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Abstract 
 
 
 

Grammar Sequencing in the Communicative Arabic Classroom:  
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The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 
 
 
 

Supervisor: Mahmoud Al-Batal 
 
 

Over the course of the past 20 years, the rise in popularity of communicative 

language teaching as an alternative to traditional methodologies in Arabic-language 

pedagogy has led many within the field to re-examine their instructional priorities 

and methodological tenets.  In general, traditional pedagogical approaches in the 

field of Arabic-language instruction dictate front-loaded presentation of 

grammatical concepts.  The premise of communicative language teaching, on the 

other hand, is based on the primacy of successful foreign language interactions, 

where students are sequentially provided the grammatical concepts that are 

required to accomplish specific and targeted communicative functions and 

tasks.  Concordantly, the instruction of grammar concepts that are deemed surplus 

to the requirements of level-appropriate interactions is deferred until the student 

has become linguistically prepared to incorporate and effectively utilize more 
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complex grammatical structures.  This thesis presents the results of a study of 

students’ spontaneous and planned written production in Arabic focusing on the 

production of dual and feminine plural forms, which have been strategically delayed 

in the sequence of grammar presentation.  Additionally, individual interviews with 

both students and instructors were conducted to gather their impressions of, and 

strategies for, dealing with the sequence of grammar presentation in which these 

concepts are delayed.  Results indicate that students who were not presented 

detailed instruction regarding the dual and feminine plural constructs early in their 

pedagogical sequence displayed level-appropriate patterns of avoidance and 

generalization in their early language production.  As students progressed through 

the third-year courses and into post third-year courses, they displayed high levels of 

successful incorporation of the Modern Standard Arabic dual and feminine plural 

forms in their written production.  With their successful conceptual uptake, the 

learners demonstrate their ability to acquire grammatical concepts despite the 

sequential delay in presentation thereof.  Interview results show students’ and 

instructors’ awareness of the intent and focus of the pedagogical sequence.  Based 

on their personal experience in studying and/or teaching Arabic, and despite 

instances of frustrations or challenges arising from the delay in grammar sequence, 

all interviewees expressed their support and endorsement of the methodology. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction and Study Objectives 

 

1.1 Introduction 

The field of second language acquisition abounds with theories regarding 

grammar instruction in the initial stages of foreign language learning.  Over the past 

30 years, the rise of communicative competence as an alternative to long-standing 

methodologies in Arabic-language pedagogy has led many within the field to re-

examine instructional priorities and methodological philosophies.  Whether by 

research-driven theoretical understanding of second language (L2) learning or the 

increased linguistic and social contact of the twenty-first century, the paradigms of 

Arabic pedagogy are shifting in order to compensate for the modern realities of 

foreign language instruction.  

In general, traditional pedagogical approaches in the field of Arabic-language 

instruction dictate front-loaded presentation of grammar (see, for example, Alosh, 

2010; Nadwi, 2004).  These approaches to Arabic teaching purport to provide 

students with comprehensive grammar units so that they will be afforded maximal 

time and opportunities in which to internalize, and subsequently activate, the 

grammar points.  Following this logic, it has been routinely posited a priori that a 

student not presented all aspects of a grammar concept lump sum will forever be 

linguistically disadvantaged as a result of a disjointed or incomplete grammatical 

foundation.   
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 Recent trends in language pedagogy, however, show that this practice may, 

in fact, lead to students being expected to comprehend and produce structures that 

they are not linguistically poised to incorporate, thereby causing undue confusion 

and greater affective constraints on learning (see for example Savignon, 2006; Ellis, 

2006; Lee & VanPatten, 2003; Norris & Ortega, 2000; Krashen, 1982; Terrell, 1991; 

Graaff, 1997).  These points of grammar may be considered excessive during the 

initial stages of foreign language learning as they are, by their nature, rarely present 

in typical interactions between native speakers.  Why, then, would we as language 

instructors insist on the incorporation of these discrete grammatical points in 

students’ production in their earliest days of language study?  The question that we 

might ask ourselves is not, “How can we better inspire the incorporation of the 

second-person feminine dual conjugation of verbs1 among first-year Arabic 

students?” but rather, “What is the benefit of doing so?” 

The method of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), as Savignon 

explains, is founded on the primacy of successful foreign language interactions: 

“Communicative competence…has to do with real speaker-listeners who interpret, 

express, and negotiate meaning in different settings” (1987, p. 236).  Concordantly, 

                                                        
1 The dual form in formal Arabic is separate from the singular and plural forms, and 
can be applied to nouns, verbs, and adjectives.  Arabic also has a feminine plural 
form that can be applied to nouns, verbs, and adjectives.  These two concepts can be 
applied in conjunction—a linguistic convention to which is referred here.  Though 
these forms are relatively rare in typical language use—particularly in spoken 
Arabic—they have been traditionally taught alongside the more common forms (1st-
, 2nd-, and 3rd-person singular and plural forms) in the initial stages of Arabic 
language instruction. 
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grammar instruction is sequenced so that students are exposed to grammar 

concepts that are required to accomplish targeted communicative functions and 

tasks.  The instruction of grammar concepts that are deemed surplus to the 

requirements of level-appropriate interactions is deferred until the student has 

become linguistically prepared to incorporate and effectively utilize them (R. Ellis, 

1994; Clahsen cited in Pienemann, 1984).  This is not to say that advanced grammar 

is neglected altogether, but rather that some concepts are withheld as tested 

material until they can be afforded proper contextualization through functions and 

tasks that allow students to effectively activate them in their written and spoken 

production.   

Supporters of CLT do not expect that this sequenced presentation of 

grammar points hinders acquisition, but rather that it affords students greater 

opportunity to develop solid linguistic footing through contextualized and task-

based communicative interactions.  Within this approach to grammar sequencing, 

learners activate grammatical concepts for which they are linguistically prepared, 

and subsequently progress toward more complex points of grammar as they 

become increasingly comfortable and confident with the foundational material 

(Howatt, 1974).  In so doing, students are expected to incorporate more complex 

and nuanced points to their grammatical ‘arsenal’ just as they develop lexical depth 

and breadth.   
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1.2 Research questions and methodology 

The goal of this study is to examine the effects of grammar sequencing on 

written production in the target language as grammar concepts are gradually and 

strategically introduced to students in the University of Texas at Austin (UT Austin) 

Arabic courses.   

Specifically, the study addresses the following questions: 

1. What are the observable effects, if any, of implementing a pedagogical grammar 

in which student exposure to two specific grammar concepts--the feminine 

plural (hereafter FP) and the dual forms--is sequentially delayed? 

