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Abstract 

 

Dialects in the Arabic Classroom:  

A Pedagogical Survey of Arabic Language Learners 

 

John Orbison Weinert, M. A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Mahmoud Al-Batal 

 
The study of Arabic as a foreign language in the US has witnessed a tremendous increase 

in recent decades, especially in the wake of the events of September 11, 2001. 

Implementation of modern communicative language teaching methodologies has been 

complicated by the diglossic nature of the Arabic language, as well as the wide variations 

between the many varieties of spoken colloquial Arabic; only recently has the field seen a 

widespread shift towards the teaching of the Arabic dialects at beginning levels of study.  

As a result of this shift, there exist increasing numbers of Arabic learners who have been 

exposed to one or more Arabic dialects in addition to the formal written language.  This 

thesis presents the results of an interview-survey of Arabic learners who had studied 

more than one dialect of Arabic in structured classroom contexts, either in the US or the 

Arab world, with the goal of determining to what extent such instruction had helped or 

hindered their progress in the language.  Results indicated that a majority of participants 

believe that despite increased challenges, exposure to multiple Arabic dialects was 
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beneficial to their learning experience, and would advocate for such exposure in 

beginning and intermediate-level Arabic courses.  However, many respondents also 

cautioned that alternate dialect forms should not be presented with the expectation of 

active production in class.  Participants also commented on the ways in which they felt 

Arabic dialect instruction could be improved; frequently mentioned issues included 

further development of formal written materials for dialect study, and increased 

flexibility and understanding on the part of instructors with regard to classroom use of 

alternate dialectal forms. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Recent Developments in Arabic Pedagogy 

 The world of Arabic language education has experienced dramatic and 

unprecedented changes within the past few decades, owing to both international political 

events and developments in pedagogical philosophy.  Where once Arabic-language 

educators relied largely on a grammar-translation-based method, emphasizing reading 

ability to the exclusion of other language skills, the Arabic pedagogical milieu has 

recently experienced shifts towards a still-evolving "proficiency-based" approach to 

teaching and learning, in which instructors’ efforts focus on the development of broader 

language proficiency for students of Arabic at the collegiate level (Allen, 1995, pp. 106-

107).  This proficiency-based approach has in many cases included an emphasis on 

cultivating learner proficiency in a colloquial register of the Arabic language. 

 At the same time, the surge of interest in Arabic language studies following the 

tragedies of September 11 and their international repercussions has caused many new 

Arabic programs to spring up at colleges and universities in the United States.  Already-

established programs have experienced dramatic increases in size and enrollment, and 

similar growth has also been witnessed in intensive summer courses and study-abroad 

programs in the Arab world.  Unlike the spikes in enrollment following previous 

significant events in the Arab world, “The level of the post-September 11 surge is 

unprecedented and, so far, sustained” (Al-Batal, 2006, 39).  Surveys of Arabic language 

learners have revealed that these new students’ primary motivations for studying the 

language include an interest in interpersonal communication with Arabs, an increased 
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knowledge of Arab culture, and the ability to travel to Arab countries and communicate 

with Arabic speakers (Husseinali, 2006), all goals better served if learners acquire 

proficiency in a spoken variety of Arabic, as well as its literary form.    

 Meanwhile, the influx of new students has in turn led to a crisis within the world 

of Arabic language education in the US, as institutions hasten to find instructors for their 

burgeoning programs.  Trained teachers of Arabic are few and in high demand, and the 

gap has often been filled with native speakers who have little background in language 

instruction.  “Many teachers of Arabic today are native speakers who hold degrees in 

disciplines ranging from political science to journalism to engineering but have little or 

no language pedagogy training” (Al Batal, 2006, 42).  Such instructors may (with the best 

of intentions) teach Arabic in the manner that they were taught it themselves, focusing 

entirely on the formal written register of Arabic and devoting little or no time to the 

colloquial speech that they themselves would use when interacting with other native 

speakers. 

 In addition, the increased availability of media within the Arab world (particularly 

via the internet and satellite television) has resulted in equally radical changes in the way 

that Arabs communicate within and across their own borders.  These changes include 

significantly increased exposure to Arabic speakers of other countries and their dialects, 

which may differ significantly from their own.  As a result of this linguistic contact, there 

remain few Arabs who have been exposed only to their native dialect, and many educated 

speakers of Arabic have a sophisticated understanding of dialects whose origins are 

geographically far removed from their native countries (Soliman, 2012).  These 
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developments have important implications for teachers and learners of the Arabic 

language, particularly within a proficiency-based model whose pedagogical goals are 

determined based on the model of the educated native speaker. 

1.2 Objectives of this Study 

The goal of this paper is to investigate learner perceptions of the effects of 

studying multiple Arabic dialects in a formal educational setting.  The following topics 

will be addressed: 

1: The philosophies and methodologies which have informed Arabic pedagogues’ 

teaching of the Arabic language in recent years, including the decision of whether and 

how to incorporate Arabic colloquials into a curriculum or program of study. 

2: Past and present research on the results of incorporating Arabic dialects into 

language-learning curricula. 

3: An examination of the available research on cross-dialectal interaction among 

native speakers of Arabic. 

4: Results and analysis of a survey and interviews of Arabic learners conducted at 

the University of Texas at Austin in Spring 2012.  This survey was conducted with the 

aim of answering the following research questions: 

 • To what extent do students perceive that exposure to multiple Arabic 

dialects in a formal context presents them with challenges or obstacles as 

language learners?  Conversely, to what extent might they feel that this exposure 

provides them with an advantage in learning Arabic? 

 • To what extent does a student’s initial study of an Arabic colloquial 
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register in a structured environment affect his or her subsequent experiences with 

Arabic dialects? 

 • What are the most common challenges encountered by learners as a result 

of exposure to multiple Arabic dialects in the context of a structured language-

learning environment? 

 • How might current systems and methods of colloquial Arabic instruction 

be modified or improved to help Arabic language learners reach their goals? 

 An analysis of learners’ responses will endeavor to articulate some of the 

successes and challenges of Arabic pedagogy in facing the linguistic realities of the 

Arabic-speaking world and meeting learners’ needs, as well as offering direction for 

future research on this topic. 
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Chapter 2: Historical Approaches to the Challenge of Arabic Diglossia 

and Dialectal Variation 

2.1 Arabic Diglossia in a Pedagogical Context 

 One of the largest challenges for those who would implement a proficiency-based 

model in a modern Arabic language curriculum is the issue of diglossia.  Unlike many 

other languages, written Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) exhibits significant lexical and 

grammatical variation from dialects of Colloquial Spoken Arabic (CSA), to the degree 

that a student who has learned only one variety may find him or herself unable to 

communicate appropriately in the other.  In his seminal article on this linguistic 

phenomenon, Charles Ferguson describes a typical diglossic situation thus: 

 “…a relatively stable language situation in which, in addition to the primary 
dialects of the language (which may include a standard or regional standards), 
there is a very divergent, highly codified (often more grammatically complex) 
superposed variety—the vehicle of a large and respected body of written literature 
either of an earlier period or in another speech community—that is learned largely 
by means of formal education and used for most written and formal spoken 
purposes but is not used by any sector of the community for ordinary 
conversation.” (1959, 34-35). 

 
 In the case of Arabic, however, the distinction is not always so clear-cut.  Al-

Batal points out that rather than a binary distinction between one formal high (H) variety 

and one colloquial low (L) variety, the Arabic language includes a multiplicity of 

different colloquial varieties, varying both geographically from country to country (and 

often significantly within a single nation’s borders), and even between different socio-

economic communities in the same locale.  “The situation in Arabic… is not diglossic 

but, rather, appears to be triglossic or multiglossic, with more than two varieties and a 
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continuum along which native speakers shift according to a number of different 

variables” (1992, 285). 

 This “multiglossia” presents teachers of Arabic with a number of thorny 

questions: should multiple registers of Arabic be taught concurrently?  If so, should H 

and L varieties be learned together or separately?  And given the plethora of choices, if 

an L variety is to be included, which of the many regional dialects should be taught in a 

foreign setting?  To answer these questions, it will be instructive to examine attitudes 

towards the teaching of Arabic dialects over the past century. 

2.2 Arabic Instruction: A Brief History 
 

For much of the past few centuries, instructors of Arabic have dealt with the 

situation by de-emphasizing the importance of the spoken, colloquial registers of Arabic, 

opting instead to focus on the study of the classical language.  Until the second half of the 

twentieth century, academic study of Arabic in the United States remained largely the 

domain of specialists and Semiticists, whose primary interests lay in the analysis of 

religious and historical texts.  Students and teachers of the language typically relied 

heavily on the grammar-translation method used for the study of classical languages, with 

little or no focus on the development of oral proficiency, either in formal Arabic or a 

spoken dialect of the language.  Roger Allen points out that within its limited range of 

goals, the grammar-translation method worked quite well, producing fluent readers 

“capable of interpreting the most complex of texts.”  Nevertheless, when it came to 

interactions with native speakers of Arabic, even highly trained readers such as these 

were often incapable of conversation in the language, and “always found themselves not 
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a little culturally crippled” (1992, 228). 

In the 1960s and 1970s, educators began to develop materials that emphasized a 

more audio-lingual approach to the Arabic language (cf. Abboud 1983).  Such resources 

allowed students and educators access to graduated curricula for approaching spoken 

formal Modern Standard Arabic (MSA).  While representing a large step forward in the 

development of Arabic pedagogy, this audio-lingual approach stayed focused on 

students’ ability to absorb grammatical patterns from a somewhat artificial pedagogical 

context, and there remained little emphasis on the cultivation of true conversational skills, 

much less on the development of methods and materials dedicated to developing 

students’ proficiency in spoken Arabic dialects (Allen, 1992).  Nevertheless, even the 

incremental shift from a program of study which focused exclusively on classical texts to 

one that includes the modern formal Arabic of books and newspapers has engendered 

tension within academia as Arabic philologists were forced to make way for the inclusion 

of curricula designed to help along a new generation of translators, interpreters, 

diplomats, and others who aimed to use the language in a living context.   (Versteegh, 

2006, 9).   

