detail in 

Chapter 3.  

In addition to all of the above mentioned cultural topics, there is one ―hot button 

issue‖ which has not been mentioned thus far and that is: the inclusion of dialects. Arabic 

dialects are strongly tied to Arab identity and are the primary mode of communication on 
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a daily basis. For this reason, they should play an important role in an immersion 

program. It is to this topic which we now turn. 

2.2.4 MODERN STANDARD ARABIC VS. DIALECT 

2.2.4.1 Background 

The subject of teaching Arabic registers has a long history in Arabic instruction 

(see Hanna and Greis 1969; Al-Batal 1988; Ryding, 1995; Al-Batal & Belnap, 2006; 

Younes 2006). As a diglossic language, Arabic has been described as being ―more than 

one language, but less than two‖ (Ferguson, 1959), when referring to the two main 

registers of Arabic: Modern Standard Arabic (henceforth, MSA) and the many dialects 

spoken throughout the Middle East. This distinction leaves Arabic instructors in the 

middle of a long-standing debate between those who feel it is important to teach dialects 

and those who feel it is important to not teach dialects.  

On one side of the discussion are instructors who argue against teaching MSA and 

dialects simultaneously because they see presenting the two registers together as overly 

confusing for students. Opponents to integrating colloquial in an Arabic curriculum argue 

that students will be overwhelmed by trying to learn two linguistic systems at once 

(Younes, 1990). In addition to the contention that teaching both varieties together is 

overly complicated for students, other arguments against teaching a dialect relate to 

language prestige than utility or difficulty. In 2004, Versteegh wrote that ―[m]any 

speakers of Arabic still feel that the dialect is a variety of language without a grammar… 

and even in the universities there is a certain reluctance to accept dialect studies as a 

dissertation subject‖.  
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Traditionally, this opinion has been carried over to the United States where MSA 

has been historically viewed as the H-variety and dialects have been regarded as the L-

variety (Ferguson, 1959). More recently, however, many linguists (Holes, 1995) have 

challenged this idea, going so far as to argue for the existence of an Educated Spoken 

Arabic variety which encompasses features from both MSA and dialects. Additionally, 

Arabic has more recently been described as a continuum rather than separate linguistic 

levels (Allen, 1990; Holes, 1995).  

 On the other side of the debate, supporters of integrating dialect instruction with 

MSA embrace the continuum concept and identify it as evidence supporting the necessity 

of dialect instruction. They also counter the argument that the mix will be too 

complicated by pointing out that this confusion is what native speakers of Arabic 

experience when they begin studying MSA formally in school (Al-Batal, 1992). They 

also call attention to the overwhelming evidence that say that students who choose to 

study Arabic want to be able to communicate with native speakers. Munther Younes 

(2006) describes a study conducted (in 2003) at Cornell University which examined 

students‘ motivations for taking Arabic. The investigation found that among 113 

students, 103 listed as a reason for studying Arabic ―To achieve overall proficiency (to 

understand, speak, read and write)‖. In order to communicate with native speakers, 

students would need some knowledge of dialect. In fact, Allen (1990) lists competency in 

at least one Arabic dialect as ―obviously desirable for those who aspire to replicate the 

native-speaker proficiency in Arabic‖ (55).  

 In a study conducted by Al-Batal and Abdullah (forthcoming), over two hundred 

Arabic instructors were surveyed about their opinions regarding including Arabic dialect. 
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Almost two thirds of respondents reported that they ―agree‖ or ―strongly agree‖ with the 

statement that from the early states of Arabic instruction, a curriculum should provide 

training in a dialect from Arabic. Currently, however, almost fifty percent admitted that 

colloquial Arabic is incorporated only ―to a small extent‖ during the first two years of 

instruction at their institutions.  

It is also interesting to note one of the points of view held by Arabs themselves on 

the topic of MSA. Arab children tend to begin MSA study when they enter elementary 

school – not before – which indicates that MSA is approached in a similar manner as a 

foreign language (Palmer, 2007). So the question we must ask ourselves is why do we 

teach our students a language variety which must be studied by Arabs in school, almost in 

a manner similar to a foreign language? 

 Fortunately, as Arabic instruction has developed in the United States over the 

years, the historically central question has begun to change from ―Should we teach 

dialects?‖ to ―Which dialect(s) should we teach?‖ In the past, educators searched for a 

form of Arabic which would be suitable for all purposes: travel to any country, religious 

and cultural readings, or professional situations. Though no suitable response to this 

question was ever reached, proponents of MSA responded to the search by suggesting 

that MSA be taught as the all-encompassing language. Their reasoning was simple: it‘s 

everywhere, it‘s an ideal, it‘s the language of business, and our students won‘t sound 

uneducated when they speak with Arabs (reported in Heath, 1990).  

 As we can see, this new question of which dialect to teach actually serves to 

further arguments for focusing on MSA and avoiding dialect instruction altogether. One 

reason for this is that varieties of spoken Arabic differ from one another increasingly the 
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further one goes from one‘s place of origin. For example, Iraqi and Moroccan Arabic are 

almost completely mutually unintelligible (Watson, 2002; Palmer, 2007). Many educators 

see this as an unsurpassable obstacle for teaching dialects. Since it is logistically 

impossible to teach all dialects and MSA simultaneously, some Arabic teachers argue 

that students should focus their attention on learning MSA while they are studying in the 

US; later, they can ―pick up‖ a dialect when they travel abroad.  

  However there are two strong arguments against this logic. First, dialects are not 

as different as we might initially believe. In his 2007 article, Palmer includes the 

following table to demonstrate the similarities between what are considered widely 

distinct dialects and MSA: 

Table 7: ―I Want To Go Now‖ 

‘ari:d ‘aru:H haessa Iraqi 

biddi ru:H Halla‘ Syrian 

biddi aru:H Halla‘ Jordanian 

aayiz ‘aru:H dilwa‘ti Egyptian 

bgheet nimshi daaba Moroccan 

‘uri:du an ‘adh-haba al‘a:n MSA 
Data for chart taken from Palmer (2007), pg. 113. 

Other comparisons conducted (see Versteegh, 1997; Holes 1995) suggest that dialects 

have linguistic ―common denominators‖ when compared to MSA, making dialect 

education a highly desirable trait in any Arabic program. 

Second, in addition to the similarities, there is evidence that learning one dialect 

may facilitate comprehension skills in another dialect. Emma Trentman (2009) presented 

data which supported the idea that students who had been exposed to listening exercises 
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in one Arabic dialect performed better in listening comprehension tasks in another dialect 

than those students who had only been exposed to listening passages in MSA.  

From the arguments listed above, it is clear that there are advantages to teaching 

dialects along with MSA. The question we must examine now is: How has MMLA 

approached this issue? 

2.2.4.2 Background of Dialect at MMLA 

As a new program trying to align itself with the principles and philosophy of the 

Middlebury Summer Language Schools, MMLA followed the example of the Arabic 

School and offered only MSA throughout the day. Middlebury College says on its 

welcome website for the Arabic Summer Language School, ―language doesn‘t exist in a 

vacuum. It is a means of personal expression, a conduit for new ideas, a medium for 

doing business, and a foundation of cultural‖ (http://www.middlebury.edu/ls/arabic).  

However the focus at Middlebury‘s summer Arabic school for students in the first three 

levels of language study (Elementary Arabic, High Elementary Arabic and Intermediate 

Arabic) is MSA. Dialect is not incorporated into the curriculum until the third level (High 

Intermediate Arabic) at which point students are required to sign up for an additional 

dialect course outside their regular course schedule. The time is taken from the main class 

in order to keep the number of hours the same for all students and allow students taking 

dialect to participate in activities outside the classroom (http://www.middlebury.edu/ls/ 

arabic/curriculum/interhigh).  

As a result, the only infusion of dialects in MMLA came in the form of the 

heritage speakers who attended the program. These students were encouraged to talk to 
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their peers about the differences between their family‘s dialects and MSA, however they 

were urged to communicate only in the standard register, even outside of the classroom 

during free time activities, contexts which would normally call for the use of dialects.  

This seems to be an unusual arrangement since a summer residential immersion 

program provides a realistic opportunity for students to study dialect and MSA side by 

side. The reason for this is that students will be exposed to occasions to learn the 

language, not only in their classes, but also throughout the afternoon when they leave the 

classroom itself and spend time in a more relaxed setting.  

2.2.5 ASSESSMENT 

 In any program, no matter the teaching techniques, assessment plays a crucial role 

in student learning (for further reading on assessment, see Hedge, 2000; and Richards, 

2001). Without it, there is no way to determine whether or not the goals set by the 

program have been met. Traditionally, assessment of learning outcomes for student 

performance in foreign language study has tested skills in the following five areas: 

listening, speaking, reading, writing and culture. In the 1980s, the American Council of 

Teachers of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) created a series of guidelines, designed to serve 

as descriptions of language activities. Proficiency in Arabic is measured for each skill 

area along a spectrum between two poles: Novice and Superior (Allen, 1990). So how 

does MMLA measure student progress?  

Before the program even begins, students are sent a questionnaire which asks 

them to provide background information on their previous experience with Arabic. By 

the time students arrive, administration and faculty already have an idea of how many 
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students they have at each level. During the first full day of programming, students are 

administered a pre-program examination, both written and oral. The written exam 

features a series of questions designed to elicit short individual writing passages from the 

students. The oral exam, which is recorded, features the same questions as the written test 

in order to determine what skills students have in Arabic, even if they cannot read or 

write. The purpose of the pre-program exam is twofold: first, the test functions as a 

placement test to help put students in an appropriate level, and second, the test serves to 

create a baseline for each student. At the end of the four weeks, a post-program exam is 

administered which is actually the same test as the first. The original purpose of the two 

identical tests was to measure language progress and development in students by 

comparing the two tests. However in the first two years of the program MMLA has had 

to complete the recordings for the oral exam and send them home with students before 

any evaluation takes place. MMLA asks its faculty members to help with the packing in 

addition to their teaching responsibilities. This means that there is little time available for 

end-of-the-program evaluation. 

 In addition to the above tests which the students take before and after the 

program, students are monitored daily and weekly through the completion of their daily 

reflections and weekly final projects for the project portion of the day (for a full 

description of the project portion, see Section 2.2.1). The projects, daily reflections and 

any other work which students complete throughout the program is gathered in portfolios 

which students can use to track their progress over the course of the program. 

Originally, the Daily Reflection was intended to be completed at the end of the 

day, when students could reflect on the entire day. As students gained knowledge, they 
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would be able to look back over a journal that showed day-by-day progress. However the 

reality was that students were exhausted from a full day of programming. Additionally, 

students were told that they would not be graded on their daily reflections, so they were 

resistant to the idea of submitting them to their resident assistants for review. As a result, 

those papers which RAs did collect were few and did not represent the students at their 

best ability. Nor did RAs or teachers have the time to provide meaningful feedback on the 

journal entries. 