2. To what degree are students who are not exposed to all aspects of a specific 

grammar point when learning adjacent grammatical concepts2 able to effectively 

incorporate and produce that point later in their learning? 

3. What are the observable and patterned instances of grammatical generalization3, 

circumlocution, or task-necessitated linguistic innovation that students employ 

when encountering points of grammar to which they have intentionally not yet 

been exposed?  

                                                        
2 An example of ‘adjacent concepts’ would be students who do not study the dual 
and FP pronouns when learning singular and plural pronouns.  
3 ‘Generalization’ here refers to the phenomenon where students who have not been 
exposed to a given concept use, unknowingly, related grammar rules to compensate 
for the intentional omission of that concept. 
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4. Does delaying exposure to specific grammatical concepts lead to observable 

deficiency in students’ linguistic progress due to fossilized production of basic 

grammar? 

5. Is there observable fossilization of students’ avoidance and circumlocution 

patterns when dealing with grammar concepts that are presented later in the 

learning process? 

 

In order to answer these questions, the researcher has collected writing 

samples from UT Austin students in various levels of Arabic language study 

throughout the Fall 2012 semester.  The researcher then analyzed the students’ 

written production concentrating on two discrete grammar categories: the dual and 

FP forms of nouns, adjectives, and verbs.  These specific forms were chosen  because 

they represent grammatical forms that are rarely present in spoken Arabic, as 

native speakers generally use avoidance strategies when dealing with them.4  

Additionally, UT Austin delays the presentation of these forms as testable material 

until the second-year of instruction.  The research will, therefore, analyze the ability 

of students in second-year, third-year, and content courses5 to produce these forms 

in their writing.  By analyzing the rates of successful usage, grammatical errors, and 

                                                        
4 Some Bedouin and rural Arabic dialects in some areas do contain the FP forms, 
though most dialects do not. 
5 There is currently no fourth-year Arabic course in UT Austin program.  Rather, 
students who progress beyond the third year of Arabic study participate in content-
based courses.  
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circumlocution/grammatical generalization patterns, the research provides data 

demonstrating the ability, or inability, of students to incorporate grammatical 

concepts that were introduced later.    

In addition to the student’s written responses, the researcher conducted 

face-to-face interviews with nine students in which they provided spontaneous 

writing samples that were analyzed for the aforementioned grammatical 

components.  During these interviews the researcher also posed questions (in 

English) regarding the students’ perspectives on the methodology that is 

promulgated in the UT Austin Arabic program.  Additionally, the researcher 

conducted interviews with five members of the UT Austin Arabic faculty to elicit 

their perspectives on the methods they utilize for teaching grammar in Arabic 

courses.   

Three factors led to the decision to base the study on written production 

rather than spoken production: Firstly, the inherent rarity in normal daily speech of 

the concepts on which this research focuses effectively rendered the collection of 

sufficient spoken data, whether planned or spontaneous, impossible.  Secondly, 

written Arabic, by its nature, is conducted in a higher linguistic register, increasing 

the number of possible contexts in which one might use these particular grammar 

points.  Thirdly, collecting written data through class assignments as well as 

individual interviews provides data from both planned and spontaneous production 
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that is beneficial in determining the degree of students’ overall grammatical 

capabilities.   

The overarching goal of the study is to provide instructors at UT Austin and 

elsewhere information that may help them improve and refine pedagogical 

techniques for addressing Arabic grammar in ways that allow for effective teaching 

and learning, as well as offering direction and data for future research.   
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Chapter 2 
Theoretical Framework and Relevant Literature 
 
2.1 Communicative grammar: Basis and directions 
 

The field of Arabic instruction, and foreign language education in general, has 

witnessed a drastic shift in the past three decades away from ‘traditional’ methods 

that revolved around repetition and rigidly sequenced syllabi toward 

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT)(Al-Batal, 1995; Neilsen, 1994, Rouchdy, 

1992; Wilmsen, 2006; Tarone & Yule, 1989).   More than a natural evolution of the 

historically pervasive pedagogies, such as the audio-lingual and grammar-

translation methods, the growth in popularity of the communicative method has 

been described as a reaction to the perceived shortcomings inherent in the 

methodological predecessors of CLT (Rutherford, 1987).  Many foreign language 

instructors no longer consider the performance of memorized dialogues and passing 

discrete-points exams appropriate tools for measurement of language acquisition, 

nor do they accept these as the ideal motivators for student participation.  Rather, 

the paradigm of language teaching has gradually moved towards instruction 

designed to develop communicative competence.  This term was originally coined by 

Hymes (1971) to describe the knowledge of sociolinguistic appropriateness. It was 

later adapted by Savignon (1972, 1983) to “refer to the ability to negotiate for 

meaning—to successfully combine knowledge of linguistic, sociolinguisitic, and 

discourse rules in communicative interactions” (Savignon, 1987, p. 236).   
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In a world where ‘communicative’ has become a buzzword for would-be 

progressive pedagogy, what does it mean to truly activate this approach to language 

teaching?  To understand the methodology that bears its name, we must first 

determine what is implied when referring to ‘communication’ in the context of 

foreign language instruction.  At its most basic definition, one can define 

communication as merely exchanging information.  However, if we look closer, we 

notice that the concept is considerably more expansive.  As Newmeyer relates, 

communication is more than speech, it is the act of expressing one’s humanness 

(1983).  This may not simply be a speech-act, but rather any number of nonverbal, 

written, aural, or implied cues that impart upon the recipient knowledge of some 

sort.  Why then would we, as language instructors, limit such a vast vehicle of 

communication to lists of vocabulary or blanks on an exam? 

Language instruction under the auspices of communicative competence 

espouses the primacy of interaction based on grammatical, sociolinguistic, and 

strategic competence (Canale & Swain, 1980).  The understanding and activation of 

these tenets is, as Widdowson states, “the ultimate aim in language learning” (1978, 

p. 67).  Language therefore, is taught as a form of social behavior that ought to 

“represent the learner’s terminal behavior as communicative rather than 

grammatical competence” (Widdowson, 1979, p. 65).  It is with this goal in mind 

that the shift toward CLT has driven the field of second language instruction to 

account for language as an expression of the self (Savignon, 1987).  In order for 
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language instruction to achieve this goal, the method(s) used should be congruent 

with the desired instructional outcome, thus providing students with a context in 

which they are expected to activate the language, not merely know the language.  As 

Canale and Swain (1980) adeptly note, students become more efficient learners of 

language when the central motivation of their interactions is to get their meaning 

across rather than to achieve grammatical perfection.  Through their conversations 

and negotiations for meaning, students develop greater acumen for achieving 

communication regardless of, or possibly in spite of, their linguistic limitations.    