This narrow teaching focus on classical texts and discourse in the formal register 

has historically been compounded by a prevailing attitude among Arabs (including many 

teachers of the language) that colloquial Arabic remained somehow inferior or 

represented a corrupted version of the classical language, unsuitable as a medium of 

instruction or as a legitimate academic goal (Ryding, 2006).  Palmer notes, “The teaching 

and learning of Arabic in the United States has long followed the model of language use 
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and observation in the Arab world.  This model consisted of what some might consider 

gratuitous reverence for the written language (MSA) and outward contempt for spoken 

varieties of Arabic” (2008, p. 84).   One factor involved the religious status of Classical 

Arabic: Zughoul states that as the language of the Qur’an, it “is considered by Arabs and 

Moslems [sic] as divine and God-given” (1980, 203), in contrast with the colloquials, 

which are compared to “patois in French, and substandard and uncultivated speech in 

English” (ibid. 214).  Such value-judgments sit uncomfortably with the linguistic realities 

of the Arab world, wherein the vast majority of conversational interactions occur in a 

colloquial register (Wilmsen, 2006), and with research suggesting that even educated, 

literate Arabs often exhibit inconsistency in “correct” usage of formal written Arabic 

(Alrabaa, 1986). 

 The increasing implementation of such proficiency-based approaches has 

prompted a self-examination and re-evaluation among instructors of Arabic with regard 

to the approaches and goals of collegiate language programs.  A survey of a broad 

spectrum of students of Arabic (Belnap, 1987) revealed that two of the most frequently 

cited reasons for studying the language were “To travel/live in the Middle East” and “To 

talk to Arabs”; that the language sub-skill of speaking was typically ranked as one of 

learners’ most important priorities; and that “more speaking in class” was the most 

frequent suggestion for the improvement of Arabic language courses.  Given the highly 

diglossic nature of written versus spoken Arabic, it is unrealistic for students or educators 

to believe that these goals may be achieved without working knowledge of a colloquial 

register; indeed, the notion that a student might “speak Arabic” using only formal MSA 



 9 

might itself be challenged on the grounds that virtually no native speaker of Arabic uses 

it exclusively, especially in accomplishing the tasks of daily life.   

 These realities were reflected in the revised ACTFL Arabic Proficiency 

Guidelines (1989), which stipulated that Superior-level speakers “should have Superior-

level competence in both MSA and a spoken dialect, and be able to switch between them 

on appropriate occasions.”  Furthermore, such a speaker “will be generally aware of 

features of dialects other than the one spoken” (379).  While the specific mention of 

spoken dialects represents a significant pedagogical shift, the somewhat vaguely defined 

“general awareness” of other spoken dialects represents a problematic benchmark for 

students and educators, especially in a context where students have access to courses at 

home and abroad which are designed to raise proficiency in a particular dialect. 

2.3 Diglossia and the model of the Educated Native Speaker 
 

With the shift towards a communicative approach, researchers and educators 

began to develop proficiency models based on the linguistic behavior of the Educated 

Native Speaker (ENS) of Arabic (Wahba, 2006).  In order for students to successfully 

emulate the discourse patterns of the ENS, such a pedagogical model must address the 

realities of Arabic language use, including the active role of colloquial Arabic in the 

majority of spoken interactions.  As Badawi reports: 

“The language competence of the educated Arab consists of two sets of 
interrelated skills: Active, consisting of listening and speaking in colloquial but 
reading and writing in MSA; and, for want of a better term, Dormant, consisting 
of listening and speaking in MSA but reading and writing in colloquial.  Speaking 
in colloquial and MSA cannot, therefore, be considered as equal targets for the 
learner; one is basic, but the other is a skill to be learned for special purposes.” 
(2006, x). 
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 This is not to say that a curriculum of communicative proficiency must replicate 

or approximate the conditions in which the ENS has learned his or her language; in fact, 

this would be a nearly impossible feat.  The native speaker has had years to gain 

proficiency in his or her colloquial dialect before he or she ever sets foot in a classroom 

(Alosh, 1992, p. 265), whereas the non-native Arabic learner’s goals (usually including 

spoken competence and literacy in the written word) must typically be accomplished 

within a much shorter timeframe.  Nevertheless, a program that hopes to give learners the 

opportunity to achieve native-like Arabic speaking proficiency must find a way to 

incorporate both formal and colloquial into its methods (Wahba, 2006, Younes, 2006).  

Karen Ryding offers a frank assessment of this diglossic situation: 

“[This] means that educated native speakers of Arabic are functionally bilingual; 
it also means that learners of Arabic as a foreign language need to approximate 
this bilingualism in order to achieve authentic Arabic communicative competence.  
Moreover, educated native speakers of Arabic possess a wide range of 
comprehension skills that include the ability to interact with speakers of many 
dialects and to adjust their linguistic performance levels according to the 
formality of a situation and the origins of the speakers.” (Ryding, 1994, 24-25, 
emphasis added).  

 
 Ryding’s view is borne out by various studies of interdialectal interaction in 

Arabic, which will be examined in greater detail in Chapter Three. 

 Beginning in the 1970s and 1980s, and continuing with the development of the 

integrated curricula presented by Younes (1995) and Al-Batal, Brustad and Al-Tonsi 

(1995), Arabic educators have begun to present curricula and pedagogical materials that 

include a focus on spoken registers (Al-Batal, 1995).  This is in contrast to previously 

mentioned methodologies, which focused primarily on formal written Arabic.   More 
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recently published materials incorporate a direct acknowledgment of the highly diglossic 

nature of the Arabic language from the earliest levels, and have been responsible for 

provoking a lively and continuing discussion of the strategies that might best be used in 

an educational setting to address the realities of Arabic diglossia.  Much of this 

discussion has centered on the model of the Educated Native Speaker  (sometimes 

Educated Language User) of Arabic, with the goal of giving students the cognitive and 

linguistic skills they need to perform confidently in all aspects of the Arabic-language 

milieu (Eisele, 2006, 198, Wahba, 2006, 145). 

 The development and increasingly wide implementation of textbooks which 

incorporate MSA and one or more colloquial dialects (such as Brustad, Al-Batal and Al-

Tonsi, 2011 and Younes, 1995), coupled with the continuing surge of interest in the 

Arabic language following the events of September 11, 2001 (Husseinali, 2006, Al-Batal, 

2006) have coincided with the previously mentioned increases in students studying 

Arabic, resulting in increasing numbers of students who have been exposed to a 

colloquial as a part of their learning experience. These factors, coupled with the 

application of new, proficiency-based approaches, mean that for the first time large 

cadres of students exist at both the undergraduate and graduate levels who have studied 

Arabic using an integrated approach with a focus on dialect acquisition, sometimes 

gaining significant proficiency in a spoken dialect without significant travel to or study in 

the nations whose dialects they speak.  Indeed, between integration of colloquial Arabic 

into curricula and the study abroad opportunities available for students of the language, 

many students have been exposed in a controlled context to more than one dialect, even 
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within relatively early stages of Arabic language study.  The effects of such exposure to 

multiple dialects are the focus of the survey whose results are detailed in Chapter Four. 

2.4 Effects of Dialect Instruction on Student Attitudes, Motivation and Performance 

 Some educators express concerns that instruction in a colloquial register will lead 

to student frustration and slowed linguistic progress, and that an all-MSA approach is 

best suited for learners of Arabic (Alosh, 1992).  However, there is evidence to suggest 

that a methodology which incorporates a colloquial register into the curriculum of Arabic 

instruction not only has a positive effect on students’ attitudes and motivation to studying 

the language, but results in increased comprehension ability of other dialects as well. 

 A study conducted in Tel Aviv (Donitsa-Schmidt, Inbar and Shohamy, 2004) 

found that Israeli middle-schoolers who had participated in a language course 

incorporating spoken Arabic felt more inclined to study the language in the future than 

those who studied only MSA (225).  In addition, the study found that those students who 

had also studied colloquial Arabic held more positive attitudes about the language and its 

culture—itself a factor that has important implications for retention rates and students’ 

continued participation in Arabic language courses.  These results confirm the results of 

other studies, such as Qafisheh (1972) and the Tucson/Monterey experiment (Agius, 

1990 cited in Versteegh, 2006), which demonstrated that students with classroom 

exposure to colloquial Arabic before or simultaneously with MSA were more motivated 

to learn the language than those who followed the traditional approach. 

 In a recent study, Trentman (2011) also found that previous study of either 

Egyptian or Levantine dialect was a more effective facilitator of comprehension of 
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unfamiliar dialects than MSA alone, and that knowledge of these dialects “can aid in the 

comprehension of Iraqi, Gulf and North African Arabic varieties, at least as long as the 

speakers of these varieties are accommodating toward MSA. […]  Thus, teaching 

Egyptian or Levantine Arabic in addition to MSA will better prepare students for study 

abroad in these regions as well” (45). 

 As mentioned in the introduction, with the increased interest in Arabic at US 

universities has come a corresponding increase in study-abroad programs.  Palmer (2008) 

presents compelling evidence that knowledge and use of a colloquial has a positive effect 

on the study-abroad experience: of the Arabic students he surveyed, 79% reported that 

they “felt people [in the Arabic-speaking world] trusted them more if they tried to 

communicate in spoken Arabic,” while an overwhelming 93% reported “they were more 

easily able to integrate into the culture when attempting to communicate in spoken 

Arabic” (91).  A clear majority expressed the sentiment that they would have studied a 

dialect before going abroad if an opportunity had been available.   

 The above research represents a clear message to instructors and administrators of 

Arabic language programs in the US and abroad: informed students desire instruction in 

Arabic colloquials, and such instruction has measurable benefits for their linguistic skills.  

It therefore behooves educators to learn in what ways such instruction may most 

effectively be carried out, and what effects different dialect instruction methodologies 

may have on our students.   