This indicates that the method for assessment had not been planned out in a 

thorough enough manner. In order for assessment to be effective, there must be a clear 

idea of how the assessment will be administered, who will collect the data, how it will be 

analyzed and what feedback it will provide to the program (Hedge, 2000). Weir and 

Roberts (1994) make an important distinction between ―accountability‖ and 

―development‖ as goals in assessing a program and information for both purposes is 

crucial to developing and maintaining an effective system of learning. This means that a 

program must adopt an assessment tool which it can reasonably expect teachers and/or 

resident assistants to carry out and which will be analyzed with a view towards program 

improvements in the future. 

Currently, however, there are no other formal tests administered to students 

throughout the program. Students attend the program and are sent home with their 

information, without it ever being analyzed. This has two implications for the program: 

1) the students do not understand the progress that they have over the course of the four 

weeks and 2) the program itself cannot determine or define the progress their students 
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have made. Without this knowledge, a program cannot adapt appropriately to the needs 

of its learners.  

The question of assessment will be revisited in Chapter 3 and suggestions for 

assessment tools will be provided and discussed.  

 



 49 

CHAPTER 3: INGREDIENTS FOR A SUCCESSFUL IMMERSION 
PROGRAM: SUGGESTED CURRICULAR FRAMEWORK FOR 

CREATING A SUCCESSFUL HIGH SCHOOL ARABIC 
IMMERSION PROGRAM 

3.1 Introduction and Organization of Chapter 

In the preceding sections, we have raised a number of important questions which 

relate to various aspects of the program. This chapter returns to these issues to find 

solutions to any current problems which would help improve MMLA and serve as a 

framework for future programs. This chapter is arranged as follows: first, a discussion of 

institutional goals and settings; second, a look at the choice of dialect for the program; 

third, the inclusion of cultural learning, fourth, a review of learning materials; finally a 

look at faculty and student training. 

3.2 Classes and Projects 

 In Section 2.2.1, we examined class and project times, and recognized that the 

system as it currently stands at MMLA is imperfect. Though the two made up four hours 

of class every day, projects were less useful for teachers and students than were designed 

to be because the goals were unclear and the mixed language levels were difficult to 

teach. So how can a program improve these portions of the day? 

 Among the many questions researchers and teachers typically ask when 

discussing class improvements are: 1) How many hours should the class be? and 2) How 

many students should be in each class? What may seem an obvious answer to the first 

question is what many researchers have discovered about foreign language education: the 

more contact hours and the smaller the class size, the better. Though there is some 
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division on the matter (see Allwright, 1989), studies confirm that there are greater 

difficulties in classes which are too large or two small (Coleman, 1989) and assert that 

large classes especially can cause problems for language instructors (McPake, Johnstone, 

Low & Lyall, 1999).  

 MMLA faculty members also had a strong opinion about class sizes. When asked 

how many students should be in each class, eight faculty members reported that they felt 

the optimal number was ―between five and ten‖. These answers are recorded in Table 8 

below: 

Table 8: Class Size 

Faculty Question 20: How many students should be in each 

class? n=12

Fewer than five (2

responses or 18.2%)

Between five and ten (8

responses or 72.7%)

Between ten and fifteen

(1 response or 9.1%)

 

With regard to the question of contact hours, MMLA‘s philosophy is that the 

immersion process counts contact hours differently. Combined with project time which 

was also two hours and included twelve to thirteen learners, students were in a classroom 

setting for four hours a day or eighty hours over the course of the program. In addition to 

these times, the rest of the day is counted as contact time because activities are devoted to 
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out-of-class activities which keep students in the target language and present them with 

realistic environments in which to practice what they have learned.  

 However it is clear from faculty responses that utilizing project time and other 

activities throughout the day were insufficient to help students progress in Arabic. When 

asked how many class hours they preferred for their students, seven respondents reported 

that three hours would be optimal, increasing the amount of class by one hour. Two 

faculty members believed that there should be even more than three hours. Only two 

faculty members felt that two hours was sufficient for the amount of material they needed 

to cover every day. These opinions are reported below in Table 9: 

Table 9: Class Hours 

Faculty Question 19: How many hours of class a day do you 

think is best? n=12 Two. It worked the way it

was.(2 responses or

18.2%)

Three. I needed an extra

hour to relate materials

to students (7 responses

or 63.6%)

Four (1 response or

9.1%)

More (1 response or

9.1%)

 

 In addition to their sentiments about class time, faculty members were asked to 

give their opinions about specific aspects of projects. As noted before, teachers had to 

divide their attention between teaching Arabic and helping students prepare a final 
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product to present to the rest of the Arabic program and take home at the end of the 

program. However, these projects proved less useful for pedagogical purposes than 

originally intended. In the first place, only half of the teachers felt that the goals of the 

projects were clear (see Table 10 below): 

Table 10: Project Goals 

Faculty Question 27: How clear were the project 

goals? n=6 (teachers only)
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Since students were required to present a final product at the end of their week-long 

project, teachers felt divided by the need to produce something beautiful (such as an in-

depth, full color cookbook, or red carpet-ready fashion show) while at the same time 

trying to teach students the language they would need to complete the product. By 

dividing their attention, many teachers felt that they were unable to focus on either goal 

to the best of their abilities. 

 Additionally, working with a heterogeneous mixture of language levels proved 

difficult for some teachers. The goal of the mixed group was to allow students to learn 

from one another, and have more advanced students serve as scaffolding for the beginner 
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students. This would aid language acquisition for both sets of learners as beginner 

students learn from their advanced counterparts and advanced students would learn more 

through practice and helping their peers. Despite the fact that previous research suggests 

that class size, rather than mixed ability limits teachers‘ effectiveness (McPake, 

Johnstone, Low, and Lyall, 1999), teachers felt that mixed groups, coupled with the lack 

of clear goals for projects, made their task more difficult. When asked how useful the 

mixed groups were, teacher responses were mixed. These are reported below in Table 11: 

Table 11: Mixed Language Levels 

Faculty Question 30: How useful was it to have 

students of mixed language levels in one group? n=7 

(teachers only)
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Not one teacher reported that having mixed groups was ―somewhat useful‖. It seems, 

then, that the subject of classes and projects needs to be re-evaluated with a view to 

possible improvements.  

When asked what would be best to focus on, five of seven teachers reported that 

the goals of the projects should be ―Creating opportunities for language learning, practice 
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and feedback‖ whereas the remaining two thought that the goals should be ―Creating a 

final product such as a recipe book, mosaic, or presentation‖.  

 It is therefore recommended that the project goals be clarified for teachers and 

preferably changed to an emphasis on language instruction, rather than creation and 

presentation of a final product. By reducing the emphasis placed on the production of a 

display item, teachers may also extend the goals of this time from one week to two. This 

would enable at least two factors to change in the program. First, those students who have 

already taken the project (which we may now call ―elective‖ since the focus has shifted 

away from creating a project or final product towards delving into a topic for the sake of 

learning) may continue in the same elective, exploring the subject matter further than was 

previously possible.  Second, if teachers offered the same elective on alternating weeks, 

rather than back-to-back weeks, they would open the door for beginning students who 

have made progress in the language to join in the discussion at a deeper level. 

3.3 MSA and Dialect Instruction 

3.3.1 WHICH DIALECT SHOULD WE TEACH? 

 Arabic has often been defined as two language varieties along a continuum that 

are used by native speakers for different functions (see Holes, 1995; Younes, 2006). In 

order to complete linguistic activities normally performed by the native speaker, students 

would need to at least recognize the different features of the two and be able to at least 

understand when someone speaking to them moves between the two. However four 

weeks is not very much time so it is therefore the suggestion of this thesis that by the end 

of the summer, it is expected that students will be able to do the following: 
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 Understand the contexts and situations in which dialects and MSA are 
used  

 Comprehend some simple phrases (including words related to everyday 
topics such as family, or fixed phrases such as greetings) in a dialect when 
spoken by an Arabic instructor or a native speaker who is accustomed to 
speaking with non-native learners.  

 Respond in a dialect using simple words and/or fixed phrases 

 Ask simple questions by using the interrogative particles in a dialect  
 

In order to address the needs of its students and issues related to communication 

in Arabic, a program must have a policy which covers the integration of dialect 

instruction with MSA instruction. For this reason, the next section is devoted to the 

question of how to best include a dialect in the curriculum of an immersion program and 

which dialect to teach.  

The first question we will answer is which dialect to teach. It is crucial to 

remember that there is no correct answer; no matter which colloquial we as instructors 

select, there will be a student whose needs are not met. In the first place, if we try to find 

the dialect which is closest linguistically to MSA, we will discover that each native 

speaker believes his or her dialect to be the most similar to MSA. If we teach Egyptian 

dialect, we will not be catering to the needs of students who plan on studying in Oman or 

Morocco. Furthermore, it is possible that by incorporating a dialect, we detract from 

instruction which would help those students who list religious reasons as their highest 

priority for studying Arabic, rather than visit the Middle East and would prefer to focus 

on translation or religious studies in the language classroom. Despite our best efforts, we 

cannot provide every avenue of study to every student. The question of which dialect to 

teach is often met with as much debate as the issue of whether or not to teach a dialect at 

all. 
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 Language has often been considered a core ingredient and most prominent 

manifestation of nationalism, and this is especially true in the case of Arabic. Arab 

nationalists have gone so far as to say that the language is not only a means of 

communication but also an ―eloquent symbol‖ of group identity (Suleiman, 1994). As 

such, it is not difficult to see why many Arab instructors believe their dialect to be the 

closest to al-Lugha al-FusHaa (the Literary Language, which is considered a high register 

of the language, literally meaning ―the eloquent language‖) and the most useful for 

students to learn. 

 A logical suggestion from these arguments would be to teach students the dialect 

most useful to their purposes for studying Arabic. A rational conclusion to draw from 

these reasons would be that the best dialect to teach is the most widely spoken and 

understood dialect. With over 52 million native speakers in Egypt and almost 54 million 

worldwide, Egyptian would be the obvious choice of dialect for instruction 

(Ethnologue.com); the next most widely spoken language, Algerian Arabic, does not 

even have half the number of speakers with just over 20 million in Algeria and over 22 

million worldwide.  