The role of the instructor, within the CLT paradigm, is not necessarily to 

impart knowledge upon the students, but rather to provide an appropriate 

atmosphere and efficacious context in which they can interact.  By integrating 

attention to forms into instruction based on communicative competence, students 

are afforded the repetition of audio-lingualism while benefitting from the socio-

linguistically contextualized input of peers (Doughty & Williams, 1998, p. 261).  In 

doing so, learners not only have the opportunity to discover the linguistic elements 

congruent with their native social constructs, but they also learn the strategies for 

realizing these elements in the context of authentic language use (Widdowson cited 

in Garrett, 1986, p. 138).   

The importance of contextualized language exposure and production in CLT 

has been increasingly emphasized in the SLA literature.  Rutherford (1987) 

effectively summarized this point, stating, “The learning of anything does not occur 
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in a vacuum.  Learning only can occur when what is to be learned can be 

meaningfully connected to something that is already known” (p. 16, emphasis in 

original).  Concordantly, instructors in CLT programs are expected to utilize class 

time to activate the concepts and vocabulary that students have studied before 

coming to class.  Less strain is placed on the precious commodity of student-

instructor face time and learners are freer to develop their language ability in class 

through “cooperative negotiation, joint interpretation and the sharing of 

expression” (Breen & Candlin, 1980, p. 95). 

The role of class, then, is to allow students to utilize the ready-made pool of 

potential conversation partners in order to “establish connections between form 

and meaning” (Van Patten, Williams, & Rott, 2004).  These connections are then 

reinforced by the cyclical nature of language and language learning, as students are 

constantly recycling, reanalyzing, and reformulating in order to best deliver the 

information embedded in their desired output (Rutherford, 1987, p. 159).  The 

ultimate goal, then, should not be to impart upon the student all that they may 

require to function in the language, but rather to “…bring a student to the point 

where he can begin to use the outside world for further second language 

acquisition” (Krashen, 1982, p. 160).  The social aspect of the classroom thereby 

mirrors that of language learning in general—more of an exercise in sociological 

awareness than a mathematical manipulation of components. 
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2.2 The case against decontextualized grammar instruction 

The idea that grammar in CLT is merely glossed over perfunctorily, leading to 

an irreparable lack of grammatical acumen (a criticism commonly leveled at CLT), 

may be slightly hyperbolic when considering the theoretical implementation of the 

method (Thompson, 1996; Garrett, 1986, p. 133).  It is more accurate to state that 

grammar instruction in CLT can be a highly effective tool of informing 

communicative competence and facilitating conversion of information to implicit 

knowledge (De Bot, 1996; Han 2004, p. 131; Oller & Obrecht, 1969).     

While some researchers cite the inability of students to attend to form and 

message content at one time, thus necessitating explicit instruction of form 

(VanPatten, 1990), Krashen claims that students who have ‘learned’ and not 

‘acquired’ are unable to speak with any appreciable degree of fluency due to the 

constant interference from the Monitor6 (1982, p. 26 & 69).  When comparing drills 

in L2 classrooms, Lee and VanPatten found that the degree of the drill’s 

effectiveness is directly proportional to the degree of student control over the 

response (2003).  Their results show that ‘communicative drills’ provide the most 

benefit, followed by ‘meaningful drills,’ and, lastly, ‘mechanical drills’ (p. 121, 122).7   

                                                        
6 Krashen differentiates between learning and acquiring, where the Monitor is the 
learned linguistic elements that are activated to edit and change the form of the 
utterance, “after it has been ‘produced’ by the acquired system” (1982, p. 15). 
7 Communicative drills are those based on the content and meaning of utterances.  
They are assessed based on content, not on grammatical correctness or 
incorrectness.  In meaningful drills the learner must attend to the meaning of both 
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In other words, students reap more significant gains when they are afforded 

greater freedom to manipulate the input to which they are exposed through 

contextualized tasks.  In fact, studies performed by Lightbown (1983) and 

Hammond (1988, p. 415) show that intensive drilling may not only be ineffective for 

teaching grammatical structures, but this practice actually delays acquisition of the 

structures drilled (Bialystock, 1981; Garrett, 1986, p. 133).  The findings in the 

Lightbown study also indicate that the over-reliance on decontextualized grammar 

instruction can result in “…barriers which have to be broken down before the 

learners can begin to build up their own interlanguage systems” (1983, p. 239).  

Though drilling grammatical concepts often yields effective grammatical 

incorporation in the short term, it may be the frequency and communicative value of 

these concepts in natural speech that determines the degree to which students 

acquire them.   

It is therefore important to note the implications of CLT on the grammar 

instruction paradigm.  CLT does not reject the importance of grammatical accuracy, 

but rather utilizes the inherent benefits of intentional contextualization in achieving 

level-appropriate learning outcomes.  The instructor facilitates linguistic 

performance through functional practice, allowing the learner to develop 

grammatical competence by negotiating for communication (Bialystock 1981; Long, 

1983).  This negotiation allows students to engage one another in ‘genuine’ 

                                                                                                                                                                     
the stimulus and response, though there is only one ‘correct’ response.  Mechanical 
drills do not require attention to meaning and there is only one correct response.  
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communicative contexts that mirror future interactions in the target language.  The 

L2 learner is not only using grammatical structures in a context that he or she 

created, but also using them in a scenario that carries some tangible consequence 

within the student’s personal sphere (even if the task is based in the ‘fiction’ of the 

classroom).  Additionally, the learner can then better determine, based on the 

experience wrought from successful linguistic interactions, the varieties of L2 

grammar that he or she will likely encounter in genuine communicative contexts.  

This knowledge further illustrates to the student the minimal grammatical 

competence required to achieve successful interactions with native speakers in 

authentic contexts (Van Ek, 1976).  Through this process, learners are not taught 

grammar so much as they are afforded a space and context to discover grammar 

(Thompson, 1996, emphasis in original).    