 Several studies have examined learners’ motives and goals for studying Arabic 

(Belnap, 1987, Ghassanali ,2006), and a great deal of discussion has centered on the 
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potential benefits of proficiency-based teaching methodologies that incorporate spoken 

registers, and the ways in which such methodologies might be effectively devised and 

implemented (Ryding, 1995, Younes, 1995a, Wilmsen, 2006).  At present, however, 

there have been only limited efforts to situate this pedagogical research in the context of 

the dynamic and shifting language environment of the present-day Arab world.  As the 

next chapter will show, language choices and negotiation of meaning among native 

speakers (using both MSA and colloquial variants) tend to be highly variable and 

context-dependent.  The ability to comprehend and negotiate linguistically with speakers 

of different colloquial Arabic varieties can mean the difference between successful and 

unsuccessful communication, with obvious implications for learners and teachers of 

Arabic. 
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Chapter 3: Multiglossia in the Arab World 

3.1 Negotiation of Multiglossia Among Native Speakers 

 There have been relatively few studies addressing cross-dialectal interactions 

between native speakers of different Arabic dialects.  The available literature does 

indicate a gradual shift towards increased comprehensibility between native speakers of 

different dialect backgrounds, and a tendency on their part to negotiate meaning within 

the paradigm of their dialectal speech patterns, rather than a total reversion to MSA to 

ensure mutual comprehensibility.  While informal spoken interactions between native 

speakers have many obvious differences from the formal educational environment of a 

university Arabic course, they have important implications for proficiency-based Arabic 

language instruction based on the model of the Educated Native Speaker.  In addition, the 

subjects of the following studies represent a fair example of the linguistic diversity that 

the North American student of Arabic is likely to encounter in his or her native country 

and abroad: educated, multilingual interlocutors with experience accommodating to other 

speakers, who conduct the vast majority of their face-to-face interactions with other 

Arabic speakers in their own colloquials, rather than MSA. 

 Haim Blanc’s 1960 study analyzed a conversation between four native speakers 

of different Arabic dialects (two Iraqis, one Palestinian, and one Syrian, all males) in an 

attempt to evaluate the modifications and "variations of style" that would occur in such a 

situation, noting that “the practical Arabist must at some point come to grips with the fact 

that speakers often do not stick exclusively to ‘genuine dialect’” (81).  Blanc divides the 

mechanisms and strategies used by native speakers in an interdialectal contact situation 
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into two main categories, which he labels “leveling devices” and “classicizing devices”.  

The first involves a shift away from certain marked features of the speaker's dialect, 

either towards a dialect of higher prestige, or towards more widely understood variants 

within the speaker's dialect. 

“In general, leveling often takes place not so much in imitation of a specific 
dialect as in an attempt to suppress localisms in favor of features which are simply 
more common, more well known; these may be region-wide dialect features 
(Aleppine /iššu/ 'what' replaced by "general Syrian" /šu:/), features shared by 
many dialects and classical (/mac/ 'with', for Baghdadi /wıyä/) or widely 
understood classicisms (Baghdadi /la:x/ 'other', replaced by classical 'a:xar/)” (82) 

 
 Classicizing devices, on the other hand, represent a shift away from dialectal 

features towards a lexicon and pronunciation resembling written formal standards, such 

as replacing the glottal stop in Cairene /ahwa/ "coffee" with phoneme /q/, or the use of 

/'an/ to introduce subordinate clauses, which he argues can serve as signifiers of a 

speaker's shift to a formal, literary tone.   

 Blanc points out that leveling and classicizing devices often overlap, and it is rare 

that spoken educated discourse can be defined as exclusively formal or colloquial: 

"It is the exception rather than the rule to find any sustained segment of discourse 
in a single one of the style varieties alluded to.  Speakers tend to pass from one to 
the other, sometimes within a single sentence, so that over-all stylistic 
characterization of a given segment of discourse is a complex and delicate matter, 
quite beyond the usual techniques of descriptive linguistics" (85). 
 

 Analysis of the four subjects' conversation revealed a tendency for dialectal 

features to be maintained, with discourse remaining closer to the colloquial end of the 

diglossic continuum.  Classical features employed tended to be those used even in 

informal circumstances.  "The language of the recording is, if anything, markedly less 
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classicized than might have been expected" (86).  Interestingly, much of the subjects' 

conversation revolved around the multiglossic nature of the Arab world.  All participants 

agreed that the dialectal diversity of the Arab world was caused by lack of 

intercommunication, exacerbated by the establishment of separate Arab political states.  

The subjects speculated that, with the removal of political barriers and the spread of 

modern communication technologies, "there will be a unified language among all these 

peoples...which is close, [or rather] will be very close to the classical and very far from 

the colloquial" (147), and that this change would likely occur over the course of the next 

fifty years or so.  The linguistic predictions made by the subjects have so far failed to 

manifest themselves, as later studies would show. 

 Ezzat’s Intelligibility Among Arabic Dialects was written with the aim of 

disproving the claim, prevalent in certain linguistic circles, that various Arabic dialects 

were mutually unintelligible for native speakers, and that educated speakers of Arabic 

typically relied on literary Arabic to communicate with one another (Mitchell 1962, 10 in 

Ezzat, 1974, 7).  The study argues that the divergences between different Arabic 

colloquials were fewer and narrower than those between dialects and literary Arabic, and 

that lack of reciprocal intelligibility typically occurs in specific circumstances, such as 

when a lexicon is divorced from meaningful context, or when different dialects include 

similar lexical items with competing meanings.  (The author also echoes the sentiments 

of Blanc's subjects regarding Arab unity and its potential to abrogate the most prominent 

of dialectal differences.) 

 Together, the two studies suggest classicizing and leveling phenomena in Arabic 
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cross-dialectal interactions are inherently unstable, in the sense that they are arrived at 

through personal real-time negotiations and are byproducts of the unique communicative 

and conversational needs of the speakers involved. 

 Abd-El-Jawad (1987) casts further doubt on the notion that burgeoning 

interdialectal contact might result in a large-scale leveling of colloquials among Arabic 

speakers.  The study presents evidence that, rather than Classical or Standard Arabic 

serving as a unifying prestige form for the Arabic speech community, local speech forms 

with high prestige may compete with these written "standard" forms, to the extent that 

speakers of less prestigious forms may eliminate Classical features from their speech to 

conform to the linguistic norms of the dialect with higher prestige: 

“Speakers prefer (rather covertly) nonstandard but locally prestigious features to 
standard but locally non-prestigious features. It should be noted at this point that 
all speakers of all backgrounds, classes, and geographical locations agree that 
MSA is the high status variety in contrast to the colloquials.  Attitudinal studies 
indicate that MSA is favored over colloquials.  However, Labov (1972) points out 
that people do not conform to the normative values they express” (360). 

 
 Several examples are cited, such as inhabitants of Nablus abandoning the marked 

[+MSA, +Nablusi] phoneme /q/ for /ʔ/ [+social prestige, -MSA], the characteristic 

pronunciation in urban prestige dialects of the Levant, and non-Muslim residents of 

Baghdad modifying phonemes from [+MSA, -Muslim] /q/ and /k/ to [-MSA, +Muslim]  

/g/ and /k~č/ in public or intercommunal discourse.  In these cases, speakers of dialects 

with lower prestige are (consciously or otherwise) exercising linguistic flexibility to 

associate themselves with groups of higher prestige through their phoneme choices. 

 In contrast, a refusal to implement leveling strategies at the phonemic or lexical 
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level (even or especially in the face of potential incomprehension on the part of an 

interlocutor who speaks a different dialect) may be employed as an assertion of national 

or ethnic identity.  Abu Melhim (1992) examines a variety cross-dialectal interactions 

between native speakers, among them a conversation between two women, one Egyptian 

(EF) and one Moroccan (MF).  The Moroccan dialect of Arabic is heavily stigmatized in 

the Arab world; the text notes that stereotypes about its difficulty are so prevalent among 

native speakers that  "Moroccan Arabic is not even considered by some to be Arabic at 

all" (90).  Despite this stigma, the Moroccan participant exhibited much less of a 

tendency to switch to her interlocutor's colloquial or MSA than did other participants.   

"During the follow-up telephone interview, MF confirmed her lack of switches, 
and admitted that she made a conscious effort to maintain her own Moroccan 
variety of Arabic.  When another interlocutor had difficulty understanding her, 
she would use linguistic accommodation strategies such as paraphrasing, 
repeating, speaking more slowly, or switching to [Educated Spoken Arabic] as a 
last resort, instead of switching to the Standard (i.e. CA or MSA) or another 
colloquial. [...] In the data, [the two Moroccan informants] made statements 
implying that one should be loyal to one's own colloquial variety." (91).  
 

 Such linguistic divergences with the goal of emphasizing identity may also lead to 

de facto control of the conversation on the part of a speaker.  "MF could generally 

understand the colloquials of her interlocutors.  However, as long as MF retained her own 

colloquial, her interlocutors could not understand her anywhere near as well" (94).  While 

MF was willing to accommodate other interlocutors who made attempts to negotiate 

linguistic territory in a neutral fashion, her Egyptian female interlocutor made no 

attempts to accommodate by departing from her own colloquial, resulting in MF's 

decision in turn to maintain her own dialectal features.  "This failure [on the part of the 
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Egyptian] to code-switch in itself may be considered a marked choice" (95).  The fact 

that MF was more willing to make linguistic accommodations with other interlocutors 

emphasizes the intensely personal nature of such negotiations. 

 Soliman (2012) points out that when examined in chronological order, the 

subjects of Blanc (1960), Ezzat (1974) and Abu Melhim (1992) display increasingly less 

of a reflex to resort to CA or MSA forms as a communicative strategy, and that subjects' 

speech offered "very few incidents of using MSA compared to Abu Melhim's study in 

1992" (13).  One of the factors that may be influencing this shift is the vastly increased 

availability of media such as satellite channels and the Internet, which ensures that most 

Arabs have been exposed to a dialect other than their own.  In contrast to the 

prognostications of past researchers, it seems entirely possible that increased contact and 

familiarity between speakers of Arabic dialects may have resulted in less of a need to 

make linguistic accommodations. 