 However some faculty disagreed with the idea that a program should select a 

dialect and teach it no matter what dialect is spoken by faculty. In the faculty survey, 

most teachers and resident assistants chose to make the learning context as natural as 

possible, meaning that the dialect should not be chosen ahead of time but rather should 

arise from the faculty members who work in the program (and possibly heritage students 

who attend the program). Surprisingly, the next most popular answers were equally 

divided between those who felt that there are some dialects which are more useful than 
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others and those who don‘t feel dialects should be taught at all. The remaining answers 

(those who responded with ―other‖) focused on the importance of understanding the 

contexts in which MSA and dialects are used and the benefits which come with this 

understanding. These opinions are recorded in Table 12: 

Table 12: Dialect Choice 

Faculty Question 37: What would be the 

best dialect to teach? n=12

Whatever dialect teachers

and RAs speak (36.4% or 4

responses)

There are some dialects

which are more widely

spoken than others and they

should always be taught, no

matter what teachers and

RAs speak. (Please indicate

which below.) (27.3% or 3

responses)

I don't think dialects should be

taught. (27.3% or 3

responses)

Other (Please explain below)

(9.1% or 1 response)

 

 
From the evidence in the research and the responses of students and faculty, the 

best option for a program may be a mixture of the responses from faculty members. In a 

perfect world, the best choice of colloquial should be left to the instructor, most likely the 

one he or she speaks and understands the best. Learners would get exposure to the 

language and the teacher will feel most comfortable communicating in the language. The 

instructor may also have personal anecdotes or feelings which he or she can bring to the 
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language classroom, enriching the experience for students. Students could then share 

what they learn in class with their peers when participating in mixed-level group 

activities. In the ideal immersion setting, there will be instructors from a variety of 

backgrounds who can provide the students with exposure to more than one dialect, 

furthering the realistic feeling of the program itself and enriching the linguistic and 

cultural knowledge the students possess. 

Realistically, however, the above scenario may be too demanding for students and 

faculty. First of all, students are already faced with the task of learning how to learn a 

difficult language in that target language. They are young and cannot be expected to also 

be educators to their peers. Secondly, in an immersion program such as MMLA, days 

move very quickly and students are expected to learn a tremendous amount of material in 

a short amount of time. Additionally, faculty would need to coordinate additional 

information with one another: teachers would need to work with each other to plan what 

dialect information they were teaching and how and they would also need to convey this 

information to resident assistants so that vocabulary and grammar is activated later in the 

day. 

A more practical solution to the problem would be to select a dialect with which 

most of the faculty are familiar and use that as the dialect of communication throughout 

the program. If possible, it would be best to choose a dialect which no one speaks 

natively so that no one feels that other faculty members are getting special treatment or 

that their dialect is less important than the one selected for programming. If this is not 

possible, it is still recommended that only one dialect be used as a means of 

communication in the program. This would help students cement what they learn in class 
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and allow them to communicate with their friends who may be in different classes. It 

would also reduce the sheer volume of vocabulary and grammar they are expected to 

remember. This would mean, for example, that students would only need to remember 

and recognize ―‘uriid‖ and ―biddi‖ (the MSA and Levantine words for ―I want‖) instead 

of having to remember additional words for ―I want‖ in Egyptian and Iraqi. This is not to 

say, however, that students would not be exposed to other dialects at all. 

If administrators and faculty members wish to expose students to additional 

dialects, other than the main one being taught, they can do so through a cultural activity, 

such as a workshop. The teacher or resident assistant who wants to introduce students to 

his or her dialect could choose a movie, song or television episode to present to students. 

In 2009, during two Evening Assemblies resident assistants played a few episodes of 

―Star Academy‖, the pan-Arab talent show. It was one of the most popular authentic 

materials used during that session. In order to make the presentation more realistic, the 

faculty member in charge could speak in a mixture of MSA and his or her dialect, asking 

students along the way what they have understood and what comparisons they can make 

between this dialect and the one spoken on a daily basis in the program.  

The point of such an activity would not be to produce proficient speakers of 

another dialect, but rather to expand students‘ cultural knowledge of the dialects Arabs 

speak and to illustrate the similarities and differences between dialects. This also 

introduces students to other possibilities for future study of Arabic, both in the United 

States and in the Middle East, giving them additional reasons to continue learning the 

language.  
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An argument against this framework is that instructors may not feel comfortable 

teaching a dialect which is not native to them. However there are two points which 

alleviate this problem. The first is that, in the case of beginning students, teachers would 

not need deep knowledge and understanding of the dialect in order to teach the dialect 

effectively. With a little bit of training, faculty members should be able to reach the point 

where they are competent to confer this information to their students. The other point 

comes from Al-Batal and Abdullah‘s (forthcoming) study. In the survey administered to 

faculty members, almost sixty percent reported that they would feel ―comfortable‖ 

introducing a dialect other than the one with which they are most familiar. Sixteen 

percent reported that this question was not applicable, meaning that only twenty-five 

percent felt that they would be ―not very comfortable‖ or ―not comfortable at all‖ 

teaching the dialect.  

 Regardless of dialect choice, incorporating dialect instruction will help facilitate 

student comprehension of other dialects (Trentman, 2009) as well as the formal varieties 

(Brustad, 2000) and will only serve to enrich the linguistic development of students. The 

question we now face is when and how to incorporate the dialect into the program. 

3.3.2 INCORPORATING A DIALECT: WHEN AND HOW? 

 A summer immersion program especially provides a wonderful opportunity for 

students to study dialect and MSA side by side. By structuring classroom learning in 

MSA and other activities (such as mealtimes, games, and movies) in a dialect, a program 

would more accurately simulate the daily life of the average Arab student in the Middle 

East. As Hanna and Greis (1969) state, if a student is said to be living the language, he or 
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she must have exposure to both dialect and Modern Standard. This point of view is 

supported by the ACTFL guidelines which list oral proficiency in both dialect and MSA 

as requirements for achieving the Superior Level (Allen, 1990).  

Despite the fact that there are numerous opportunities for learning throughout the 

day in an immersion program, one of the hardest choices to make would be when and 

how to incorporate a dialect into the activities throughout the day. During the 2009 

session, with only two hours of designated class time available and a fountain of 

information to get through, it was almost impossible to incorporate a dialect into the 

curriculum. However, this did not discourage faculty members who responded to the 

following suggestions in Table 13, the pie chart below. 

Table 13: Best Way to Incorporate a Dialect 

Faculty Question 38: In your opinion, what would be the 

best way to include an Arabic dialect in the program? n=12

Incorporate dialect instruction

into class time (18.2% or 2

responses)

Create separate dialect classes

which would be consistent

throughout the program (9.1%

or 1 response)

Create separate dialect classes

which students could switch at

the end of every week (9.1% or

1 response)

Incorporate them into other

activities which teachers would

lead, like projects (36.4% or 4

responses)

Incorporate them into other

activites which RAs would lead

(27.3% or 3 responses)
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In addition to the comments in the above chart, six faculty members provided 

comments not listed in the choices, stressing the importance of having the dialect 

supported by structured learning at some point during the day. They supported 

incorporating dialect instruction in the curriculum, but were not sure how to do so with 

only two hours of class time per day. 

This problem would be solved by adding class hours to the curriculum. In our 

earlier analysis of classes in Section 3.2, we saw that two hours of class a day is 

insufficient to provide students with sufficient linguistic capabilities for successful 

communication and learning throughout the rest of the day. Faculty and students agreed 

that three hours of formal class per day would help them cement what they had learned 

and prepare them for the rest of the day. We also revisited the idea of projects and 

suggested that focusing on producing a visually appealing final product detracted from 

the learning opportunities that time of day (now labeled ―electives‖) could provide. This 

extended amount of time students spend in a structured classroom setting opens at least 

two possibilities for introducing and teaching a dialect. 

The first would be to incorporate dialect instruction during the third hour of class 

time. In Section 2.2.1.2, Language Pledge, we saw that students who broke the Pledge did 

so because they did not have enough tools to communicate with their peers. Teaching a 

dialect during the additional hour of class time would strengthen students‘ speaking skills 

and alleviate the stress of not having basic vocabulary. If done properly, dialect 

instruction would also merge smoothly with MSA instruction; a skilled instructor could 

revisit topics learned in dialect the previous day and use those concepts as a springboard 

into language skills in MSA. 
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The other possibility for incorporating a dialect into the curriculum, at least 

initially, would be to have a dialect elective offered in the afternoon to beginning 

students. As MMLA plans for the 2010 session, administrators are working to create an 

―Survival Arabic‖ elective which pure beginners would be required to take as a crash 

course in Arabic. The purpose of such a class is to provide learners with the survival 

language they need in order to actively interact with faculty, their peers and advanced 

students without feeling overwhelmed by the language. This would be an opportune time 

to expose students to basic concepts and everyday vocabulary in the dialect. After the 

first week of the program, dialect instruction could be shifted back from elective time to 

class time and incorporated into classroom activities. Alternatively, faculty members may 

choose to leave dialect instruction during the elective hours, focusing on teaching content 

while still integrating some dialect instruction.  

One of the benefits of a residential program is that it provides instructors the 

unique opportunity to create a setting which mimics native speakers living in the Middle 

East, while retaining control of the methods for instruction. During more relaxed portions 

of the day such as meals, sports activities and meetings within families, the language 

focus of instructors could be tailored more for reinforcing the skills in the dialect. 

Structured times, on the other hand, such as class and study hours, could be designed for 

instruction and language development in MSA.  

The key factor here is to make sure that MSA and dialect receive equal weight 

and consideration in the curriculum so that students understand that one is not above the 

other in terms of importance and so that students have an opportunity to practice and 

reinforce what they have learned. As Cano, (1985: 1) writes in an article on the foreign 
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language houses at Middlebury College, citing Stephen Freeman, former director of the 

language schools at Middlebury, ―Constant practice [of the language] meant especially 

outside of class, using non-academic language, the vocabulary of dormitory and personal 

life, extracurricular activity, and recreation.‖  

3.3.3 HERITAGE STUDENTS 

 Over the last two decades as foreign language enrollments in the United States 

has shifted from the traditional (i.e., European) languages towards less commonly taught 

languages the enrollments of speakers of immigrant languages has experienced a 

significant degree of renewed interest (Van Deusen-Scholl, 2003; Brod and Welles, 

2008). In a related study, Kagan and Dillon (2001) noted that heritage language 

instruction was developing into a legitimate sub discipline in the field of foreign language 

education. Heritage speakers in the United States are defined as ―individuals who grew 

up in homes in which a language other than English was spoken and who have receptive 

and often some productive competence in the non-English (heritage) language‖ 

(Potowski, Jegerski and Morgan-Short, 2009: 537; see also Valdes, 1997). 

In Arabic education, the presence of heritage learners poses additional challenges 

to a program. First, heritage learners may have different backgrounds in any of 

approximately two dozen dialects. Second, if their dialect proficiency is high enough, 

heritage learners are most likely attending the program to focus on learning MSA. In a 

study which surveyed student motivations for learning Arabic, Husseinali (2006) found 

that almost 25% more heritage learners agreed with statements which asserted they are 

learning Arabic for reasons of cultural identity. These heritage learners listed interests in 
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Arab literature and Islam as part of their motivations for understanding their own 

backgrounds and roots.  