The effects of grammar discovery are likely to remain with the L2 learner 

long after the period of language instruction, for he or she becomes more 

strategically aware of the necessary process for noticing, testing, and incorporating 

discrete grammar points into his or her ‘grammatical lexicon.’  This process, as 

Breen and Candlin (1980) state, is the purpose of language teaching, where 

instructors are meant to inspire “the development of learner’s communicative 

knowledge in the context of personal and social development” (p. 91, emphasis in 

original).  The establishment of a communicative environment in which active 
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engagement with the language and classmates takes place facilitates the 

accomplishment of this goal.   

One of the common critiques directed at the communicative method is that 

the classroom is, in its nature, not an authentic learning environment and that, in 

attempting to create a space for ‘authentic’ communication in the CLT, instructors 

are merely providing an artificial context for non-authentic conversation (Nunan, 

1987; Willis, 1987).  However, as Breen and Candlin (1980) postulate, “the 

classroom is ‘artificial’ only if we demand of it that which it cannot achieve” (p. 97, 

98); it can serve a true communicative purpose, so long as the students and teachers 

are dedicated to creating contextualized and meaningful interactions.  Conversely, 

Han claims that if the instructor utilizes contact hours with the students for 

‘traditional’ grammar lessons—providing decontextualized grammatical 

explanations coupled with immediate demands for production of the concept in 

decontextualized drills—it is only natural that the resultant utterances will be the 

product of a stagnated interlanguage, rather than an emerging language system 

(2004, p. 157). 

Traditionally it was held that form-focused instruction must be used to 

establish a base of knowledge (Ellis, 2006, p. 90, emphasis in original).  This claim is 

often wielded as a central deficiency of CLT given the perceived paucity of 

grammatical acumen among students in communicative classrooms.  Recently, 

however, there has been significant research (both in terms of number and findings) 
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investigating the efficacy of discrete grammatical explanation (Hammond, 1988, p. 

415).  In the original survey of this ilk, Savignon (1972) found that a group of 

students who were exposed to ‘traditional’ methods of grammar instruction and 

were tested on grammatical competence produced scores that did not differ 

significantly from the scores of students in a communicative classroom.  Much 

recent research has demonstrated that students in a variety of language and 

pedagogical contexts acquire certain topics of grammar at comparable rates to those 

in traditional language programs even if they have had no explicit instruction at all in 

those topics (VanPatten & Oikennon, 1996; Sanz & Morgan-Short, 2003; Benati, 

2003; Farley, 2003; Wong, 2003, all cited in Lee & VanPatten 2003, p. 125).  When 

considering student performance on exams, we should note that the results of 

discrete point exams that test grammatical knowledge do not always translate to 

effective spontaneous language production (Terrell, Baycroft, & Perrone, 1987).   

 

2.3 Arabic grammar instruction 

The previous discussion of pedagogical evolution and grammar instruction 

represents a matter of particular significance in the field of Arabic language 

instruction (henceforth ALI), which has largely remained within the traditional 

grammar syllabus framework.  In recent times, however, a movement away from the 

traditional tenets of ALI towards CLT has inspired both impassioned debate and a 

shift in the pedagogical paradigm.  In the following section, some of the historical 
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and methodological aspects that have led to the current state of ALI will be 

presented.  This section will also discuss several points of potential revision to the 

traditional methodology that may allow Arabic programs in the U.S. to reap the 

inherent benefits of CLT regarding grammar instruction, while maintaining their 

standards for grammatical accuracy in student production.   

The methods of teaching Arabic in the West were, up through the 1960’s and 

1970’s, firmly rooted in the Grammar-Translation paradigm.  Though the emergence 

of the proficiency movement and the shift towards communicative competence 

during the 1980’s and 1990’s brought about significant change, there remain 

numerous programs that are predicated on a grammar-centric model (Alosh, 1992; 

Taha, 1995; Wilmsen, 2006).  This is due, in part, to the pedagogical tradition of ALI 

in the Arab world as an L1, which is based, to a large degree, on stringent 

grammatical instruction.  As Allen states, traditional ALI in the West belies the 

methodological traditions of classical studies that were transferred to the study and 

instruction of Semitic languages (1992, p. 227).  Under the auspices of the 

‘traditional’ methodology, writing and speech are utilized less as vehicles of 

expression and communication, and more a means of internalizing grammar 

through repetition and regurgitation (Allen, 1992, p. 241).  As such, many Arabic 

classrooms today neglect communicative paradigms as a primary vehicle of 

grammar instruction and instead default to traditional teacher-centered and 

grammar-focused methods.  Though this model is actually based on grammar, it is 
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strictly concerned with the teaching and recognition of grammar (Allen, 1992, p. 

227, emphasis added).   

It should be stated that it is perfectly natural for any instructor to teach in the 

same way that he or she learned.  Given that fact, it is not surprising that we see 

many instructors of ALI implement a pedagogical approach beholden to the 

ancestral ‘home’ of their own language experience, which is, more often than not, 

stridently traditional methodologies.  As Griffith (2011) states, traditional 

methodologies have, over time, become intractable and “ritualized” (p. 306), 

therefore marginalizing some calls for pedagogical development as unwarranted, 

unattainable, or ineffective.  In order to achieve any degree of methodological 

innovation, instructors are first challenged to step out of the pedagogical comfort 

zone of his or her educational upbringing (Ellis, 2006, p. 89).  The alternative, as we 

frequently see, is instructors utilizing grammar-based pedagogy and adhering to 

grammar-based textbooks because they themselves are products of a grammar-

based method (Garrett, 1986, p. 133).  Alosh claims that many Arabic teachers and 

materials “teach about the language,” not about the actual use of the language (1992, 

p. 253, emphasis in original).  

With the gradual shift in ALI away from the pedagogical mainstays of 

generations past and toward a more dynamic and functional grammar methodology, 

many instructors have ceased to use the toolkit of the linguist to analyze and 

describe the linguistic inner workings and have begun to view the language through 



19 
 

the lens of the learner (Alosh, 1992, p. 259).  This view informs a more fluid and 

practical instructional paradigm where learners are not judged exclusively on 

grammatical competence (Allen, 1992, p. 243, emphasis in original).  Rather, 

learning is based on the primacy of communication (Thompson, 1996) and the 

“learner’s functional abilities by performing tasks in the language” (Alosh, 1992, p. 

276).  Thus, the tenets of behaviorist methodologies such as focus on form and 

audio-lingualism, which dominated the field of ALI until the 1980’s, have begun to 

cede ground to CLT.     