 To summarize, evidence exists that educated native speakers of Arabic are largely 

comfortable using their own colloquial dialects to communicate with one another.  In 

cases where mutual comprehension is not assured, meaning is often successfully 

negotiated within speakers' native dialects, with code switching and code-mixing to 

formal Arabic used occasionally as part of a broad repertoire of communication 

strategies.  Motivations for accommodation (or lack thereof) may include mutual 

comprehension, establishment of linguistic in-group or out-group status, or assertions of 

identity.  The complex factors dictating these linguistic decisions on the part of native 

speakers have vital implications for Arabic language learners who seek to become fully 
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proficient in spoken Arabic, and an understanding of the complexities involved in such 

interactions will become increasingly valuable for them in an ever more interconnected 

linguistic environment. 
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Chapter 4: A Survey of Arabic Language Learners 

4.1 Survey Methods 

 Twenty-five current and former students of the University of Texas at Austin 

participated in this study.  Of these, ten were current graduate students of Arabic, Middle 

Eastern Studies or related fields who had participated in Arabic-language content courses, 

while fifteen were participating in or had recently completed undergraduate Arabic 

coursework at UT.  Eleven participants were current or former participants in the Arabic 

Language Flagship program.  All participants interviewed had had minimal exposure to 

Arabic prior to beginning their classroom study of the language; had studied the language 

for at least three academic semesters or completed an equivalent amount of coursework; 

and had studied at least two dialects of colloquial Arabic in a structured setting over the 

course of their language-learning careers.  For purposes of this paper, a structured 

setting was defined as one or more semesters of Arabic language coursework at a US 

university whose syllabus featured dialect study, or an experience abroad in an Arab 

country lasting at least four weeks, during which focused study and acquisition of a 

spoken Arabic dialect was a primary goal for the learner. 

 While the graduate students interviewed had very diverse backgrounds, frequently 

including previous study of colloquial Arabic at various US universities and abroad, it 

should be noted that the majority of undergraduate participants had begun their study of 

colloquial and MSA simultaneously in one of UT-Austin’s beginning intensive Arabic 

courses.  In recent years, these courses have typically been taught with a primary focus 

on either Egyptian or Levantine colloquial Arabic, with an emphasis on active acquisition 
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of one or the other of the two dialects depending on the background of the course’s 

primary instructor. 

4.1.1 Instruments 

 Oral interviews were used to collect data.  Participants were first asked to describe 

their structured exposure to Arabic dialects, including dialects studied; where and when 

the exposure took place; and the total period of study.  They were then presented a list of 

eleven statements eliciting data on the ways in which they perceived this exposure had 

affected their progress as learners of Arabic (Appendix A), and asked to rank their 

agreement with each statement on a four-point Likert scale, with possible responses 

ranging from Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree.  After selecting their responses on the 

scale, participants were asked to relate which factors of their experience had led them to 

make their ranking decisions. 

4.1.2 Procedures 

 The survey and interviews were administered by the researcher during the first six 

weeks of the Spring 2012 semester at UT-Austin.  Interviews took place on an individual 

basis and were conducted in English.  Participation was voluntary, and all participants 

were asked to read and sign a consent form (see Appendix B) explaining the particulars 

of the research project.  No academic credit or financial incentives were offered to 

participants.  At the beginning of each session, the researcher explained that all 

participant responses would remain anonymous, and that participants were free to 

withdraw from the study at any time.  No one who initially agreed to be part of the study 

withdrew. 
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4.1.3 Data Analysis 

 Data obtained for the study were analyzed using a combined 

quantitative/qualitative model, in which participants’ relative agreement with presented 

statements was further informed by their comments on the issues.  In order to determine 

the extent to which student perception of these issues might vary over the course of an 

academic career, and to evaluate to what extent the “Texas model” of Arabic dialect 

study affects student perceptions, relative accord between graduate student and 

undergraduate responses were also examined and presented in the tabulation of results. 

4.2 Survey Results 

4.2.1 Statement #1: At this point in my Arabic career, I feel most confident 
communicating in a single, specific Arabic dialect. 
 

 
 
Table 1: Responses to Statement #1. 

 Approximately a two-thirds majority (68%) of all participants agreed or strongly 

agreed that they felt most confident using a single Arabic dialect to communicate.  Of 
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those who disagreed, all but one were undergraduates, while graduate students who 

strongly agreed outnumbered undergraduates by a ratio of three to one.  These numbers 

suggest a tendency for learners to align themselves with a particular dialect over time, 

and that advanced learners are most likely to align themselves with a particular dialect.  

Participant S20 mentioned the development of an “emotional attachment…to Egyptian 

Arabic,” a linguistic identity which in turn led to a tendency not to code-switch under 

most circumstances.  

 When asked to explain the factors behind their Likert Scale responses, 20% of 

participants mentioned that dialect switching or mixing was a regular feature of their 

language production in Arabic. 

Student 09 (undergraduate): “I kind of mix up my Masri and Shami sometimes… 
Some of the words specifically stuck, like I use [Egyptian] /eeh/ instead of 
[Levantine] /shoo/, small things like that.” 

 
Student 14 (graduate student): “I try to use Egyptian but there are times when 
Moroccan will come out instead. For one thing [my Egyptian study was] much 
more recent, and I don’t think I had enough background in Arabic in general 
when I went to Fez, to really absorb very much of the dialect there.  I was focused 
on communication.  To this day there are still sometimes a word [sic] that will 
pop in my head that I learned in Morocco and I straight up don’t know whether 
it’s MSA or colloquial.” 

 
 20% of participants, all undergraduates, reported that they preferred or felt more 

comfortable using MSA in their spoken interactions.  
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4.2.2 Statement #2: My initial experiences with study of an Arabic dialect in the 
classroom have strongly affected my subsequent experiences as a speaker of Arabic. 
 

 
 
Table 2: Responses to Statement #2. 

  Opinions are split regarding the lasting effects of initial dialect instruction, with 

56% of participants reporting that their initial dialect instruction had lasting effect and 

44% claiming the opposite.  Among the eleven participants who disagreed with the 

statement, six reported in interviews that their initial experiences with dialect instruction 

had been negative, usually because of a perceived lack of focus or utility in dialect 

teaching: 

S02 Graduate “Once I arrived in the middle east, my ability in Arabic was more 
defined by my lack of ability to speak Arabic… [my initial training] had 
essentially no impact on my experience as a speaker of Arabic whatsoever.” 

 
S10 “Those initial experiences with study of an Arabic dialect were very 
informal…  they were for an hour every week basically, there wasn’t a system to 
really practice that dialect and study it… so those initial experiences—I don’t 
even remember what I learned.” 
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 Initial experiences with dialect tended to be highly variable, with individual 

instructors sometimes having an outsized effect on students’ learning experiences and 

motivations to continue dialect study.  One respondent describes such a situation in 

explicit terms: 

S07 I had some teachers… whom I hated.  I thought that they were really 
condescending, I didn’t like the personality, I thought they were way too 
comfortable, and as I said I was incredibly turned off by the end of fall semester… 
turned off to the study of dialect and I only wanted to do Fusha,  […] So when I 
got to Egypt I was surprised, like “Well, this isn’t what I wanted to hear or 
produce.”  …and that teacher’s personality and style… reinforced that. 
 

 Several respondents reported a perceived lack of clarity with regard to the formal-

colloquial distinction during their initial experiences with the Arabic language, pointing 

to this ambiguity as a source of frustration in the early stages of the learning process. 

S12 My initial experiences with dialect were Shami, and… I didn’t even 
necessarily understand at that time what that meant, that it was a specific dialect 
that I couldn’t use in my formal speaking. 
 
S22 I didn’t feel like I had very good [colloquial] training my first year, and at 
the very beginning I didn’t even really understand the concept of dialects, 
because it wasn’t explained well.  And that‘s not because I’m like a dumb person, 
you know, I’m a smart person, I understand, and if someone had just explained it 
to me I would have definitely understood it because it’s not a hard concept, but it 
was never explained very well. 
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4.2.3 Statement #3: I still use the first Arabic dialect that I studied as my “primary 
dialect” in most spoken contexts. 
 

 
 
Table 3: Responses to Statement #3. 

 A majority of participants (68%) reported that they no longer use the first dialect 

that they formally studied as their main mode of spoken communication.  Those who first 

learned less commonly taught dialects of Arabic (such as Moroccan, Tunisian or Iraqi) all 

reported that they had largely abandoned those dialects in most conversational contexts, 

often due to the increased difficulty of communication in an educational setting outside 

of the Arab world. 

S02: I would consider [Iraqi] my first primary dialect, yes, and in that context I 
would strongly disagree with this, in that I have essentially entirely moved away 
from my Iraqi and now speak exclusively Shami. 

 
S03: People don’t understand Tunisi, so when I got back to the US I tried to 
forget it completely. […] I just didn’t use it. 

 
S20: I would if I could.  Because my first my primary dialect is Moroccan Darija, 
that’s impossible.  Taking my cue from Moroccans themselves, Moroccans will 
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never use that primary dialect in most spoken contexts, if their spoken contexts 
are in the United States in an academic situation.  [I disagree], but not because of 
any other reason—it’s because of the context in which I work.  It’s not because of 
my relationship with my dialect; it’s because of the relationship of the dialect with 
the institutions. 

 
 
 Several students commented that the context of their learning experiences plays a 

large role in their choice of primary dialect, and that these external factors can be more 

pragmatic than socio-linguistic in nature. 

S14 I had a very different lifestyle in Fez than I did in Alexandria.  In Fez I was 
with a host family so I had a house, that kind of thing.  I was in the old city, it was 
a pretty traditional atmosphere, whereas in Alexandria I was living with 25 other 
Americans, you know, on the harbor, so there are domains of vocabulary that I 
know in Moroccan that I don’t know in Egyptian and vice versa. 

 
S15 I feel… I have more opportunities with Shami […]  I think it’s circumstantial 
more than anything.  When I studied Egypt[ian] here for the whole year for third-
year Arabic I felt like I was--not losing my Shami, but I wasn’t using it as much, 
so I started to feel a lot more comfortable with Masri.  I definitely [feel] it’s more 
circumstantial, because I have access to it.  That’s now.  Who knows, maybe later 
that will change. 