So an Arabic immersion program is faced with a number of issues which it needs 

to address. As researchers point out (Oxford and Shearin, 1994; Husseinali, 2004), 

learners are more invested in the learning process if their needs are met. Belnap 

recommends that Arabic courses and instructors remain aware of their learners‘ needs 

(Belnap, 1987). The two major questions facing us now are: What would heritage 

learners do during the times of day when dialect is the focus of instruction? What if 

learners attend the program with a different dialect than the dialect of choice for the 

program? 

 Let us examine the first question. As Zehr (2006) writes, ―Though many heritage 

speakers here are fluent in a dialect of Arabic, they can barely read or write the 

language.‖ It is logical to conclude that these students would be attending an Arabic 

program in order to focus on MSA or literature or any topic other than speaking a dialect. 

If there is a large group of heritage students attending the program who speak the dialect 

chosen for use in that program, the needs Belnap discussed would be lost. In this case, a 

solution would be simple: during the times of day with explicit dialect instruction, 

heritage learners could be offered another club activity related to MSA. If there are only a 

few heritage students in the program, it may not be possible to offer a club specific to 

their needs. In this case, heritage students should be given different tasks which support 

their progress and more closely match their motivations for studying Arabic (which, in 

many cases may include learning to read and write).  
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As Kono and McGinnis (2001) note, heritage learners‘ motivations are linked to 

strong issues of identity and many heritage students are trying to understand their 

relationship with their home culture and language. For this reason, it would be beneficial 

to keep students in the same learning area and working on something similar to the rest of 

the group in order to bring an added cultural aspect to the club and help them discover 

more about their own identity. It would also increase group cohesion and lessen the 

concept that the heritage learners are one special group and ―everyone else‖ is in a 

different group entirely. 

In answer to the second question, if the students do not speak the dialect chosen, 

students could be presented with a choice: they may either participate in a separate MSA-

oriented activity or join the dialect club to learn a new dialect. As suggested above, if 

there are a number of heritage students from different dialect backgrounds, they could 

form a club of their own which focuses on MSA. However if they choose, or if there are 

not enough students to form a separate club, students may participate in clubs for learning 

the dialect selected for the program. This would enrich the activity as students could offer 

comparative anecdotes and information relating to their own dialect and culture. 

3.4 Integrating Cultural Activities 

In addition to all the linguistic benefits a residential immersion program offers its 

students, there is a great potential for cultural learning. In Section 2.2.1, we briefly 

examined studies which demonstrated that residential learning communities provide 

excellent opportunities for student participation in out-of-class activities which support 
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learning within the classroom. There are a number of ideas which a program can 

implement in order to foster cultural learning in a residential immersion setting. 

 First of all, faculty members were asked to comment on the importance of guest 

performers in the program. The responses are recorded in Table 14 below: 

Table 14: Importance of Guest Performers 

Faculty Question 17: How important were guest speakers and 

performers? n=12
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As can be seen from the table, many faculty members felt that it is very important to 

bring additional cultural elements to the program. However they were more divided on 

the issue of which language should be used: the students‘ L1 or the L2. The findings of 

this question are reported in Table 15: 
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Table 15: Language of Guest Performers 

Faculty Question 18: What language should guests speak in 

order to provide the most benefit for students? n=12

Arabic - it's better for

students to hear the language

at all times. (5 responses)

English - it's better to make

sure students understand

everything the guest is saying,

rather than focusing on the

language at these times. (7

responses)

 

The division in these sentiments is supported by Nguyen and Kellog‘s research: 

the students in their study had acquired a level of English which allowed them to 

communicate appropriately and freely and to ask questions. In 2009, out of thirty-seven 

students who attended the MMLA Arabic Academy, twenty-eight were pure beginners. 

The expectation that high school students would be able to communicate appropriately 

and effectively with no previous linguistic experience is unrealistic. Though every culture 

has its controversial topics – religion or politics, for example – this is especially true 

today for Arab culture. In their research, Meyers and Erdmann (1985) point out that there 

are a number of risks associated with educating students about controversial topics. For 

example, they suggest that students might ―clam up‖ and withdraw if they become 

embarrassed. They also warn that there is a danger that attempts to help students 

understand culture better may backfire and foster additional negative feelings about that 
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culture. To help reduce this risk, they propose a number of ideas. So to restate the 

original question from Chapter 2: to what extent should we balance cultural benefits with 

linguistic benefits? 

The answer to this question may not be immediately obvious to an immersion 

program. In their study on sensitive topics to promote cultural learning, Meyers and 

Erdmann (1985) write that it is possible to minimize the risks involved with teaching 

sensitive topics. They suggest surveying students formally and informally, to determine 

the students‘ willingness to address the topic in class, waiting until a later time in the 

program when there is a higher level of trust between students and faculty, and easing 

into the topic by announcing the choice of topic in advance in order to give the students a 

chance to acclimate to the topic.  

While none of the topics listed in MMLA‘s calendar of events seem overly 

sensitive, there is a high risk of stereotyping, especially with a topic such as belly dancing 

and there were a number of topics not covered during the 2009 session of the MMLA 

Arabic Academy such as religion, or geography (in the case of Palestine) for the very 

reason that they were deemed too sensitive for discussion in the target language. 

Remember Nguyen and Kellog‘s (2010) study which examined students‘ perception of 

stereotypes in language learning. In their concluding section, they write that socialization 

among peers is an incredibly powerful learning process and add that even when an expert 

(in their case, the teacher) was present, learners chose to interact with one another 

(instead of with the teacher), helping each other orient themselves to the new culture. 

These findings are supported by Sawchuk (2003) who demonstrated the learning benefits 

of socialization among students.  
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In addition to the benefits of unfettered student communication with one another, 

Nguyen and Kellog point out that a word‘s conceptual meaning has implications beyond 

its referential meaning and includes rich, implicit social and cultural aspects. They write, 

―If L2 learning means finding the suitable affordances in the target language to fit one‘s 

needs and goals, then this social aspect of vocabulary learning should be emphasized‖ 

(2010: 70). It seems, then, that it would be a good idea to allow certain cultural 

discussions in English during restricted sections of the program in order to promote 

cultural learning, while minimizing the risks of misunderstandings, confusion, 

stereotypes and hurt on the part of both students and faculty. 

Both students and faculty were asked to comment on the importance of guest 

speakers and performers in the administered surveys. As shown by Table 16 below, the 

majority of faculty members reported that they were ―very important‖: 
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Table 16: Importance of Guest Performers 

Student Question 11: How important were guest speakers and performers 

for your training in Arabic? n=15
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While students responded with slightly less enthusiasm, the majority still considered the 

visitors between ―very important‖ and ―somewhat important‖, as shown in Table 17 

below: 
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Table 17: Importance of Guest Performers 

Question 11: How important were guest speakers 

and performers for your training in Arabic?
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Students and faculty were also asked to provide feedback on the language they 

felt was appropriate for guest speakers (e.g. Arabic or English). Faculty members were 

almost evenly divided – five felt that it would be better for students to hear the target 

language at all times, while seven felt that it would be better to make sure students 

understand everything the guest is saying, rather than focusing on the language during 

these times. In contrast, ten out of fifteen students replied that they would prefer the guest 

presenter to speak in Arabic, as long as they had some vocabulary and subject matter 

preparation in class, while the remaining five said that they would rather understand 

everything the guest is saying, rather than focusing on the language during these times. 

For a language immersion program, we imagine that the best scenario would be to 

have the guest presenters speak Arabic with the students. Of course, there would need to 

be some adjustments in order to ensure students benefit the most from presentation of the 
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material in Arabic. One such suggestion would be to have a presentation completely in 

Arabic for the entire academy. Teachers and resident assistants could work with their 

students ahead of time to provide them with the essential vocabulary and/or grammar and 

brainstorm a list of possible topics which might be covered and questions which students 

could ask the guest. After the whole group presentation, time allowing, the artist could 

meet with students separately, and divided by level. For advanced students, the 

conversation could continue in Arabic whereas with beginner students, the conversation 

could continue in English. After the end of the workshop or presentation, resident 

assistants and teachers could follow-up with their individual groups.  

Another suggestion for providing students with the maximum benefit of the guest 

presenter would be to have the speaker or performer speak a mix of Arabic and English. 

This would ensure students hear the L2 and associate it with the topic they are learning 

about while drawing their attention away from overly specific vocabulary that is relevant 

only to the topic under discussion. For example, a musical guest may present the names 

of the musical instruments in his band; while this topic will no doubt be interesting for 

students in the program, it is not important for a beginner student to remember the 

individual names of each instrument, other than to understand the lecture being delivered.  

This method of presentation also allows a program the flexibility to bring in guest 

lecturers or performers who may present a more controversial topic. These themes are 

important to a language learning environment because of the relationship between 

language and culture and the concepts (or in some cases, misinterpretations) some 

students may have about a particular issue. Meyers and Erdman (1985) report that 

students are already aware of such topics by way of the media or through conversations 
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they have had wither others. However they may not choose to discuss these issues 

because they feel the subject is taboo, or because they do not have the necessary language 

skills to fully express their opinions. By providing students with an opportunity to learn 

about these issues from an expert, while supporting an open atmosphere of 

communication in a language with which they are familiar (i.e., the L1), students take 

away valuable cultural information which can help improve their linguistic skills in the 

long term. 

While guest artists may be an excellent addition to any language program, in 

theory, a residential immersion program can provide cultural education without bringing 

in outside people. Something as simple as meals, for instance, can serve as simple daily 

exposure to scenarios which might be found in the Arab world.  

As mentioned in Section 2.2.1, we saw that students are grouped specifically with 

their classmates during lunches and with their families during dinner in order to 

maximize their language learning opportunities within their comfort levels (the 

homogenous class mixture) and a little beyond their comfort levels (the heterogeneous 

family mixture). Faculty members could use this portion of the day to create a realistic 

meal setting. However as MMLA discovered in 2009, this is easier said than done. 

Students felt that using Arabic during meals was important to Arabic 

development. Eleven out of fifteen students responding to the survey said that they stayed 

for the entire meal and felt that meals should remain in Arabic. They felt that using 

Arabic during meals was ―very useful‖ while the remaining four respondents said that it 

was ―somewhat useful‖. In contrast, no faculty member felt that Arabic during meal 
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times was ―very useful‖ for the development of students‘ Arabic capacities. Their 

responses are recorded below in Table 18:  

Table 18: Arabic During Mealtimes 

Faculty Question 21: How useful were meal times for language 

instruction? n=12

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12

Not Useful Slightly Useful Somewhat Useful

Degree of Usefulness

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

R
e
s
p

o
n

s
e
s

 

 
The reason for the difference in opinion is due to the fact that many faculty members 

noticed students were tired after working in class for two hours straight and usually tried 

to eat quickly in order to be able to leave and have more free time to themselves or work 

on homework or projects. One faculty member felt that the logistical obstacles were too 

much to overcome and suggested allowing students to have one meal where English is 

allowed in order to be more strict during other times of the day. Despite these opinions 

and the suggestion of one faculty member, ten out of eleven respondents felt that meals 

should be conducted in Arabic because it provides students with a good opportunity to 

remain in the target language. 
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As Harmer (1991) mentioned, a teacher can function as a monitor and resource 

for students without necessarily supervising everything the students say. Secondly, to 

give students a break from the rigors of the program and allow them more flexibility to 

socialize, it would be best to only require students to sit with faculty members a few 

times a week. A good balance might be alternating required lunches with required dinners 

every other day of the week. This would also serve to give faculty members a break and 

more of an opportunity to plan with one another. This is not to say that students would 

not be permitted to sit with faculty members during the meals when it is not a 

requirement; rather, they would have the option of sitting with faculty members or not. 