 

2.4 Grammar sequencing 

The question then begs to be asked, “How can grammar instruction be 

incorporated into the language curriculum so that the topics are presented at a level 

appropriate to the tasks they students are being asked to perform?”  In order to 

craft instruction aimed at the intersection of “high communicative value and 

frequency,” deliberate prioritization of grammar material must be actuated in both 

the philosophical underpinnings of the course curriculum, and in the actual 

implementation of instruction (Lee & VanPatten, 2003, p. 140).  Traditional methods 

in Arabic generally prefer a front-loaded presentation of grammar (Dickins & 

Watson, 2006), aiming to provide students maximum time to actively manipulate 

the lexical and grammatical forms, regardless of their relative rarity in typical native 

speaker utterances—as is the case with the Arabic dual and FP forms (see for 
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example Abboud et al, 1983; Alosh, 2010).  On the other hand, there are those who 

believe that the acquisition of grammar follows predictable patterns and that any 

attempt to forego this natural order through explicit instruction may actually be 

doing the learner a disservice by upsetting his or her natural progression of 

acquisition (Krashen, 1982, p. 12).  In Arabic, this ‘natural order’ is exemplified 

through its diglossic nature.  As such, native Arabic speakers learn the colloquial 

register, which generally lacks dual and FP forms, at home until they go to school, 

where they study MSA (Badawi, 2006).   

One of the main points of disagreement between traditional methodology 

and CLT is the acceptance of errors in production, or lack thereof.  Despite the fact 

that early interlanguage is inherently agrammatical, we find in the traditionalist 

model idealized L2 production as a mirror image of native speech, thereby requiring 

the elimination, to as great an extent as possible, of the natural and expected ‘errors’ 

of early language learners (Ellis, 1984; Perdue & Klein, 1993). This ethos is 

thoroughly engrained in elementary L1 language training across language and 

geographic contexts, but does not represent a sound methodological foundation for 

L2 pedagogy.  In other words, what works for the instruction of native speakers 

should be approached cautiously as a source for methodological borrowing in the 

context of instruction of non-native speakers.   
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Research has provided thorough justification for addressing sporadically 

occurring grammatical construction in a manner more befitting of the natural order 

of acquisition.  As R. Ellis states: 

Explicit knowledge derived from formal instruction may convert into implicit 

knowledge, but only if the learner has reached a level of development that 

enables her to accommodate the new linguistic material.  In such cases, the 

learner’s existing knowledge constitutes a kind of filter that sifts explicit 

knowledge and lets through only that which the learner is ready to 

incorporate into the interlanguage system (1994a, p. 88-89). 

Thus, the second language learner does not become capable of functional 

acquisition—that which enables accurate and spontaneous production—through 

explicit instruction and practice of a grammar point if the learner is not ‘ready’ to 

acquire that point.  That is not to say that explicit production does not achieve 

marked advances in grammatical complexity or accuracy.  However, any gains made 

through explicit instruction of a structure too complex for the acquisition stage will 

“…only improve planned language use,” and will not affect long-term acquisition or 

spontaneous production (Ellis, 1994b, p. 623).  As Lee & VanPatten posit, “Explicit 

instruction and practice did very little, if anything, to alter acquisition orders” 

(2003, p. 129). 

CLT, on the other hand, is designed to allow for gradual acquisition and 

development of the L2 learner’s interlanguage by acknowledging the complexity 
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and low frequency/communicative value of certain grammatical aspects, and 

consequently delaying the presentation thereof until the learner is more 

linguistically and strategically prepared to effectively engage them (Howatt, 1974; 

Krashen, 1982, p. 98; Ellis, 2006, p. 88; Lee & VanPatten 2003, p. 129; Pienemann 

1984, p. 199).  Input at the ‘i + 1’ level, that which is just beyond the learner’s 

current point of language development, allows learners to effectively acquire and 

activate the grammatical concepts (Krashen, 1982, p. 75). 

Inherent in this design is the opportunity to recycle previously-covered 

points while moving forward through the concepts, as the cyclical and redundant 

nature of the language itself will afford students greater practice for points of 

grammar that appear with greater frequency (Krashen, 1982, p. 32, 76).  Through 

this ‘Darwinian’ notion of grammar presentation, L2 learners will build upon their 

own acquired grammar abilities without burdening their processing capabilities 

with more advanced grammar rules and judgments that inhibit production and may 

not be appropriate for their current linguistic abilities (Clahsen, cited in Pienemann, 

1984, p. 199; Felix, cited in Krashen 1982, p. 102; Pica 1985, p. 221).  Rather than 

learning ‘blocks’ of grammar knowledge, learners are exposed to a “cyclical process 

where [they] are continually developing related frameworks or aggregations of 

knowledge” (Breen & Candlin, 1980, p. 103). 
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2.5 The Teachability Hypothesis  

The central tenet of the Teachability Hypothesis is the assertion that there is 

a natural order of grammar acquisition and that a language learner can only acquire 

a structure if his or her interlanguage is near the point where the structure would be 

learned in a natural setting (Pienemann, 1984, p. 201).  Thus, to a large degree, 

Pienemann’s Teachability Hypothesis (1984) supports the previously discussed 

assertion that grammar sequencing in CLT provides students with a more natural 

and effective means of language acquisition.  It should be noted that the 

implementation of grammar instruction in Pienemann’s original studies, as well as 

subsequent corroborating studies, utilized structured methods of material delivery 

and assessment to achieve more measurable results through discrete-point 

presentation and testing (Spada & Lightbown, 1999, p. 15).  Pienemann’s model 

differs from CLT in his emphasis on decontextualized and idealized production as 

the primary means of determining linguistic progress.   

Krashen (1993) postulates that each stage of language acquisition, especially 

regarding productive grammar ability, is a prerequisite for the subsequent stage (p. 

723).  Any attempt to ‘short-cut’ the natural acquisition order “won’t lead to the 

learner producing the structure in natural speech” (Pienemann, 1984, p. 206).  

Accordingly, formal instruction that is perceptually non-salient to the learner, or not 

redundant at a given point in the course, may impede, rather than promote, 

language acquisition among students who are not morphosyntactically or 
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semantically ready to integrate the content of that instruction (Hahn, 1982; Felix, 

1981; Wode, cited in Pienemann, 1984, p. 209; Han, 2004, p. 142; Bardovi-Harlig, 

1995, p. 164). 

As a theoretical framework, the Teachability Hypothesis dovetails with the 

tenets of CLT, in that the achievement of communication is predicated upon 

allowing the student to manipulate grammar that is salient, tangible, and level 

appropriate.  Pica explains the activation of this theory, stating that, “complex areas 

of target grammar are excluded from direct presentation so as to concentrate class 

time on concepts that can be acquired and practiced” (1985, p. 221).  The 

implications of this theory are manifested variably across several methods and 

theorems, though the overarching principle of sequential, level-appropriate, 

grammar presentation remains fundamental throughout.     