 
 That a majority of both undergraduates and graduate-level participants report use 

of a primary dialect other than that which they initially studied suggests that a certain 

amount of foundational knowledge of one Arabic dialect, no matter what a student’s 

level, may increase the speed and ease with which he or she can acquire and retain 

another dialect, which is then more easily applied and retained in active use.  Several 

participants’ comments indicated that they felt this to be the case (see analysis of 

Statements #8-10 for further discussion).  Further research focusing on this phenomenon 

and controlling for various other factors (such as specific dialects studied and amount of 

time spent studying abroad) will be necessary to determine the extent to which this may 
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be the case. 

4.2.4 Statement #4: I have consciously chosen to maintain and practice one Arabic 
dialect, even if my work in class has primarily been in another. 
 

 
 
Table 4: Responses to Statement #4. 

 Of the majority of participants who agreed with this statement (68%), several 

explained that a main factor in the decision to maintain a specific Arabic dialect despite 

the differing focus of their classroom studies was the development and maintenance of a 

personal linguistic identity in the target language.   

S20 [I think that’s true.] Not because I think it’s better, just because I have a 
personal relationship with it. 

 
S18 If I don’t feel like it’s all [correct], then I don’t feel comfortable.  If I don’t 
feel like the hand gestures are all right, if the intonation is not right, I feel 
insecure.  […]  I felt like if it wasn’t the whole package it just wasn’t right.  […]  I 
think that’s why it was hard for me to keep two dialects, I felt like I always had to 
have one focus. 

 
S13 It’s the issue of my dialect not being homogenous. […] I want my dialect to 
resemble a whole.  I know it’s part of the philosophy of [some instructors] that 

0  2  4  6  8  10  12 

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

Total 

Undergraduates 

Graduate Students 



 31 

it’s okay to mix, and as much as I tell my students that, (and I believe that in first 
and second year it’s okay), I feel that when you get to a certain point it’s good to 
know a dialect all the way.  Now mixing, it’s impossible to stop yourself if you’re 
going to delve into an entirely new dialect.  You’re going to mix and that’s okay, 
but I think that shouldn’t be the final goal.  I think you should still strive to keep 
them as [homogenous] as possible.  That’s how I feel. 

 
 Even among those who disagreed, there was a tendency to describe their 

flexibility as a lack of “nationalism” or “loyalty” (S16 and S18), charged terms that 

reflect the sometimes emotional nature of sociolinguistic negotiation.  The use of such 

language by respondents suggests that, although learners of Arabic do not necessarily 

possess the same deeply rooted sociolinguistic identity that a native speaker might, it is 

nevertheless possible for them to develop a linguistic or psychological affinity with a 

particular regional dialect, and for this relationship to color their language choices and 

social interactions, just as it does for native speakers (cf. Abu Melhim 1992).  An in-

depth discussion of the various psychological, linguistic, and logistical factors that may 

color this process remains outside the scope of this paper; further research is necessary to 

articulate precisely how a non-native speaker’s “linguistic identity” is formed when he or 

she is exposed to input from multiple dialects. 

 Another major rationale offered by those who agreed with Statement 4 involved a 

hesitancy to risk a loss or diminution of their abilities in a previously studied dialect by 

investing heavily in another.  The perception among non-native learners of Arabic that a 

dialectal shift of this sort entails some sacrifice of linguistic ability is an issue that 

deserves further attention from instructors who incorporate the teaching of dialect into 

their methodologies. 
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S22 [While in Morocco, I was]definitely trying to learn Darija because we were 
there for two months and it’s a great experience and a great opportunity to learn.  
But at the same time, because we [already had] a foundation of Masri in some 
form, we didn’t want to lose that, especially with the hopes that we would go [to 
Egypt] for a year. 

 
S11 I continue to practice Darija [but] because I’m not good enough in Darija 
I’d basically [do myself a disservice] if I forgot Shami.  I need to be able to speak 
something and not sound like a… kindergartener if I speak Darija. 

 
S17 I know some people who, when they went to Morocco… were kind of hesitant 
to learn Darija, and they didn’t want to forget Egyptian [because] they thought it 
was more useful, and they were pretty clear about that. 

  
4.2.5 Statement #5: I have consciously chosen to maintain and practice one Arabic 
dialect even when interacting with native speakers who speak a different dialect.   
 

 
 
Table 5: Responses to Statement #5. 

 In contrast to participants’ responses to the previous statement, a slight majority 

(60%) disagreed, reporting that they do not deliberately maintain production of a single 

specific dialect when interacting with native speakers, choosing instead to level with their 
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interlocutor’s dialect to a lesser or greater degree.   

 Among the reasons given, several subjects pointed out that it increased the need to 

level their speech if they spoke a dialect other than those of the major media centers in 

Egypt and the Levant, since the use of unfamiliar dialect markers in speech might prove a 

barrier to communication with even a well-educated native speaker. 

S20 I don’t have that option.  As somebody whose first dialect is Moroccan—any 
Moroccan would not do that. 

 
S03 I obviously wouldn’t use Tunisian words with most people, because they’re 
not going to understand them. 

 
S08 If someone understands Moroccan, even just a good percentage of it, I try to 
speak Moroccan with them, because I think I speak Moroccan pretty fluently and 
it kind of raises my standing as an Arabic speaker, even if they don’t understand 
everything I’m saying.  But if they understand nothing, then I would switch to 
another dialect.  I mix and match.  But I’m aware of the fact that it’s not always 
mutually intelligible. 

 
 Some respondents pointed out the potential difficulty of maintaining poise and 

credibility in their spoken interactions while attempting to level to a native speaker’s 

dialect, and the concern that their speech might be perceived as bizarre, laughable or 

unnatural. 

S11 I try to converge, which makes me weird, because I don’t think native 
speakers would ever do that—it makes me this weird, rootless, identity-less 
person.  […] It sets you adrift. I don’t know if native speakers of Arabic ever do 
this, or feel like that, but it really unmoors you and it’s really hard to develop a 
cultural identity…of some sort in your other language.  

 
S02 I feel like, if I tried to speak their dialect I would sound more ridiculous than 
speaking with some degree of fluency, whatever degree that may be, in the dialect 
in which I’m most comfortable. 

 
 Those who claimed they were least inclined to level with their interlocutor’s 
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dialect of Arabic tended either to be long-term students of the language who had spent 

significant amounts of time in the Arab world and felt they spoke a particular dialect with 

fluency or, conversely, students with little or no study abroad experience who felt they 

did not have the linguistic breadth or flexibility to attempt such a thing. 

4.2.6 Statement #6: Native speakers have noted that I speak with the “accent” of one 
particular Arabic dialect. 
 

 
 
Table 6: Responses to Statement #6. 

 A full 76% of respondents reported that native speakers had attempted to “place” 

them linguistically within the Arab world.  However, several respondents pointed out that 

the research statement was somewhat flawed, in that various cultural and psychological 

factors may be more responsible for this phenomenon, i.e., the “complimentary” nature of 

Arab culture and typically low linguistic expectations for non-native speakers of Arabic 

may result in high praise for language skills, no matter the learner’s level or grasp of 

dialect. 
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S02: They have said that, to the degree that I often doubt the degree of their 
authenticity in saying that.  You know as well as I do that when Arab speakers 
hear you speak Arabic, their first move is to compliment you, no matter what 
degree of proficiency you may be at.  I’ve heard Arabs compliment people who 
actually consider their Arabic to be poor at best on how wonderful their accent is, 
so that doesn’t hold a lot of stock with me. 

 
S20 Native speakers notice that I speak with an accent, but they’re not usually 
able to figure out what it is.  And sometimes… they may but there’s no consensus.  
And it’s often just their perception.  And sometimes I can identify it, I can say 
‘well, I studied in Egypt, or my first dialect is Moroccan’ or whatever, and they’ll 
accept that, they’ll say ‘oh that must be it.’ 

 
S18 it seems like the further people get away from the dialect that you learned… 
regionally, they’re more likely to be accepting of the accent that you speak and 
say ‘Yeah! …You totally have that accent!  You look Syrian!’ …When people hear 
you speaking, they want you to be something they can relate to.  […] So I think 
that yeah, people do want to place you with the accent of one particular Arabic 
dialect. […] That helps them somehow psychologically accept what’s going on, 
that some weird American girl is trying to speak Arabic. 

 
 All but one of those who disagreed with the statement were undergraduates who 

had typically been studying Arabic for a shorter period of time, while 75% of those who 

agreed were graduate students with experience living and studying in the Arab world.  It 

is difficult to know whether this disparity is due to increased proficiency in a particular 

Arabic dialect, or simply a result of more time spent with and among native speakers. 
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4.2.7 Statement #7: My primary spoken Arabic dialect has affected my interactions 
with Arabic speakers. 
 

 
Table 7: Responses to Statement #7. 
 
 76% of respondents agreed that their use of Arabic dialect had had an effect on 

their interactions with native speakers of Arabic.  Of those, a majority reported that this 

effect had largely been a positive one.  Respondents describing this positive effect cited, 

among other things, an enhanced cultural intimacy with native speakers (S01, S13, S17), 

a more “emotional” response on the part of interlocutors (S10), or an increased ability for 

native speakers to comprehend learners’ speech, even if said speech was not in an 

interlocutor’s dialect of Arabic (S11, S12, S14). 

 Those who reported increased difficulty in their interactions with Arabic speakers 

encountered it primarily when communicating with speakers of other dialects (e.g. S02, 

S04, S08).  This effect seemed exacerbated when a speaker (either the learner or his or 

her interlocutor) used a North African or Gulf dialect; the increased difficulty of 
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communication could be attributed to the relative lack of media presence of these dialects 

compared to Egyptian or Levantine, including the relative lack of representation of those 

dialects in pedagogical materials targeted to non-native learners (such as Brustad, Al-

Batal and Al-Tonsi’s Al-Kitaab fii Ta’allum al-‘Arabiyya, 3rd Ed. (2011), the textbook 

used at the University of Texas at Austin and many other institutions throughout the US). 

 Respondents who had attempted communication in the Moroccan dialect noted 

the particular stigma it carries among learners and native speakers alike for being 

impenetrable or “not real Arabic.”  (This socio-linguistic situation is of particular 

consequence for non-native learners of Arabic, given Morocco’s current popularity as a 

study-abroad destination, especially due to the instability that the events of the Arab 

Spring have created in other Arab nations.) 