In addition to meals, there are always opportunities throughout the day to 

immerse students in culture. Depending on budgetary constraints, a program could 

decorate the dormitory and other common areas in styles typical to the region where the 

target language is spoken, in our case, a Middle Eastern country or several different 

Middle Eastern countries. Faculty could teach cheers in a dialect prior to sporting 

competitions. The limit to cultural opportunities is, hopefully, equal to the imagination of 

faculty and administration. 

3.5 Curricular Materials  

 In Section 2.2.2, we discussed the different texts MMLA has used thus far to 

teach Arabic. It was noted that none of the texts have completely satisfied the needs of 

the program. There are currently few Arabic textbooks which may be appropriate for a 

high school immersion program. In an ideal world, a program would collect information 

from previous years and other programs in order to create its own text which fit many, if 
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not all the needs of the program. In the absence of such a possibility, a program is faced 

with two questions: 1) What components should a program look for to find a text which 

best suits its needs? 2) How can a program incorporate a text so that it provides the 

maximum benefits for faculty and students? 

 One of the most important factors to consider in a language text is what language 

the text uses to communicate information. Is the entire text in Arabic or English? If it is 

one or the other, are there some explanations in the other language? When presented with 

this question, seven out of ten faculty members (two skipped the question) responded that 

they would prefer a text which presents information in both English and Arabic. Students 

supported this assertion in their survey when they responded to a question of importance 

relating to the use of English in their text (see Table 19): 

Table 19: Language in the Textbook 

Student Question 8: To what extent is it important to have grammar 

explained in English in your Arabic textbook? n=15
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3.5.1 THE SHORT TERM SOLUTION 

Unfortunately, with few texts available, finding an appropriate guide which 

presents all necessary material including grammar in English may not be possible. It is 

therefore the recommendation of this paper that a program should find a text which 

covers the basic needs of the program then create supplemental materials such as 

grammar explanations. In many cases, a benefit to being in an immersion program is that 

students can use the materials available in the program (other than the textbook) and/or 

actions to help them comprehend and memorize vocabulary and cultural concepts. The 

supplemental materials can be prepared ahead of time, either by faculty who are creating 

lesson plans or by the administration. These materials do not need to be complicated and 

can come in the form of a course packet which is added to over the years as more and 

more teachers and RAs work at the program. This would serve a dual function, also, of 

providing a training manual or guide from previous instructors to new ones in the 

program. 

3.5.2 THE LONG TERM SOLUTION 

 From these created materials, a program would need to eventually develop a 

textbook of its own which could serve the specific needs of the program, its students and 

its faculty. In an ideal scenario, the text would incorporate the following features: 

grammatical explanations in English (a suggestion supported by survey responses from 

faculty and students), lessons which integrate activities and games in both MSA and a 

dialect, authentic reading and listening passages which provide cultural exposure, and an 

introduction which guides both the instructor and the learner through proper use of the 

text. 
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  Many instructors today are of the opinion that textbooks are only the minimum 

requirement for instruction and should be supplemented with materials which fit the 

needs of the students. This view has been influenced by the ―progressivist‖ movement 

which focuses not so much on what parts of language need to be learned as how students 

should learn these linguistic items (see Clark, 1987; Hedge, 2000). In keeping with 

Middlebury‘s philosophy of learning a language by experiencing it, the text could 

incorporate a series of activities and games which ask students to solve a problem by 

using their language. A sample of such activities can be found in Hedge (2000). 

 However there are much broader criteria which define the ideal textbook. 

Richards (2001) lists eight benefits to textbook use which include: providing structure 

and course framework for a program, standardizing instruction, maintaining quality 

language education, presenting language lessons in efficiently, providing effective 

language models and input, training teachers, appealing visually to the learner and 

presenting students with a variety of learning resources. This last item, in my opinion, is 

one of the most important characteristics and one in which a summer immersion program 

could be the most creative, if it had the resources to bring their ideas to life in a text. 

As mentioned above, faculty and students both believe that the text should be 

written in both Arabic and English where the English provides support in the form of 

some grammatical explanations. In addition to activities in MSA, the ideal text would 

incorporate activities which activate the use of the dialect in the program. The text could 

be written for one dialect and if the dialect chosen by administration and faculty ever 

changes, the lessons could be adapted to the other dialect (in the form of supplemental 
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handouts) with the understanding that information presented in the text is available to 

those students who would like a familiarity with more than one dialect.  

The text would also incorporate a variety of media, having supplemental DVDs 

which contain both authentic and created activities for the learners. These manufactured 

activities would serve to activate the language skills students are working on throughout 

the text. Authentic materials, meanwhile, could be used both for linguistic and cultural 

exposure and may include clips from television programs or news broadcasts, movies, 

music videos (if no video is available, text writers should still consider including the song 

for listening purposes), or any additional material gathered in the Arabic-speaking world 

by text creators (as an example, these materials may be footage of a city or interviews 

with locals).  

A final suggestion for additional materials for the text is an online resource which 

is updated both throughout the course of the program and during the academic year (if 

possible, depending on resources of money and willing instructors). This feature will help 

students maintain their level of language ability during the time that they are away from 

Arabic instruction. This topic will be discussed in further detail in Section 3.8: After the 

Program. 

In order to appropriately implement its use, a textbook must also incorporate a 

training manual or handbook for instructors. This would outline the purpose of the text 

and the writers‘ vision for how to best implement it in the language classroom. In a book 

on text selection Cunningsworth (1995) lists the teachers‘ book as part of a checklist for 

choosing an effective and appropriate coursebook for a program. He asserts that it is 
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crucial for the text to have a role which is made clear to the instructors who will be using 

it. 

 To keep the text efficient and relevant, an important consideration for any 

language program would be to assess the text and its use with or without supplemental 

materials to make sure that it remains valid and valuable to the faculty and students. As 

the program develops, the text must also evolve to continue to meet the standards of the 

program and the needs of the stakeholders, in this case, the faculty and students who will 

be using the text. In order to do this, a program must have in place a system of 

assessment which addresses student learning. It is to this topic we turn in the next section. 

3.6 Assessment 

 As mentioned in Section 2.2.5, assessment plays a crucial role in the development 

and maintenance of any program, particularly a language program. However the MMLA 

Arabic Academy currently only offers summative assessment, or assessment which 

measures learner achievement, rather than formative assessment which measures learner 

progress. However studies have proven that the latter is as important as the former 

because it supports teaching and learning functions throughout the duration of the course 

(see Brindley, 1989; Hedge, 2000).  

These findings are also supported by the Arabic faculty at MMLA who reported 

the following when asked what type of assessment they felt would be appropriate for 

MMLA. Since the end of each week represented a change in the program where students 

switched project groups and (in the case of beginning students after the first week) 

graduated to a new text, faculty members felt that this would be an appropriate time to 
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administer some type of formative assessment to students to check progress and make 

adjustments where possible. 

Table 20: Necessary Program Assessment 

Faculty Question 43: What, if any, types of assessment do you feel is 

necessary for the program? n=12

0
1
2
3
4
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7
8
9

10
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12

The assessments at the
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sufficient
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 It is possible for assessment be carried out at the frequency suggested by faculty 

members. As Hedge (2000) points out, certain feedback is useful to language instructors 

for course structure and development. In the examples listed in her book, Hedge notes 

that just knowing letter or number grades on a test are unlikely to assist the instructor in 

course planning or help the instructor understand in which areas a student is struggling. 

For the feedback to be useful to both the instructors and students, there must be some 

way to identify specific strengths and weaknesses. As seen in Chapter 2, the already 

hectic schedule of an immersion program is not the best environment for teachers to 

administer daily assessment and provide comprehensive feedback to their students. 
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However by completing assessment on a weekly basis, teachers would have the ability to 

adjust the pace and presentation of their subject matter or even change students‘ classes 

based on performance.  

In 2009, the MMLA Arabic faculty discussed the possibility of reassigning class 

placements after a form of assessment administered after the first week. The motivation 

behind such a suggestion arose from the knowledge that there were one or two weaker 

students in each class and the theory was that if these students were grouped together, 

they would be able to proceed at a pace appropriate to their skill levels, while more 

advanced students from the same class could do the same. The idea was rejected based on 

the idea that if students realized they were being placed into ―smart‖ and ―dumb‖ classes, 

it might increase their levels of anxiety and raise the possibility that they will struggle 

more than before.  

3.7 Training 

3.7.1 FACULTY TRAINING 

In an article (2006) analyzing foreign language teacher education programs, 

Johnson called learning a ―dynamic social activity‖, stating that thus far, this aspect of 

teacher training has not been adequately recognized in the field. Her comments build on 

an earlier article co-written with Freeman (1998), which pointed out that some programs 

focus heavily on theoretical and teaching skills, rather than expanding teachers‘ 

awareness of the social context of learning (i.e. classrooms).  

The social aspect of learning is certainly highlighted in an immersion program 

where students are expected to learn throughout the day in a variety of contexts, only one 
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of which is the classroom. For example, to cement what they have learned that day and 

prepare for the following day, students are asked to reflect upon what they have learned 

and the linguistic and social gains that they have made. Wallace (1991) suggested that in 

order to function in a social and reflective system, part of faculty training should include 

the same tasks. He further asserted that training programs should develop a reflection 

period where trainees reflect on the experiences they have witnessed while completing 

their observation period.   

Despite all the research which demonstrates that teacher training is an integral 

part of preparation and can be completed through faculty observation, there has been little 

opportunity for faculty to observe one another at MMLA. Currently, there is 

approximately one week of orientation before students arrive. During this time, faculty 

attend a variety of lectures and workshops designed to outfit them with the bureaucratic  

knowledge they need to function safely and respectfully in the program as well as expose 

them to the types of encounters and events they will experience.  

Claudia Kost describes in her 2008 article an apprenticeship model for teaching 

assistants which was developed and implemented in several language areas at a Canadian 

university. Her study builds upon a volume of research including articles in Rifkin (2000) 

regarding mentoring language instructors and Benseler‘s (1993) volume which discusses 

the fact that there are few academic disciplines outside foreign language programs which 

ask ―junior practitioners‖ to assume responsibility for helping shape the future of 

programs. In the MMLA summer program, resident assistants may attend class with the 

students and participate in the role of a teaching assistant.  