 

2.6 Fossilization 

 As it pertains to L2 acquisition, fossilization was explicitly defined by 

Selinker as “…a premature cessation of [interlanguage] learning before the learner 

has attained [target language] norms…” (Selinker & Lamendella, 1978, p. 187).  In 

cases of fossilization, learner’s language output is marked by a lack of progress in his 

or her interlanguage utterances, which maintain the linguistic characteristics of the 

L1, not the L2.  For the purpose of the current study, the researcher will address the 

issue of fossilization not only as it appears in errors in learner production via L1 
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transfer, but also in patterns of student circumlocution, avoidance, and 

generalization.  These, no less than errors, hold the potential to become entrenched 

in L2 production, hinder the overall development of productive capabilities, and 

mark the L2 learner as linguistically limited.    

Though the appearance of interlanguage utterances when learning any 

foreign language is inevitable and natural, the inevitability of the fossilization of 

those utterances has been the subject of significant debate within the field of second 

language acquisition.  Selinker, for example, claims that a learner will retain some 

degree of his or her interlanguage regardless of age or amount of instruction (1972, 

p. 229). In line with that statement, Han (2004) posits, “Under the cognitive and 

biological constraints, adult learners are preconditioned to fossilize, with asymptotic 

performance as the characteristic behavioral reflex” (p. 9, emphasis in original).  In a 

widely-read article, Higgs and Clifford cite the difficulty, if not impossibility, of 

correcting fossilized grammatical patterns as primary justification for a teaching 

method that emphasizes grammatical accuracy through deductive grammar 

instruction (1982).  They add that CLT compounds fossilization in learners because 

they do not focus on grammatical or lexical accuracy, but rather only strive to satisfy 

communicative needs (Higgs & Clifford, 1982; K. Johnson, 1996).  Hence, traditional 

grammar pedagogy has reacted to the arrest of development of interlanguage with 

fossilization by incorporating ever-greater amounts of explicit grammar instruction 

followed by patterned and decontextualized drills.   
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In response to the claims of Higgs and Clifford, Hammond, in his 1998 study, 

offers quantitative evidence demonstrating that students who “were taught 

grammar by a traditional method stressing grammatical accuracy did not score 

significantly higher than those students taught second language with a 

communicative approach” (p. 411, emphasis in original).  Though increased focus on 

explicit grammar instruction may provide short-term relief for the instructor’s 

‘fossilophobia’ (VanPatten, 1988), Han posits that, “…it was the teacher’s 

decontextualized explanation of the lexical items, coupled with her request for 

immediate, decontextualized production, that had ‘forced’ the students into 

producing the interlanguage utterances” (2004, p. 158).  Thus, washback arising 

from the fear of potential fossilization and the attempt to preempt it may actually 

exacerbate the problem by creating a hyper-sensitivity to grammaticality borne of 

forced noticing of grammar units of low communicative consequence (Han, 2004).   

Additionally, Han states that communicative and contextualized tasks 

remove students from the world of their L1, thereby lessening their reliance on their 

native language and creating an atmosphere in which they are more engaged and 

active in the acquisition and production of the L2 (2004, p. 158).  CLT may, 

therefore, offer tangible gains in limiting the fossilization of L2 learners’ 

interlanguage by affording the students contexts of high communicative value in 

which they reuse and expand their existing grammar ‘database.’  In CLT, learners 

follow a sequence of grammar presentation that allows them to progress through 
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the concepts in an order based on communicative functions.  In so doing, L2 learners 

profit in the short-term from deliberately sequenced grammar instruction and in the 

long-term by developing communicative competence and language learning 

strategies.   

 

2.7 Grammar sequencing in Arabic textbooks 

 The most tangible evidence of methodological effectiveness is to be found not 

in theoretical discussions of pedagogical paradigms, but rather in the classroom 

instruction founded in said paradigms.  This is because the textbooks that are 

utilized in the classrooms serve as a methodological template for instructors.  Thus, 

the textbook itself is highly influential in determining grammar and vocabulary 

sequence, as well as the prescribed teaching method that is sown into the pages of 

the course book itself (Hutchinson & Torres, 1994).  As these textbooks are where 

the pedagogical ‘rubber hits the road,’ the following section will focus on examples 

of Arabic textbooks from the recent past in order to better understand the material 

incarnations of the methodological evolution that were discussed in the previous 

section.   

Before reviewing various examples of current Arabic textbooks, it is 

important to mention that the pace and presentation of specific coursework 

materials is not uniform and is variable from one classroom to the next.  Even if two 

instructors use identical textbooks, they may not maintain the same pace or present 
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present the materials in identical fashions.  Therefore, the most viable option for 

determining the pace and structure that is prescribed by textbooks is to examine the 

order in which the author chooses to present the content across the chapters.   

Though this method of analysis is devoid of temporal dimensionality, it provides a 

general framework for the pedagogical sequence of material presentation as 

structured by the textbook author.     

The following section will examine the presentation of the dual and FP forms 

across a number of Arabic textbooks in order to show the diverse methods for 

implementing the pedagogical sequence of these structures.  For the purposes of 

this comparison, textbook chapters focusing on the Arabic alphabet were generally 

categorized as ‘pre-grammar’ and are not counted towards the sequence of 

grammar presentation.8  Exceptions were made, however, if a textbook presented a 

relative point of grammar in the alphabet sections.  For example, we see the dual 

personal pronouns (masculine and feminine) presented in Chapter Four of the 

Letters and Sounds of the Arabic Language workbook of Alosh’s Ahlan wa Sahlan 

(2010, p. 76).  Any such exceptions that are cited in the following discussion will be 

made explicit.  