 S08 I speak a dialect [Moroccan] that’s considered to be unintelligible by a lot of 
Arabic speakers…I feel like if I spoke Shami or Masri at the same level of fluency 
then I could pretty much live my entire life in Arabic all the time. 

 
S14 Egyptian being a little more widespread geographically in terms of being 
understood, I’d say it has affected it in a positive way, in that…I am under slightly 
less pressure to accommodate to a given person’s dialect with Egyptian, as 
opposed to friends of mine.  A particular classmate I’m thinking of who speaks 
Moroccan is constantly having to resort to MSA or to Shami to make himself 
understood, and I tend not to have that problem. 

 
S23 I have Arab friends and they’re like ‘Oh let’s hear some Moroccan.’  And 
then they’re like, ‘we don’t understand.’  Or like, you know if they say ‘ana bghiit 
le fromage,’ they’re like ‘oh fromage what is this?  This is French, this isn’t 
Arabic.’  […] The only bias I’ve ever found is [from] other Arabs in relation to 
Moroccan. 

 
 Among those who disagreed with the statement, most claimed that choice of 

dialect had little effect on their spoken interactions, or that their interactions with native 



 38 

speakers had primarily involved the use of MSA rather than a spoken register. 

 
4.2.8 Statement #8: When adjusting to a new “classroom dialect” of Arabic, I felt as 
though I faced more of a challenge than other students.   
 

 
 
Table 8: Responses to Statement #8. 

Two thirds (68%) of respondents reported that they did not experience 

significantly more difficulty than their colleagues when participating in a classroom 

environment that required them to operate in a new Arabic dialect.  Many pointed out that 

they were not alone among their colleagues in making the transition; even some of those 

who agreed later qualified their statements, saying that although they felt increased 

challenge during the transitional period, they did not perceive that it affected them more 

than their colleagues in class. 

S05 That was probably more my perception than the actual case, and I came to 
realize through the semester [that] there were other students in my class too that 
had made the transition, even a couple that had done one semester and were kind 
of flip-flopping because of the nature of the schedule, so that was a factor. 
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S12 I feel like this doesn’t necessarily apply because we were all making a switch 
together.  It was a communal switch. 

 
S15 I initially felt that way, and then I spoke… to some of my peers and I feel like 
we’re all in the same boat… I feel like we’re all kind of challenged. 

 
It seems reasonable to suppose that an Arabic language classroom incorporating a 

specific dialect will likely have students without significant prior experience in that 

dialect, a reality of some importance for Arabic language instructors.  Also of note is the 

fact that most (75%) of those reporting additional challenge were undergraduates who 

had typically been studying Arabic for a shorter period of time, and thus had a smaller 

frame of reference to fall back on.   Learners’ opinions on methods for optimizing 

learning environments are discussed in more detail in Section 4.3.1 (Considerations for 

Instructors). 

4.2.9 Statement #9: In-class experiences with multiple dialects of Arabic have 
provided me with an advantage in understanding dialects I have not formally 
studied. 
 

 
Table 9: Responses to Statement #9. 
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Respondents overwhelmingly agreed that studying multiple dialects of Arabic had 

given them an advantage in comprehending other dialects they encountered.  Many 

described the process of dialect acquisition as one of acquiring formulas or templates that 

could then be applied to other language situations.  

S02 In that there are so many shared characteristics across dialects…you learn to 
expect where the different words are going to be, so some exposure to dialect 
makes you more apt to understand other dialects. 

 
S11 So I think that even having little chunks helps scaffold and build off of—that 
is…having a little base to build upon as opposed to having no base, I think is the 
worst. 

 
S24 It highlights what changes and what will often change and what will often 
stay the same when going from formal to colloquial.  Sort of observing—well, for 
one thing, similarities between dialects, differences between dialects and sort of 
triangulating how—for instance, how Egyptian interacts with formal Arabic. 

 
Several respondents also stated their belief that there were significant differences 

between their focused classroom study of a dialect and the less deliberate exposure that 

occurred through social interactions and experiences abroad.  Some argued that the 

former had a greater value in terms of language acquisition and their consequent ability to 

apply what they had learned to real-life situations, while others claimed that experiences 

outside the classroom had had a deeper impact on their ability to approach Arabic dialects 

with confidence. 

S14 … I think what the in-class experience with dialect gives me…is a framework 
in which to fill in bits and pieces, and begin to understand other dialects, whereas 
the more naturalistic exposure doesn’t necessarily do that. 

 
S17 I think that…in-class experiences with Arabic dialects [are] more useful for 
learning a language than just hearing a dialect on the street and trying to 
incorporate that. 
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S18 I think that the greatest influence for me in terms of…understanding different 
dialects that I had not formally studied, that mostly came from outside the 
classroom for me…In college, like I said, I had friends that were Lebanese, one of 
my best friends is Egyptian, and then I also had a couple friends who were from 
the Gulf, so that’s really how I got exposed to things mostly. And so through them, 
they would say, ‘Hey, watch this TV show, it’s really cool,’ and so I’d watch it 
and that ‘s how I’d get exposed to it.   So in-class experiences with multiple 
dialects, I would just say agree.  I know that it helped, and that it helped me 
understand different dialects but I can’t say strongly agree.  [It helped] in a 
limited way. 

 
 There can be little doubt that prolonged, continuous exposure to a language is a 

vital step in achieving high levels of proficiency; that extracurricular social interactions 

play an important role in such exposure; and that such interactions would be particularly 

important in cementing a learner’s confidence in the use of an informal, spoken register 

of Arabic.  Of course, such factors are by their very nature beyond the control or scope of 

an organized language curriculum, whereas in-class exposure may well be a student’s 

only opportunity to practice a colloquial variety of Arabic during his or her university 

studies.  It certainly befits Arabic language educators to encourage students to seek out 

Arabic-language social opportunities, and even to facilitate them if the program is 

capable of doing so; on the other hand, if a dialect is to be incorporated into a program of 

formal instruction, ample opportunities must be given for its use and application within 

the classroom context. 

 The sole respondent who disagreed with Statement #9 argued that, while study of 

dialects might have provided the ability to recognize a third spoken variant, it did not in 

and of itself allow the learner to deal confidently with unfamiliar dialects: 
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S06 I think I could recognize someone talking in a third dialect...  If someone was 
speaking in a Libyan dialect, or Moroccan, I know I wouldn’t understand that. 
In all, respondents’ perceptions of the linguistic advantages of having studied 

multiple Arabic dialects largely mirror the findings of Trentman (2011), which articulated 

a significant relationship between a learner’s listening ability in a given dialect and his or 

her ability to comprehend unfamiliar dialects.  

4.2.10 Statement #10: Exposure to multiple Arabic dialects in a classroom setting 
has posed difficulties or hindered my progress as a speaker and learner of Arabic. 
 

 
 
Table 10: Responses to Statement #10. 

 28% of respondents agreed that their study of multiple dialects had caused 

additional challenges to their language learning goals.  If one compares responses to 

Statement #10 with the previous statement, it becomes clear that six respondents (24% of 

total participants) believe that their experiences studying multiple dialects have been 

simultaneously responsible for creating advantages and hindrances in their progress as 

Arabic learners.  Many respondents’ comments focused on the difficulty of incorporating 
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multiple dialects simultaneously into their communicative lexicon, whatever the later 

advantages might be perceived to be. 

S12 I agree with both of those!  I actually think that… because of the situation, 
which was that I was in first year and we were learning both Masri and Shami… 
it was kind of all over the place—because of that unique situation, I felt hindered 
and confused and it was really difficult.  I feel like, at that time, I would have 
really wanted a focus on just one dialect, not a conglomeration of expressions 
from a billion different dialects. 
 
S16 A lot of times it is difficult to push out a sentence, like if you’ve got all these 
different dialects kind of attacking your brain it can be hard to… sort through 
them. But ultimately, and usually on most occasions… I feel like what it has done, 
rather than hinder me, is given me a much larger word bank to pull from when 
I’m trying to communicate. 
 
S17 I do agree to a certain extent because I think there is that element of 
confusion when you’re exposed to numerous dialects, like having to constantly 
switch from Shami or from Egyptian, and kind of turn on and off that switch, 
based on where you are, that can be really confusing and it might make [it] more 
difficult for you to remember those words.  Like, you can get them in your short-
term memory, but in terms of really retaining that in your long-term memory, it’s 
difficult. 

 
 These statements harmonize with participant responses to Statement #11 and echo 

one of the most common suggestions offered by students for improving the state of 

dialect pedagogy: namely, that formal Arabic courses should focus primarily on 

encouraging student production of a single dialect (especially at beginning levels), to 

avoid information overload and learner frustration. 

 While there was near-consensus regarding the difficulty of producing multiple 

dialects as beginning learners, many respondents also offered ardent descriptions of the 

benefits that dialect study had provided them, claiming that the larger knowledge base 

developed through their broad exposure to dialects had outweighed the frustrations they 
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may have encountered. 

S14 Absolutely not.  […]  I think [it is important to have] as much exposure to 
multiple dialects in a classroom setting as possible and as early as possible. And 
yeah, I know it’s frustrating, I know, but guess what?  You can’t learn anything 
without being frustrated! […] I am upset to this day that I did not have dialect 
exposure from the get-go in my undergrad program.  It’s the clearest weak point 
in my Arabic right now, my dialect ability. […] I think that you absolutely should 
maintain at least the passive exposure to other dialects. 

 
S23 I actually feel strongly that it’s benefitted me because, you know, you get a 
group of Arabs in the US together from a bunch of places, you get them together 
and they’re not all going to speak straight MSA.  They’re going to slip into their 
dialects...So I feel like it’s a more authentic experience to some extent. […] It’s 
definitely helped me and I would fiercely oppose anybody that said that it’s hurt 
me. 

 
Statement #11: I would encourage instructors of beginning and intermediate Arabic 
courses to regularly expose their students to more than one Arabic dialect. 
 

 
 
Table 11: Responses to Statement #11. 