 85 

Once students arrive, however, the possibility of continuing training and 

participating in an apprenticeship model, is greatly reduced; since each day is a compact 

version of the schedule during the academic year, there is little time for on-the-job 

training. Faculty members must come to the program with teaching knowledge. 

Fortunately, many reported a good amount of experience in the faculty survey. 

 So how can teachers get the greatest understanding of something they have never 

before experienced? The best model would be to create a simulation of what teachers and 

resident assistants will experience when students arrive for the program. In an article on 

foreign language teacher education Raymond (2000) reported that participants in the 

program identified conflicts between their idealized perspectives which they acquired in 

methods courses, and the contextual constraints which they encountered in field 

placements. Ayalon (1989), adds to this, listing seven factors which contribute to teacher 

burnout, among which are role ambiguity and role overload. In conversations with faculty 

members at the end of the four weeks, some admitted that they did not have a clear 

understanding of just how limited their time would be or the degree to which some of 

their students would struggle with Arabic. To give faculty members a better idea of some 

of the problems they will face when students arrive, and prevent burnout halfway through 

the program, they will need more familiarity with the contextual constraints in a realistic 

manner.  

In 2009, the MMLA Arabic Academy attempted to create an environment for 

faculty training where teachers were asked to teach fifteen minute lessons and resident 

assistants were asked to present a Morning Assembly to the rest of the Arabic faculty. 

The result was that faculty members were teaching beginning lessons to a group 
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comprised partly of native speakers and partly of advanced non-native speakers. A 

consequence of this was a lack of realism where native speakers were trying to think of 

questions a new student of Arabic might ask.  

To better mimic a realistic beginner environment, it is the recommendation of this 

thesis that the Arabic administration find non-speakers of the language and spend at least 

one day of the program trying to guide these non-speakers through at least portions of 

each section of the day. For example, Arabic faculty must conduct at least part of a 

Morning Assembly, teach shortened classes and projects, try to run activities, and eat at 

least one meal with faculty members who have no prior Arabic knowledge. As mentioned 

before, teachers are constantly doing a balancing act between using too much L1 and not 

using it enough, making it the subject of discussion for a number of articles. By working 

with faculty from other academies, there is no opportunity for Arabic faculty members to 

―cheat‖ or explain something to an audience they know will, in the end, be able to 

understand them. It will also make them aware of just how much English they are using, 

when, and for what purpose. 

Faculty, in their own turn, could experience the program through the eyes of a 

beginner student. This would mean following the reverse of the above suggestion and 

attending another academy‘s simulated programming for a day. Since many faculty 

members may potentially have previous experience with French and/or Spanish, the best 

choice would be to conduct an ―exchange‖ with the members of the Chinese Academy 

faculty team. The writing system is different, words are not easily guessed through the 

use of cognates and this would help replicate the levels of stress which may be 

experienced by the pure beginner in the program. 
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Another suggestion which may help teacher training is to set up a mentor system 

where faculty members who have prior experience with MMLA are paired with new 

faculty members. Mentors are playing an increasingly significant role in pre-service 

teacher preparation (Gardiner, 2009). However, it is not a given that good teachers make 

good mentors (Gay, 1995; Cochran-Smith, 2004). As such, administration would need to 

both ascertain that returning faculty members would like to take on the additional 

responsibility of acting as a mentor and would need to make their expectations clear to 

mentors before orientation week. To alleviate the pressures of responsibilities, the mentor 

would function mainly during orientation week, providing support and helping to answer 

any questions his or her mentee may have. During the four weeks students are present, 

the role of the mentor would be greatly reduced with perhaps only a weekly check-in and 

update between mentor and mentee.  

3.7.2 STUDENT TRAINING 

Due to program length, there is very little opportunity to orient students to the 

immersion program in English. The Language Pledge and Modified Language Pledge are 

signed on the first full day of programming with the understanding that students will be 

provided with the language they require as their needs develop throughout the course of 

the program. As seen in the description of students in Section 2.2.3, the majority of 

students attended the program with no previous experience in Arabic. Many students 

were young, between eighth and twelfth grades in high school and had no exposure to an 

immersion setting. While MMLA sends home a series of information packets which 

address immersion and the language pledge, answering frequently asked questions and 
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preparing students for the program, there is still no way to simulate the immersion 

experience ahead of time. Is there a way to better prepare them for all the work which 

will be expected of them in the upcoming weeks? 

Before we consider this question, let us examine one crucial query which teachers 

and resident assistants answered in their survey and that is: What type of student is best 

for MMLA? In response to this question, ten out of eleven faculty members felt that 

―anyone can learn Arabic‖ and that MMLA ―should accept all interested students into the 

program‖. Only one faculty member held the opinion that ―only students who are 

successful at language learning should be allowed to enroll in the program‖ and thought 

that MMLA ―should select by GPA‖. Three faculty members chose to expand on their 

opinions and added strong statements reflecting their desire to see students who are 

interested in and devoted to learning Arabic, as opposed to students who have been 

pressured by their parents to study the language. They felt that GPA was not a 

determinant of success in 2009 and should not be a factor in admissions for future years. 

With these opinions in mind, it is clear that any changes to be made are in control 

of the faculty and administration of the MMLA Academy. One of the problems faculty 

members reported during the 2009 session is that students didn‘t have a realistic 

expectation for the definition and application of the Language Pledge. As one faculty 

member put it, students may have understood consciously that they would have to speak 

Arabic all the time, but what they didn‘t connect consciously to that concept is that they 

would be forbidden to speak any English for four weeks, including checking up on ever-

popular websites such as Facebook and MySpace.  
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It is therefore the suggestion of this paper that resident assistants focus a 

considerable amount of attention on adjusting to the rigors of an immersion program 

during the first few days of the program. For advanced students, this means a group 

discussion within language, the goal of which would be to elicit any expectations which 

either turned out to be true or untrue, initial impressions, and strategies for learning the 

language. For beginning students, this may mean holding an identical discussion in 

English. It is the assertion of this study that the loss of Arabic immersion would be 

alleviated by the connection which students could make with one another and with their 

resident assistants as well as by the strategies they could learn from one another which 

would help them survive the initial discomfort of a rigorous immersion program. The 

benefits would greatly outweigh the losses and would demonstrate to students that there 

is a support system which listens to and respects their trepidations and fears. In return, 

students would be expected to uphold the Language Pledge during the remaining 

prescribed portions of the day. 

One final area that supervised English discussions may help improve is the 

problem with the Language Pledge not covered by any grammar text or faculty handbook 

which is that the students of MMLA are teenagers who are interested in getting to know 

one another. Providing these opportunities to express themselves more fully during 

restricted portions of the program may help reduce the amount of English spoken at other 

times of the day. 
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3.8 After the Program 

 Another component which could help train students in Arabic learning is to make 

sure that there is linguistic support after the four weeks end. As mentioned in Section 

2.2.3, students who join the MMLA Arabic Academy have a high level of motivation to 

learn the language because they will most likely not be able to return to their high school 

institutions and continue the language during the academic year. If the goal of the 

program is to foster within learners a greater desire to learn Arabic and hopefully have 

students returning for more than one summer, then there must be a way for students to 

maintain the level of Arabic they attained during the summer so that they don‘t start 

again from the beginning. 

 In Section 3.5, I proposed an online resource which would supplement use of the 

textbook throughout the program and after it ends. Educators could create a virtual 

community for members of the MMLA Arabic Academy, similar to Facebook or 

MySpace. Lenning and Ebbers (1999) provide a list for what they term a ―primary form 

of interaction‖ which includes in-person physical interaction and virtual interaction as 

well as non-direct interaction through correspondence. They assert that if the 

communities are student centered and focused on a common goal and if the design 

incorporates preparation, planning and reflection, learning in the community can be 

maximized. While it is unrealistic to expect teachers and resident assistants to be 

available throughout the academic year, if a program put in the effort ahead of time, it 

might be possible to create and leave in place a system which is self-sustaining through 

the efforts of the students. 
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Another suggestion for after-program learning would be to create a take-home 

―parcel‖ of information. Currently, MMLA sends its students home their portfolios – 

which include the work they have completed over the course of the summer such as 

projects, daily reflections and any other items they wish to include – and the textbooks 

they use. In addition to the items they have created, it would be helpful to send students 

home with a small collection of authentic materials such as short books, short videos, and 

most importantly, a list of other available resources such as websites, additional text 

books and an abridged catalog of local cultural and community resources located in 

various regions of the country, for example, the Northeast, or the West Coast. While it is 

not possible to provide extensive enough training to students to make their use of 

materials as useful as they might otherwise be under the supervision of an instructor, they 

would still provide students with additional exposure to the language during the time that 

they are away from the immersion atmosphere.  
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CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE 
RESEARCH 

4.1 Recapping: What Did We Learn? 

 The goal of this thesis was to analyze summer immersion learning and the 

ingredients of a successful immersion program for high school students. To do this, I 

chose one program, the Middlebury-Monterey Language Academy, and broke it down 

into its component parts – including determining what characteristics are found in the 

students and faculty, outlining the use of the L1 versus the L2 during in- and out-of-

classroom activities, outlining how to incorporate culture, discussing how to integrate 

dialect instruction with MSA, and formatting how to utilize instructional materials – and 

analyzed each through the lens of the current literature and reviewed how each part plays 

a role in the current program at the MMLA Arabic Academy. Finally, in Chapter 3, I 

suggested ways to fine tune each component to help the students gain the most from their 

language learning experience at MMLA and other programs which may appear in the 

upcoming years.  

 To recap we proposed the following suggestions, based on responses from faculty 

and students and current research on each topic: 

Structured Learning: Classes and Projects 

In this section I examined the number of class hours, class size and the mixture of 

students (heterogeneously or homogenously by level) and proposed, based on data from 

background research and feedback from faculty and students in the questionnaires, 

additional time for instruction be built into the program. I also discussed ways to make 
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teaching more effective during these times, taking suggestions from changes which 

MMLA is currently implementing for the 2010 summer session. 

Dialect 
 From the current research available in the field on teaching MSA and teaching 

dialect, it is clear that a successful language program must provide instruction in both. 

This research is supported by the responses of faculty to a survey question on the 

importance of dialect instruction and by the survey question asking students to list their 

motivations for studying the language. A residential immersion setting provides an 

excellent opportunity to incorporate both into the curriculum in a way that is both 

effective and natural. Instructors could focus on teaching MSA during the bulk of class 

time when the emphasis will be more on reading and writing than it will be on speaking, 

while concentrating on dialect instruction during the last hour of class or during the 

electives portion of the day. It is recommended that one dialect be selected as the dialect 

of communication throughout the program, however I also suggested a framework for 

exposing students to other dialects. 