                                                        
8 If, for example, a textbook had ten chapters that focused exclusively on teaching 
the Arabic alphabet, and then presented the dual in the first subsequent chapter, the 
presentation of that concept will be labeled Chapter 1—not Chapter 11.  This was 
done in order to normalize, to as large an extent as possible, the structures of 
textbooks, as some have discrete sections dedicated to instruction of the Arabic 
alphabet and some do not.  
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In contrast to the Ahlan wa Sahlan sequence mentioned above, those same 

dual personal pronouns are not presented in the Al-Kitaab fii Tacallum al-cArabiyya 

series until the fifth chapter of Part 2, which is the third book in the series (Brustad, 

Al-Batal, & Al-Tonsi, 2013, forthcoming9).  This represents, when counting the ten 

chapters in the elementary book, Alif Baa, and thirteen chapters in Al-Kitaab Part 1, 

the twenty-eighth chapter of the textbook series (Brustad et al., 2010; Brustad et al., 

2011).  This divergence in sequence yields fundamental and tangible effects on the 

instruction of grammar that takes place in the course.  It also impacts the nature of 

language produced in classrooms utilizing these books by shifting the emphasis of 

study and activation according to the pedagogical principles outlined in the course 

materials.  For example, students using the Ahlan wa Sahlan textbooks would be 

expected to at least be aware of the concepts of the dual and FP pronouns from the 

elementary phase of their language study.  Those studying the Al-Kitaab series 

would not engage those concepts as such (explicit presentation of dual and FP 

pronouns) until much later in the course timeline.  Of course, the degree to which 

students would activate those concepts at the time of presentation and thereafter, 

regardless of textbook or prescribed methodology, is dependent on the individual 

instructor or program.   

 
 
 

                                                        
9 Students used an experimental copy of the textbook that has not yet been 
published during the semester in which data for this research was compiled. 
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2.7.1 Dual Forms 
 

To demonstrate the variability of grammar sequencing in Arabic language 

textbooks, the following chart provides the chapter(s) in which several textbooks 

address the topic of the dual forms for pronouns, nouns,10 and verb conjugations:  

  

Textbook Dual 
Pronouns 

Dual 
Nouns 

Dual 
Verbs 

Adjacent Grammar at first 

presentation 

Ahlan wa Sahlan (Alosh, 2010) 411 4 6 غ ,ع ,ظ ,ط ,ض ,ص  
 subject/predicate 

Arabic for Life (Frangieh, 2012) 2 14 5 Interrogative particles, 
masc./fem. nouns 

Living Arabic (Younes, 2006) N/A12 8 N/A Numbers and nouns, 
broken plurals 

Al-Kitaab fii Ta-callum al-cArabiyya, Part 2 
(Brustad, Al-Batal, & Al-Tonsi, 2013) 

1813 18 18 Doer form, voweling of 
nominative case 

Elementary Modern Standard Arabic: Part 
1, Lessons 1-30 (Abboud et al, 1983) 

21 21 21 Numbers and nouns, verb 
forms 7 & 8 

Al-Kitaab al-Asaasi fii Tacallum al-
cArabiyya (Badawi et al, 1983) 

7 12 7 Possessive pronouns, 
future tense 

Figure 1: Dual form presentation in textbooks (in chapters) 

As shown in the chart above, the sequence of dual presentation varies highly 

from one textbook to another.  Ranging from initial appearance in the midst of the 

                                                        
10 Nouns and pronouns are presented here as two independent categories because 
they were, in some cases, presented as such in the textbooks. 
11 From Chapter 4 of the Letters and Sounds of the Arabic Language Workbook, which 
is the companion workbook to the primary Ahlan wa Sahlan textbook and focuses 
on presentation of the Arabic alphabet (Alosh, 2010). 
12 This textbook focused primarily spoken Arabic and no mention of this concept 
was made.  
13 The dual in the Al-Kitaab series is addressed tangentially before its formal 
introduction.  Students are made aware of the concept through individual lexical 
items, but are not officially introduced to the concept as testable material until 
Chapter 18. 
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alphabet (Alosh, 2010), to the twenty-first lesson (Abboud et al., 1983), the initial 

presentation of the dual forms provides an ideal example of the variance with which 

textbook writers approach the grammatical sequencing of their respective 

materials.  This chart illustrates the ‘inter-grammatical’ sequencing of textbooks, as 

shown in the grammar that is presented adjacent to the dual.  Some textbooks may 

dictate that the dual is treated as a pronoun and a conjugation not unlike any other.  

Therefore, its presentation is generally shifted towards the initial stages of learning 

and is written into the early chapters of the textbook.   

The previous chart highlights the variability of ‘intra-grammatical’ aspects—

where independent, though consanguineous, aspects of the dual are sometimes 

presented lump sum, and are sometimes presented in separate chapters altogether.  

In Brustad et al. (2013) and Abboud et al. (1983), for example, the dual is presented 

as a single conceptual unit, where the pronoun is introduced along with the 

requisite manipulations of nouns, adjectives, and verbs.  In this way, the textbook 

authors have identified the ‘dual-ness’ as the predominant quantifying 

characteristic, thereby dedicating a section of the grammar sequence solely to that 

concept and its adjacent grammatical aspects.  On the other hand, Alosh (2010) and 

Frangieh (2012) break the concept into component parts (pronouns, nouns, etc.) 

and, rather than address the ‘dual’ as an independent concept, incorporate any 

requisite grammatical manipulations resulting from the dual into the larger 

grammar categories (pronouns, nouns, verbs, adjectives).  They do not, therefore, 
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consider the primary identifying property of antumaa its ‘dual-ness,’ but rather its 

grammatical function as a pronoun, noun, subject of the verb, etc.  

2.7.2 Feminine Plural Forms 

Much of what was covered in the previous section discussing the dual applies 

to the presentation of the FP in Arabic language textbooks.  The chart below 

provides the chapter(s) in which several textbooks address the topic of FP forms for 

pronouns, and verb conjugations: 

Textbook Feminine 
Plural 

Pronouns 

Feminine 
Plural 
Verbs 

Adjacent Grammar at first 

presentation 

Ahlan wa Sahlan (Alosh, 2010) 414 6 غ ,ع ,ظ ,ط ,ص ,ض, 

subject/predicate 

Arabic for Life (Frangieh, 2012) 2 5 Interrogative particles, 
masc./fem. nouns 

Living Arabic (Younes, 2006) N/A15 N/A N/A 

Al-Kitaab fii Ta-callum al-cArabiyya 
(Brustad, Al-Batal, & Al-Tonsi, 2013) 

20 20 Passive verbs, verb measures 
VIII & X, voweling nouns and 
numbers 

Elementary Modern Standard Arabic: Part 
1, Lessons 1-30 (Abboud et al, 1983) 

8 9 Plural of ليس [laysa] 

Al-Kitaab al-Asaasi fii Tacallum al-
cArabiyya (Badawi et al, 1983) 

7 7 Possessive pronouns, future 
tense 

Figure 2: Feminine Plural form presentation in textbooks (in chapters) 

With the presentation of the FP forms, as with the dual, we see a great deal of 

variation throughout the textbooks.  One noticeable difference in the two charts is 

the point at which the FP is introduced.  With only one exception (Brustad et al., 

                                                        
14 From Chapter 4 of the Letters and Sounds of the Arabic Language Workbook 
(Alosh, 2010). 
15 In that this textbook focused primarily spoken Arabic, no mention of this concept 
was made.  
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2013), every textbook listed above introduces the FP earlier in the pedagogical 

sequence than the dual.  Though there generally appears more consistency in the 

presentation of the concept with the pronoun and verb forms together (or within 

one lesson of each other), there remains a great deal of diversity in both the point in 

the overall pedagogical sequence at which the concept first appears, as well as the 

adjacent grammar subjects that accompany the FP.   