 Four-fifths (80%) of participants agreed that exposure to multiple dialects of 

Arabic could and should be incorporated into programs of instruction for beginning and 
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intermediate-level learners, although this agreement often came with important qualifiers 

with regard to the methods by which dialect materials should be introduced and the 

nature of the goals that such exposure should be targeted to achieve.  In particular, there 

was broad consensus that beginning learners should not be expected to actively produce 

more than one dialect in class. 

S01 I don’t think there’s anything wrong with playing music in [a different] 
dialect, giving them a few things—‘Okay, recognize that this is [dialect two]’—
but I would never encourage students to try to incorporate it and then produce it.  
I would say focus on one dialect, and then… use Fusha as well. But a lot of other 
teachers, especially native speaker teachers, are very reluctant to do that! 
 
S11 The point where it starts hurting is when you try to do two things at 
once…but some exposure, I think it’s really important.  And that’s at the level of 
consciousness and not at the level of behavior. 
 

 Those who disagreed argued that a focus on a single dialect would lead to less 

confusion and more developed speaking proficiency among learners within a colloquial 

paradigm, whereas “regular” exposure would by definition be too frequent and interfere 

with a learner’s ability to assimilate information. 

S06 I think it’s probably more useful to know one dialect well than it is to know a 
couple of dialects halfway.  It doesn’t do anybody any good to ‘sort of’ speak a 
language. 
 
S02 I would encourage a student at the beginning level to focus on one [dialect], 
in that there is inevitable exposure to Fusha [as well]. Regular exposure is where 
I get real hung up with that. […] Regular exposure—and I assume that means 
some incorporation or some attempt to incorporate that dialect into their 
communicative lexicon, that gets tough. 

 
 One respondent (a graduate student with extensive experience living in the Arab 

world) chose not to respond, making the argument that the suitability of such exposure 

would depend heavily on the environment and individuals involved. 
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S20 I wouldn’t be able to answer this question in a general blanket statement… 
I’d have to say, case-by-case basis.  So I might encourage teachers to expose 
themselves, for example, to other dialects; I might encourage teachers to expose 
their students to different dialects; I might encourage students to expose 
themselves to different dialects.  But in all of them, I don’t feel comfortable saying 
for sure, for everybody, that I would do any of those things.  Because for me it 
would depend on the program, it would depend on the individuals, it would 
depend on the students’ interests, it would depend on the teacher’s background, 
[on] so many things. 

 
It is certainly true that program size and instructors’ personal familiarity with 

various dialects must necessarily dictate a curriculum’s choices to a large degree.  (The 

Arabic program at the University of Texas at Austin has had the benefit of a large, 

diverse group of faculty, one of the largest student bodies in the United States, and 

relatively stable sources of funding, all of which allow for increased innovation and 

experimentation in pedagogical techniques, and without which the present study would 

have been much less feasible.)  However, the present research indicates that instruction in 

dialect (or dialects) is becoming an increasingly prominent and justly important part of 

Arabic language instruction, and it would be a mistake to interpret these complicating 

factors as an excuse to avoid addressing the issue of dialect instruction, much less to 

eliminate it from an Arabic language curriculum. 

4.3 Learner Recommendations for Arabic Dialect Instruction 
 
 In addition to their responses to the above statements during the interview 

process, each participant was asked two follow-up questions, the results of which are 

discussed below. 

• What are the most important things that Arabic instructors should be aware of 
when teaching dialect, especially to non-native speakers who have a background 
in a different dialect? 
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• In light of the information you have shared during this interview, what 
recommendations might you make for modifying or improving the system of 
teaching colloquial Arabic? 

 
4.3.1 Considerations for Instructors 
 
 Participants had a broad range of advice and suggestions for Arabic instructors 

who incorporate dialect into their curricula.  Table 12 presents a breakdown of the themes 

and desires most commonly mentioned by respondents. 

 

Table 12: Important Considerations for Arabic Instructors 
 
 By far the most commonly heard suggestion was for clear presentation of 

alternate dialectal forms and structures to learners, either verbally in class or in writing, 

rather than expecting students to infer and absorb the classroom dialect without any 
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focused guidance on the part of the instructor.  The emphasis by some respondents on the 

need for written references was explored in greater detail in responses to the second 

follow-up question. 

S06 I wished at the very beginning that they would have really laid out some of 
the things that we should have already know had we been studying Masri.  I very 
much felt like I kind of had to pick it up on my own, and ask the teacher or the TA 
on my own time, they didn’t lay it all out for us.  […]Hand me a paper that says 
this is what’s different, this is what Shami is and this is what Masri is! 

 
 Several respondents pointed out that instructors might use the presence of 

students with background in a different Arabic dialect as a teaching moment for the entire 

class, while simultaneously presenting them with the forms he or she will need to 

function successfully in the classroom, rather than merely relegating them to the 

‘remedial’ task of familiarizing themselves with the classroom dialect. 

S10: [One student said to me] ‘I haven’t been taught the basics like these other 
students,’ so once they can make that excuse to themselves, they’re not going to 
try to perform in a classroom. So you cannot give them that excuse. […] Second 
day, have a dialect translation day, get everybody into it.  At that point the 
richness of the class is actually a benefit… ‘Okay, this student has Masri training, 
so they feel good in a Shami class cause they’re telling all the Shami students how 
to say this in Masri.’  So really, you have this really potentially generative 
environment. 

 
S13 Let the student feel valuable for their [sic] expertise and what they can add, 
in terms of teaching the class new vocab.  […] I think it would be a mix of: make 
the student feel valuable; use him as a resource to enrich the class; and at the 
same time challenge him to make sure he understands the dialect that’s used by 
the majority. 
 

 A related issue for several students was instructors’ willingness (or lack thereof) 

to acknowledge alternate forms as linguistically sound means of expression.  Most who 

mentioned this factor emphasized that it was important for teachers of Arabic dialect to 
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find ways of encouraging learners to engage with the classroom dialect without 

stigmatizing previously learned speech patterns or branding them as “incorrect.”   

S02 The biggest problem that I have found was this concept of ‘You’re not 
speaking the dialect that we’re going after; it is therefore wrong, or verboten.’  
[…]  I think a more experienced, you could say better, teacher would have seen 
the challenge, seen the effort and recognized it and adjusted to that, and seen that 
I wasn’t necessarily a traditional student… or that, if a student has a different 
dialect background [then] there are unique challenges that they are facing.  It 
doesn’t mean they’re not trying. Everyone else could switch from Fusha to Masri 
with some degree of ease, whereas I felt like I was switching from Fusha to 
dialect to dialect, and that extra step wasn’t really even being taken into 
consideration. 

 
 The concept of “challenge” featured prominently in several responses, with equal 

numbers of students (20%) stating that instructors should make it an explicit goal for 

students to rise to the task of becoming familiar with a new dialect, while taking pains to 

understand the additional effort required by learners to make these linguistic adjustments.  

Clearly, an educator’s balancing of these two issues will require a thoughtful, 

individualized approach based on other factors that affect the class (see S20’s response to 

Statement #11 for discussion of some of these).  Participants’ responses seem to indicate 

that too little emphasis on engaging in the classroom dialect can be as unhelpful for 

learners as too little flexibility from instructors in accommodating individual learners’ 

backgrounds and experiences. 

4.3.2 Improvements for the Teaching of Colloquial Arabic 
 
 Responses to this question were naturally quite colored by their individual 

experiences with particular programs and instructors, with the result that a highly varied 

spectrum of suggestions was collected during the interview process.  The most 
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universally applicable and frequently mentioned issues are outlined in Chart 13. 

 

 
 
Table 13: Suggestions for Improving Colloquial Arabic Instruction 
 
 Many Arabic programs in the US still do not incorporate dialect into their 

curricula (Palmer, 2007, 111), a state these students deem unacceptable, often in the 

strongest terms. 

S11 If your alternative is not teaching colloquial Arabic [or] teaching colloquial 
Arabic, then teaching colloquial Arabic is an improvement. 
 
S14 I feel like I was ‘babied,’ almost, by not having [dialect exposure].  You 
know, we always talk about the communicative classroom approach; we want to 
provide, effectively, a microcosm of what that speech community is actually like; 
we want to provide authentic applicable real-world knowledge of the language… 
With Arabic, if you’re not offering multiple dialect exposure from day one, you’re 
not doing that. 
 
 In contrast, only a single student (S12) argued that MSA should be taught 

exclusively before presenting an Arabic dialect to learners.   
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S12 I almost think it would have been more productive—at least for me it would 
have been much more productive—to just learn Fusha because, if anything, it just 
confused me to have the looming presence of these other languages. 

 
S12, S04 and S06 (all undergraduates whose introductory Arabic courses 

incorporated dialect) expressed a desire to have had clearer distinction between MSA and 

dialect in their beginning courses.  They argued that the presence of MSA and dialect and 

a permissive approach to integration of the two created confusion regarding which of the 

two varieties was which: “A lot of times…the program was very haphazard, and the 

differences between dialect and Fusha were not clearly defined, so it wasn’t always clear 

whether what we were saying was dialect or Fusha, or where the line went” (S04).   

 
The other commonly voiced criticism from respondents concerned the lack of 

written materials for study of dialects, especially for intermediate-level learners with a 

background in MSA or a different colloquial.  While reference grammars and beginning 

textbooks for learners of dialect (many of which assume no prior knowledge of the 

Arabic language or alphabet) have been available for some time, neither entirely serves 

the needs of the growing number of Arabic learners who wish to broaden their existing 

knowledge base. 

S22 [A textbook] is something I didn’t have in my [dialect] courses and I didn’t 
like that.  […]  And I like having a textbook, I feel like that is just a better way to 
organize what you’re learning, the materials you’re learning.  It makes it a little 
more official. 
 