Culture 

In addition to the language advantages a summer residential immersion program 

can provide Arabic students, there are a number of cultural benefits which should be 

utilized to the greatest extent possible. This section was devoted to a discussion of how 

best to incorporate cultural activities, what topics to cover (and the possible pitfalls of 

presenting ―sensitive topics‖), and how to get the most benefit out of guest lecturers and 

performers who could bring a wealth of cultural knowledge to a program. 
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Curricular materials 

 Currently, there are not many materials or texts which are appropriate for high 

school summer immersion program. In this section, I discussed how a program may find 

a temporary solution to this problem by selecting a text which most closely fits the needs 

of the faculty and students and adapting it to support language learning in its setting. 

Additionally, I provided a list of characteristics which many researchers in SLA have 

found correlate with successful texts for a particular program and suggested a design for a 

program text, provided the resources are available to a program for textbook 

development. 

Assessment 

 No program can say that it has achieved its goals if it does not have the data to 

back up such a claim. Nor can it truly grow and evolve to meet the changing needs of its 

students if these needs are not made clear. For this reason, a successful program must 

have in place a method of assessment where the following is clearly stated ahead of time: 

who is responsible for carrying out the assessment, what data is being gathered and how 

it will be analyzed, and how to implement adjustments for which a need is demonstrated 

by the results of the assessment. In this section, I suggested assessment tools which a 

program may use in order to measure the progress of its learners and its overall 

framework and structure.  

Training 

 As mentioned above, a program will not be successful if its goals and standards 

for achieving these goals are unclear to the stakeholders, namely faculty and students. 

New faculty members may have no previous experience working in an immersion setting 
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and students who attend the program are expected to learn a very difficult language while 

learning how to learn the language in the immersion environment. For this reason, it is 

crucial for a program to have training in place for faculty and for students which provides 

each with the tools they need to succeed in the program. In this section, I proposed 

strategies for training both faculty and students which included: 1) exposing new faculty 

to realistic programming situations during Orientation Week and setting up a mentoring 

system which would help new faculty get quick answers to questions during the program 

itself and 2) building time into the schedule during which faculty could check in with 

students to see how they are coping with the immersion setting and provide feedback and 

suggestions for how to successfully navigate the Language Pledge.  

After the program 

 One of the disadvantages to a summer program is that students will eventually 

leave to go back to their home institutions. For Arabic learners especially, this is a 

difficult situation because of the lack of high school programs in the United States which 

offer Arabic classes; as a result, many students will not be returning to any network of 

support and must rely on what they have learned at the program and what they take home 

with them. In this section, I proposed an after-the-program model to help students 

maintain their level of language ability during the year and – hopefully – return to the 

summer immersion program ready to continue to develop their language skills. 

4.2 Suggestions for Future Research 

However, there still remains in front of us much research to be completed. 

Although 41% of the students who attended the 2009 session of the MMLA Arabic 
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Academy responded to the survey, that number is still relatively small. In order to have a 

comprehensive understanding of student motivations and reactions to an immersion 

setting, it would be helpful to collect data from a larger source. One way to do this would 

be to revisit the MMLA program in future years as the program grows and gains learners. 

Additionally, it would be interesting to administer a survey to students before they attend 

the program in order to discover what their preconceived notions of immersion are and 

how their expectations compare at the end of the four weeks. 

Another approach to broadening the scope of this research and gaining a fuller 

understanding of summer immersion learning would be to survey students in other 

immersion learning programs, such as the Concordia Villages Arabic Village. MMLA is 

not the only program currently offering summer immersion to high school students. I 

believe it is important to study these other programs, such as Concordia Language 

Villages, in order to see how they have answered some of the harder questions in the past. 

The point of such an investigation would not be to compare the two programs as the goals 

and methods of each are very different, but rather to gain new ideas and perspectives on 

many of the issues facing Arabic educators today. 

Another question which needs to be answered is: How much progress can 

students make in a summer immersion program? With very little official assessment 

being conducted in 2009, it was difficult to gather enough data to make comparisons in 

the students‘ language gains. It is expected that students would make the most progress in 

skills such as listening and speaking since they are exposed to opportunities for practice 

throughout the day, however we have no data to back up such a claim. In collecting such 

information, researchers could examine how to strengthen reading and writing skills for 
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students (if indeed the results support that students show the most improvements in 

speaking and listening). 

A final inquiry would be to expand the scope of the research to the field in 

general. Having examined an immersion program in isolation, I submit that it is 

necessary to conduct a series of comparisons which aim to find how immersion learning 

compares to other forms of study. For example, when measured against study abroad in a 

country in which the language is spoken, how does immersion learning compare? When 

measured against ―normal‖ academic year study, how does immersion learning compare? 

When measured against school-year immersion, how does summer immersion learning 

compare? These types of questions would help provide perspective to summer immersion 

programs such as the Middlebury-Monterey Language Academy. 
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Appendix A: Daily Schedule 

Weekdays 

Time Activity Supervisors 

7:00 – 7:45 Optional Individual Exercise none 

7:45 – 8:45 Optional Breakfast none 

9:00 – 9:25 Morning Assembly resident assistants 

9:45 – 11:50 Class Time teachers 

11: 50 – 12:40  Free Time for Students none 

12:40 – 1:30 Lunch teachers 

1:30 – 3:45 Project Time teachers 

4:00 – 5:30 Free Time for Students/Start of Clubs resident assistants 

6:00 – 6:45 Dinner resident assistants 

7:00 – 7:30 Evening Activities  resident assistants 

7:45 – 8:45 Evening Assembly  resident assistants 

9:00 Down Time, Prepare for Bed resident assistants 

10:00 Hall Meetings resident assistants 

10:30 Curfew  

 
 
Saturday 

Time Activity Supervisors 

 Sleep In  

8:30 – 9:30 Optional Breakfast none 

9:45 – 11:50 Project Time teachers 

11:50 – 12:40 Free Time for Students none 

12:40 – 1:30 Lunch resident assistants 

1:30 – 3:00 Project Time teachers 

3:15 – 5:30 Campus Wide Olympics all 

5:30 – 6:00 Free Time for Students/Start of Clubs  
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6:00 – 6:45 Dinner resident assistants 

7:00 – 7:30 Evening Activities resident assistants 

7:45 – 8 45 Special Activities per Dorm Group resident assistants 

 
Sunday 

Time Activity Supervisors 

 Sleep In  

10:45 – 1:00 Brunch none 

1:15 – 3:00 Project Time teachers 

3:15 – 5:30  Afternoon Activities resident assistants 

5:30 – 6:00 Free Time for Students/Start of Clubs resident assistants 

6:00 – 6:45 Dinner resident assistants 

7:00 – 7:30 Evening Activities resident assistants 

7:45 – 8:45 Evening Assembly resident assistants 

9:00 Down Time, Prepare for Bed resident assistants 

10:00 Hall Meetings resident assistants 

10:30 Curfew  
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Appendix B: Events Program 

Sunday Monday  Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday  

28 
 
Opening 
Events 

29 
 
 

30 
 
 

1 
 
 

2 
 
 

3 
 
 

4 
 
4

th
 of July: 

Fireworks 
and 
Celebration  
 
Afternoon 
on Lake 
Champlain  

5 
 
 

6 
 
Alia Thabit 
Belly 
Dancer 

7 
 
 

8 
 
International 
Night: 
Arabic 
Focus   

9 
 
 

10 
 
 

11 
 
 

12 
 
 

13 
 
Field trip to 
Middlebury 

14 
 
 

15 
35

th
 Parallel 

Music 
Group 
 

16 
 
 

17 
 
Sharq 
Ensemble 

18 
 
 

19 
 
 

20 
 
 

21 
 
 
 

22 
 
 
Cinn Smith 
Henna 
Artist  
 

23 
 
 

24 
 
 
All-Campus 
Celebration 
 
 

25 
 
Student 
Departure  
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Appendix C: Student Survey 

1. Thank you for your participation 
 
I am researching the ingredients of a successful Arabic summer immersion program for 
high school students. In order to complete this research, I am asking you to answer the 
following questions about different aspects of the Middlebury-Monterey Language 
Academy. As someone who has enrolled in a language immersion program, your input is 
very valuable to me.  
 
The survey is being done online to protect your privacy. It is completely anonymous and 
your identity will not be requested in any way. In addition, all findings from this survey 
will be reported in my research collectively. 
 
Thank you for participating in this survey. 
 

2. Background 
 
*1. Why do you want to learn Arabic? Please rank in order, 1 being your top reason for 
learning Arabic and 7 being your last reasons for learning Arabic. 

  
Top 

Choice 
     

Last 
Choice 

To help me 
communicate with 
my family 

       

Religious reasons        
To help me get 
into college        

To help me get a 
good job        

To help facilitate 
cultural 
understanding 

       

To travel to the 
Middle East        

Other (please specify) 
 
*2. What level were you? 

Beginner 

Intermediate or Advanced 
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*3. What types of things did you want to learn in Arabic? Please rank in order, from top 
choice to last choice. 

  
Top 

Choice 
     

Last 
Choice 

To speak in MSA        
To speak in a 
dialect        

To read        
To write        
To listen        
To understand 
culture        

Other (please specify) 
 

3. Language Pledge 
 
*4. How often did you stay in the language pledge? 

  Hardly Ever Sometimes Often Always 
In Language 
Pledge     

 
*5. When you didn't stay in the Language Pledge, which of the following best describes 
the reason why? (Please check top three reasons.) 

I didn't have the vocabulary to say what I wanted (general, everyday words) 

I needed to talk to my friends about things more complicated than topics such as the   
       weather and school. 

I wanted to make sure I was understanding/being understood by the person I was  
       talking (confirm comprehension). 

I was tired. 

I was upset. 

My friends were all speaking in English. 

I was too nervous to speak in Arabic. 
Other (please specify) 
 
*6. How long do you think the Modified Pledge should be? (Remember the Modified 
Pledge allowed limited use of English during the first week of the program.) 

On week. I liked it that we had to speak only Arabic after that first week. 

Two weeks. I needed another week to get more words and phrases down. 
Other (please specify) 
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4. Class 
 
*7. How many hours of class do you think is best to spend in class every day? 

Two. I thought it was perfect the way it was. 

Three. I needed an extra hour to really feel I understood the material. 

Four. I needed much more time to understand the material. 
Other (please specify) 
 
*8. To what extent is it important to have grammar explained in English in your Arabic 
textbook? 

  Not Important 
Slightly 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Very Important 

Importance     
 
*9. What sort of assessment do you feel would have helped you progress the most in 
Arabic? 

The end of the program test was sufficient for me to mark the progress I'd made 

End of the week tests would help me see what I needed to work on 

Daily quizzes would help me see what I needed to work on 
Other (please specify) 
 

5. Location 
 
*10. How important is it to you to take field trips to culturally related places such as a 
restaurant, museum, market, store, or community center? 