S11: Basically there’s [sic] no intermediate level textbooks, and there’s [sic] zero 
advanced level textbooks. […] Even if someone learns and they go abroad, they’ll 
polish what they know and they’ll gain a little bit, but I don’t think that you can 
really get to that higher level, and I think that’s the challenge for our generation 
of textbook writers. 
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It should be noted that textbook authors and Arabic pedagogues seem to be 

moving to address these issues.  For example, the latest editions of Georgetown 

University Press’ popular Al-Kitaab series feature vocabulary presented in a manner that 

allows thorough cross-referencing of MSA, Egyptian and Levantine dialects.  Also, a 

number of textbooks focusing exclusively on dialect for beginning and intermediate 

learners have appeared in recent years (cf. Rajaa Chouairi’s Shou fi ma fi?: Intermediate 

Levantine Arabic (2010) and Abdellah Chekayri’s An Introduction to Moroccan Arabic 

and Culture (2011).  The appearance of these books indicates that the field is responding 

to student needs, and one hopes that their publication will encourage further 

developments toward filling the void of instructional materials in Arabic dialects. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Directions for Future Research 

 
 The results of this research indicate that a majority of Arabic learners feel that 

study of multiple Arabic dialects has affected their linguistic progress in a positive 

fashion.  Although incorporating multiple dialects into their language study does carry an 

increased potential for learner confusion, and slowed progress as learners attempted to 

assimilate multiple forms and structures, nearly all respondents agreed that their formal 

classroom experiences led to an increased ability to understand interlocutors in Arabic, 

even if they spoke a dialect different from those which had been formally studied. 

 
 Most respondents agreed, however, that attempts to incorporate active use of 

multiple dialects at once is counterproductive, especially given the challenges already 

presented to the learner of Arabic by the formal/vernacular dichotomy.  While a majority 

believed that “exposure” to multiple dialects would be of benefit to the beginning or 

intermediate learner, several respondents hastened to qualify the statement, saying that 

programs of study should focus primarily on a single dialect, incorporating others 

occasionally for the purpose of making students aware of linguistic diversity and 

broadening their comprehension skills. 

 The most frequent wishes and suggestions expressed by participants for the 

improvement of Arabic dialect teaching included: 

 • The incorporation of dialects into Arabic language curricula on a broad 
scale. 

 
 • Instruction and materials presenting clear illustrations of the differences 

between various colloquial and formal words and forms. 
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 • A willingness on the part of instructors to respect students’ diverse 

experiences with Arabic dialects, and to assist them with the additional 
challenges faced by beginning study of a new and unfamiliar colloquial. 

 
 • The continued development of dialect teaching materials, especially those 

targeted to students with previous experience working with the basic 
structures of Arabic, whether in MSA, a colloquial register, or both. 

 
 A repeated topic during survey interviews was the marginalization and 

stereotyping of the Moroccan dialect (both within the Arab world and among Arabic 

learners) as being difficult to learn, hard to comprehend, and of limited value for a 

foreign learner outside of North Africa.  On the other hand, Morocco’s relative political 

stability has made it an increasingly attractive destination for Arabic learners seeking in-

country language study.  Consequently, large numbers of foreign students are gaining at 

least passive exposure to the Moroccan dialect.  It would be interesting to know if the 

opinions expressed by respondents in this paper regarding the benefits of dialect study 

were also held by students whose exposure had primarily been to the Moroccan dialect 

alone, or if their experiences with Moroccan Arabic had any effect on reinforcing or 

diminishing these views. 

  Another recurring theme in respondents’ feedback involved the relationship 

between mastery of an Arabic dialect and the development of a “linguistic identity” on 

the part of the learner—or, conversely, feelings of linguistic “rootlessness” when multiple 

dialects or much code-switching are incorporated into learner speech. Participant 

responses in this study indicate that many learners expect a unified linguistic identity to 

appear swiftly during their study of Arabic.  However, the distribution of responses 
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between undergraduate and graduate students (in Statements #1 and #6, for example) also 

suggests that the development of such an identity typically takes place as a result of 

extensive experiences in a single-dialect community, usually during time spent abroad in 

the Arab world.  Until such opportunities present themselves, it is unlikely (if not 

impossible) that a learner will express him- or herself within the paradigm of a single, 

specific dialect.  An important task for the growing number of Arabic instructors who 

incorporate dialect instruction into their curricula will be to emphasize that the 

development of a single-dialect sociolinguistic identity is not necessary for effective 

communication; that such development occurs gradually over time; that learners can and 

should avail themselves of all of the communicative strategies at their disposal, just as 

native speakers of Arabic do in their own interdialectal communications; and that, rather 

than merely being a source of confusion, exposure to multiple dialects can in fact 

strengthen a learner’s ability to have successful communicative interactions with other 

Arabic speakers.  At the same time, care must be taken by instructors to emphasize that 

exposure to multiple dialects does not imply that learners must achieve full control over 

their production, a lingering misconception that serves as a source of stress for many 

students. 

 Future research should address the logistical and psychological factors involved in 

establishing a ‘linguistic identity’ in Arabic for the non-native speaker.  In particular, the 

field would benefit from studies that further examine the conditions and time-frames 

within which Arabic learners acquire (or perceive that they acquire) holistic knowledge 

of a particular dialect, especially after study experiences in an Arab country.  Another 
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approach might involve a comparison between learners’ perceptions of the degree and 

nature of their Arabic dialect use with those of native-speaker interlocutors, though care 

would need to be taken to design empirical controls allowing for results that were more 

than merely impressionistic. 

 Future studies must also offer more specific approaches and guidelines for 

incorporating dialect instruction with the goal of preparing Intermediate and Advanced-

level speakers for study abroad.  Experience living in an Arab country is an important 

step for many learners towards achieving Superior-level speaking ability on the ACTFL 

scale, but the study-abroad experience in and of itself is not a guarantee that this will 

occur, particularly for students who are unprepared to take advantage of the situation.  

Educators and researchers must focus on the specific ways in which classroom instruction 

can provide a solid foundation for independent dialect acquisition, including the ability to 

apply schematic knowledge and use context to compare new or unfamiliar input with 

familiar dialect forms. 

 As part of this effort, educators and instructors should also work to develop 

guiding principles that can inform dialect instruction for Intermediate and Advanced-

level learners.  While approaches have been presented for incorporating dialect 

effectively into beginning-level curricula (cf. Robertson 2009), and ACTFL benchmarks 

already include expected parameters for dialect use in Superior-level speech, more must 

be done to articulate how learners and instructors might navigate the intermediate stages 

of dialect learning in an efficient manner, and make effective use of the increasing wealth 

of resources and materials for Arabic dialect study. 
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Appendix A: Survey and Follow-Up Questions 
 
Please read each of the following statements aloud, state how strongly you agree or 
disagree with it, and explain your response. 
 
(Strongly Agree / Agree / Disagree / Strongly Disagree) 
 
• At this point in my Arabic career, I feel most confident communicating in a single, 
specific Arabic dialect. 
 
• My initial experiences with study of an Arabic dialect in the classroom have strongly 
affected my subsequent experiences as a speaker of Arabic. 
 
• I still use the first Arabic dialect that I studied as my “primary dialect” in most spoken 
contexts. 
 
• I have consciously chosen to maintain and practice one Arabic dialect, even if my work 
in class has primarily been in another. 
 
• I have consciously chosen to maintain and practice one Arabic dialect even when 
interacting with native speakers who speak a different dialect.   
 
• Native speakers have noted that I speak with the “accent” of one particular Arabic 
dialect. 
 
• My primary spoken Arabic dialect has affected my interactions with Arabic speakers. 
 
• When adjusting to a new “classroom dialect” of Arabic, I felt as though I faced more of 
a challenge than other students.   
 
• In-class experiences with multiple dialects of Arabic have provided me with an 
advantage in understanding dialects I have not formally studied. 
 
• Exposure to multiple Arabic dialects in a classroom setting has posed difficulties or 
hindered my progress as a speaker and learner of Arabic. 
 
• I would encourage instructors of beginning and intermediate students of Arabic to 
regularly expose their students to more than one Arabic dialect. 
 
• What are the most important things that Arabic instructors should be aware of when 
teaching in dialect, especially to non-native speakers who have a background in a 
different dialect? 
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• In light of the information you have shared during this interview, what 
recommendations might you make for modifying or improving the system of teaching 
colloquial Arabic? 
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Appendix B: Consent Form 
IRB# 2011-11-0004 
John Weinert, Arabic Studies (MA candidate), UT-Austin 
Johno.weinert@gmail.com, 585-419-5319 
 
Faculty Sponsor: Mahmoud Al-Batal 
The University of Texas, 1 University Station F9400, Austin, TX 78712-0527 
512-471-3463 
albatal@austin.utexas.edu 
 
You are being asked to take part in a study for my Master’s thesis.  The purpose of this 
project is to learn more about the ways in which students’ exposure to multiple Arabic 
dialects affects their learning experiences, as well as the ways that Arabic dialect 
pedagogy might be modified or improved.  If you choose to take part, I will ask you to 
participate in one or more sit-down interviews.  I expect that it will take approximately 
1.5 hours of your time to complete.  If you would like more information, you can contact 
me or my faculty sponsor Mahmoud Al-Batal to discuss the project.  
 
The risks of participating in this project are no greater than everyday life.  There are no 
costs for participating.  There will be no compensation for participating, although in 
doing so you will be assisting your fellow students and the Arabic program at UT-Austin.  
The information you provide for this project will not be shared.  During interviews, your 
responses will be recorded for future reference and use in the final research document.  
Your name will not be mentioned in the document. 
 
Your participation in this project is voluntary.  You may decide not to participate, choose 
not to answer any question, or stop participating at any time without any penalty. If you 
want to withdraw from the project, you may simply stop participating. If you have any 
questions, contact the faculty member listed above.  Your decision whether or not to 
participate will have no affect with your relationship with The University of Texas at 
Austin. 
 
This is a research study that may be submitted in a modified form for publication.  It has 
been reviewed and approved by the University Institutional Review Board.  If you have 
any questions about the study, please feel free to call or e-mail me using the contact 
information listed above. 
 
If you are willing to participate, please indicate by signing below. 
 
 
Signature of Subject   Date 
 
Signature of Researcher               Date 
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Glossary 

 

During interviews, Arabic terms were sometimes used to discuss dialect use.  

 

Darija: colloquial Moroccan Arabic. 

Fusha: Classical or Modern Standard Arabic. 

Masri: colloquial Egyptian Arabic. 

Shami: colloquial Levantine Arabic. 

Tunisi: colloquial Tunisian Arabic. 
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