  Not Important 
Slightly 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Very Important 

Importance     
 

6. Guests 
 
*11. How important were guest speakers and performers for your training in Arabic? 

  Not Important 
Slightly 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Very Important 

Importance 
     

 
*12. What language should guests speak in order to provide the most benefit? 

Arabic - With some vocabulary and subject matter preparation in class, I'd rather hear the language at all times. 
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English - I'd rather understand everything the guest is saying, rather than focusing on the language at these times. 
 

7. Dialects 
 
*13. How important is it to you to learn a dialect of Arabic? 

  Not Important 
Slightly 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Very Important 

Importance        
Please explain: 
 

8. Projects 
 
*14. How useful were the projects? 

  Not Useful Slightly Useful Somewhat Useful Very Useful 

Usefulness     
Please explain: 
 
*15. How useful was it to have students from different language levels together during 
project activities? 

  Not Useful Slightly Useful Somewhat Useful Very Useful 

Usefulness     
 

9. Meals 
 
*15. During meal times, did you usually stay for the entire meal? 

Yes 

No 
 
*16. If you didn't stay, what was your reason for leaving early? Mark your top three 
reasons. (If you answered yes to question 1, please skip this part) 

I couldn't understand anyone at my table 

All of my friends were sitting at other tables 

I wanted more free time 

I was embarrassed to speak 

I was too tired 
Other (please specify) 
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*17. How useful was it to speak Arabic during meal times? (please answer whether you 
stayed or not.) 

  Not Useful Slightly Useful Somewhat Useful Very Useful 

Usefulness     
 

10. Authentic Materials 
 
*18. What types of outside materials do you think are important for language 
development? Please rank in order of importance. 

  
Least 

Important 
       

Most 
Important 

Posters          
Translated books 
(e.g. Harry 
Potter) 

         

Authentic books          
Dubbed movies 
(e.g. Harry 
Potter) 

         

Authentic movies          
Food          
Clothes          
Music          
Other (please 
specify below)          

If you chose "other", please specify here: 
 

11. General 
 
*19. Who did you find you learned the most Arabic from? Please rank in order, from the 
person you learned the most to the person you learned the least from. 

  Learned the Least Learned Slightly 
Learned 

Somewhat 
Learned the Most 

My teacher 
     

My RA     
My friends     
The directors     
Please explain: 
 



 106 

12. Additional Information 
 
20. What, if any, additional suggestions do you have for the program? 
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Appendix D: Faculty Survey 

1. Thank you for your participation 
 
I am researching the ingredients of a successful Arabic summer immersion program for 
high school students. In order to complete this research, I am asking you to answer the 
following questions about different aspects of the Middlebury-Monterey Language 
Academy. As someone who has been involved in language immersion programs, your 
input is very valuable to me. I appreciate your time. 
 
The survey is being administered online to protect your privacy. It is completely 
anonymous and your identity will not be requested in any way. In addition, all findings 
from this survey will be reported in my research in aggregate. 
 
Thank you for participating in this survey. 

2. Background 
 
*1. Please indicate your involvement with Arabic during the academic year (please mark 
all that apply). 

I teach in a high school in the United States 

I teach in a high school abroad 

I teach in a college-level program in the United States 

I teach in a college-level program abroad 

I am currently enrolled in a school program for Arabic in the United States 

I am currently enrolled in a school program for Arabic abroad 

I do not teach during the year, however I am a native speaker of Arabic 
Other (please specify) 
 
2. If you participate in a program abroad, please indicate the country. 
 
 
*3. Have you ever been to the Middle East? 

Yes 

No 
 
4. Where? 
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*5. For what purpose? Mark all that apply. 

To study 

To work 

To live 
Other (please specify) 
 
*6. What is your previous experience with immersion programs? 

I have never worked for an immersion program 

I have been a student in an immersion program 

I have worked for MMLA previously 

I have worked for another immersion program before (Please specify below) 
Other (please specify) 
 
7. If you have worked for another immersion program, please specify which here. 
 

3. Language Pledge 
 
*8. What class level did you teach? If you were an RA, what was the level of most of the 
students in your group? 

Beginner 

Intermediate / Advanced 
 
*9. How often did you stay in the language pledge in class / RA group? 

  Hardly Ever Sometimes Often Always 

Language pledge     
 
*10. If you spoke in English, which of the following best describes the reason why? 
Please indicate top three. 

Students were having trouble understanding what I was saying 

Students were having trouble understanding a language-related concept (e.g.  
        grammar structure, new vocabulary word, etc.) 

To discipline a student who was being disrespectful, speaking in English or doing  
        something else that violated MMLA's policies 

To say something quickly 
Other (please specify) 
 
*11. How long should the Modified Pledge last? 
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One week 

Two weeks 
Other (please specify) 
 
*12. Why? 
 
 
*13. What is the most effective use of English? 

Maintaining discipline 

Explaining directions 

Explaining vocabulary 

Explaining grammar 
Other (please specify) 
 

4. Location 
 
*14. How important is it for students to take field trips to culturally related places such as 
a restaurant, museum, market, community center or store? 

  Not Important 
Slightly 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Very Important 

Importance     
 
*15. How important is it for students of Arabic to be around students from other 
languages in the MMLA program? 

  Not Important 
Slightly 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Very Important 

Importance     
 
*16. How important is International Night? 

  Not Important 
Slightly 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Very Important 

Importance     
Please explain: 
 

5. Guests 
 
*17. How important were guest speakers and performers? 

  Not Important 
Slightly 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Very Important 
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  Not Important 
Slightly 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Very Important 

Importance     
 
*18. What language should guests speak in order to provide the most benefit for 
students? 

Arabic - it's better for students to hear the language at all times. 

English - it's better to make sure students understand everything the guest is saying, 
rather than focusing on the language at these times. 
 

6. Daily Schedule 
 
 *19. How many hours of class a day do you think is best? 

Two. It worked the way it was. 

Three. I needed an extra hour to relate materials to students. 

Four 

More 
 
*20. How many students should be in each class? 

Fewer than five 

Between five and ten 

Between ten and fifteen 
 
*21. How useful were meal times for language instruction? 

  Not Useful Slightly Useful Somewhat Useful Very Useful 

Usefulness     
 
*22. In what language do you think meals should be conducted? 

Arabic 

English 
Please explain: 
 
*23. How sufficient was the amount of time to plan with other teachers / RAs within the 
Arabic language program? 

There was not enough time to plan with other teachers / RAs within the Arabic  
       language program 
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I had plenty of time to talk to my colleagues in other language programs 
Other (please specify 
 

 
*24. How helpful was it to plan with other teachers / RAs? 

  Not Useful Slightly Useful Somewhat Useful Very Useful 

Usefulness     
 
*25. How sufficient was the amount of time to plan with other teachers / RAs in other 
language programs? 

There was not enough time to plan with other teachers / RAs in other language  
        programs 

I had plenty of time to talk to my colleagues in other language programs 
Other (please specify 
 
*26. What would you add/subtract/change in the daily schedule? 
 

7. Projects 
 
If you worked as a Teacher, please complete this section. If you worked as a Resident 
Assistant, please skip this section and proceed to section 8. 
 
27. How clear were the project goals? 

  Not Clear Slightly Clear Somewhat Clear Very Clear 

Project goals     
 
28. Which of the following do you think the final goal of projects should be? 

Creating opportunities for language learning, practice and feedback 

Creating a final product such as a recipe book, mosaic, or presentation 
 
29. How useful were projects for achieving program goals and developing proficiency? 

  Not Useful Slightly Useful Somewhat Clear Very Clear 

Usefulness     
 
30. How useful was it to have students of mixed language levels in one group? 

  Not Useful Slightly Useful Somewhat Useful Very Useful 

Usefulness     
 
31. What, if any, additional suggestions do you have for projects? 
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8. Activities / Clubs 
 
If you worked as a Resident Assistant, please complete this section. If you worked as a 
Teacher, please skip this section and proceed to section 9. 
 
32. How clear were the goals of evening activities and clubs? 

  Not Clear Slightly Clear Somewhat Clear Very Clear 
Activities and 
clubs     

 
33. What do you think the final goal of evening activities and clubs should be? 

Creating opportunities for language learning, practice and feedback 

Enjoying the activities such as watching a film, playing soccer, or listening to music 
 
34. How useful was it to have mixed language level students in a specific activity or 
club? 

  Not Useful Slightly Useful Somewhat Useful Very Useful 

Usefulness     
 
35. What, if any, additional suggestions do you have for activities and clubs? 
 

9. Dialects 
 
*36. How important is it that students learn a dialect of Arabic? 

  Not Important 
Slightly 

Important 
Somewhat 
Important 

Very Important 

Importance     
     
37. What would be the best dialect to teach? 

Whatever dialect teachers and RAs speak 

There are some dialects which are more widely spoken than others and they should  
        always be taught, no matter what teachers and RAs speak. (Please indicate which  
        below.) 

I don't think dialects should be taught. 

Other (Please explain below) 
If you chose the "specific dialects" or "other" option, please explain why here: 
 
*38. In your opinion, what would be the best way to include an Arabic dialect in the 
program? 



 113 

Incorporate them into class time 

Create separate dialect classes which would be consistent throughout the program 

Create separate dialect classes which students could switch at the end of every week 

Incorporate them into other activities which teachers would lead, like projects 

Incorporate them into other activites which RAs would lead 
Other (please specify) 
 

10. Students 
 
*39. What type of student is best for our program? 

Anyone can learn Arabic. We should accept all interested students into the program. 

Only students who are successful at language-learning should be allowed to enroll in  
       the program. We should select by GPA. 
Other (please specify) 
 

11. Curriculum/Text 
 
*40. Should the textbook be written: 

In Arabic only 

In Arabic and English 
 
*41. What do we want students to learn in Arabic? Please rand in order from top choice 
to last choice: 

  
Last 

Choice 
      

First 
Choice 

Speaking in 
MSA         

Speaking in 
dialect         

Reading         
Writing         
Listening         
Culture         
Other (Please 
specify below)         

If you chose "other", please specify here: 
 



 114 

*42. What types of outside materials do you think are important for language 
development? Please rank in order of importance. 

  
Least 

Important 
       

Most 
Important 

Posters            
Translated books 
(e.g. Harry Potter)           

Authentic books          
Dubbed movies 
(e.g. Harry Potter)          

Authentic movies          
Food          
Clothes          
Music          
Other (please 
specify below)          

If you chose "other", please specify here 
 

12. Assessment 
 
*43. What, if any, types of assessment do you feel is necessary for the program? 

The assessments at the end of the program are sufficient. 

A weekly test 

Daily quizzes 
Other (please specify) 
 

13. Additional Information 
 
 44. What, if any, additional suggestions do you have for the program? 
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