 After looking at these, the questions still remain: How does the pedagogy 

behind these textbooks inform their utilization in the classroom?  How does the 

utilization of these texts affect the instructor methodology and subsequent student 

production?  We see on the pages of these textbooks the underlying methodology 

manifest itself.  In the pedagogical sequence we see a summation of the proposed 

linguistic priorities.  In the following sections this research will analyze the 

grammar sequence that is utilized in the Arabic program at UT Austin.  In so doing, 

the researcher intends to combine the previous research with the textbook analysis 

provided above to postulate the overall effectiveness of the pedagogical sequence in 

so far as it concerns the dual and FP forms.  
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Chapter 3: An Analysis of Student Written Production 

3.1 Research Methods 
 
3.1.1 Participants 
 

For the purpose of this study, participants included undergraduate students 

currently enrolled in Arabic language courses at UT Austin.  Writing samples were 

taken from students in the following courses: 

 Intensive Arabic III (2nd-year Arabic) [15 students] 

 Intensive Arabic V (3rd-year Arabic) [18 students] 

 The Arab Spring (upper-division content course) [9 students] 

 Advanced Spoken Media Arabic I (upper-division content course) [11 

students] 

All of these students have taken at least two semesters of intensive Arabic courses at 

UT Austin.  Only students who began their study of Arabic in first-year courses at UT 

Austin were included in this study.  Any student who initiated his or her language 

study at another university or in an abroad setting was excluded from this study so 

as to focus on the language output of students whose linguistic, and specifically 

grammatical, background was exclusively formed with the UT Arabic program’s 

approach to grammar sequencing.   

First-year students did not participate in this research, as they began their 

study of Arabic during the semester in which data for this project was collected and 

their written output was, naturally, very limited in quantity and breadth of relevant 



35 
 

conceptual incorporation.  Students from second-, third-, and post third-year 

courses were included in this study in order to analyze the progression of 

grammatical competence across multiple stages of learning.  While focusing on a 

single level may provide a more detailed view of student ability at a specific point in 

the pedagogical sequence, inclusion of student production from various levels 

affords a more comprehensive perspective on the effects of grammar sequencing at 

the program level.   

Heritage students were, conditionally, included in this study.  According to 

department policy, any student who was deemed ‘advanced’ in the language, would 

not be included in first-year Arabic classes.  Ipso facto, heritage students who began 

their studies in first-year classes would not be considered ‘advanced’ linguistically, 

and would therefore be eligible for participation in this study.  These students were, 

however, considered for inclusion on a case-by-case basis; any student deemed to 

have begun the sequence of instruction with advanced knowledge of the grammar 

points on which this research would focus was excluded from participation.   This 

point was determined during the interviews with the instructors who reported their 

personal impressions of heritage student abilities during the initial stages of 

language instruction.   
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3.1.2 Instruments 

The study consisted of three sections.  In the first section, students’ written 

production was collected and analyzed for grammatical content.  The production 

itself was taken from the homework that students submitted as part of their course 

requirements over the course of the entire fall semester (from August 29 through 

December 7).  For this section of the study, the researcher did not elicit any student 

production outside of the writing that followed the standard course of instruction.  

Whether the assignments were handed in on paper or delivered electronically, the 

researcher had no input into the topic, length, or content of the composition.  The 

researcher then analyzed the writings and coded all instances of student usage of 

the dual and FP forms according to set variables for type and accuracy of usage.  The 

results of this analysis are provided in the ‘Results’ section of this report.    

The second section of this study consisted of face-to-face meetings intended 

to elicit spontaneous written production incorporating specific grammar concepts 

in as natural a context as could be fashioned in an inherently controlled 

environment.  Students were first given a visual prompt that was specifically chosen 

to elicit the dual forms of nouns, adjectives, and verbs [see Appendix A].  They were 

then given instructions, in English, which asked them to write for 15 minutes, in 

Arabic, describing the picture.  Participants were not told the purpose of the writing 

tasks, nor were they informed of the main linguistic components that were being 

specifically elicited and analyzed.  They were given prompts related to the pictures 
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in English.  This was done for two reasons: a) the grammatical concepts central to 

this research would not be ‘given away’ in the questions (since English does not 

have specific forms for dual or FP), and b) so that the students could quickly and 

confidently read the questions and spend the entirety of the 15 minutes composing 

their answer.  This process was repeated with a second picture chosen to elicit the 

FP structures of the same grammatical concepts [see Appendix B].   

Upon completion of the writing portion of the meeting, students were asked 

to answer, in English, a series of open-ended questions designed to gather their 

impressions and opinions of the prescribed methodology of grammar instruction at 

UT Austin.  As individuals with first-hand experience in the methods that are 

employed to teach Arabic grammar, they are ideally positioned to provide a 

student’s perspective as to the strengths and shortcomings of the Arabic program’s 

philosophy regarding the teaching of grammar.  For the list of questions that were 

posed to the students, see Appendix C. 

The third section included oral interviews that were conducted with Arabic 

instructors at UT Austin to collect their opinions about the perceived effectiveness 

of the instructional strategies upon which this research is based.  Open-ended 

questions were posed to the five Arabic instructors, in English, so that they might 

express what they consider to be either benefits or points of concern regarding the 

prescribed methodology.  For the list of questions that were posed to the 

instructors, see Appendix D.  
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Participation in the research was voluntary, and all student participants were 

asked to read and sign a consent form [see Appendix E] allowing the researcher to 

collect and analyze their written production.  A second consent form was provided 

to students [see Appendix F] and instructors [see Appendix G] who agreed to 

participate in individual interviews.  No academic credit or financial incentives were 

offered to participants.  Before collecting student production, and at the outset of 

each individual interview, the researcher explained that all participant responses 

would remain anonymous and that the participants were free to withdraw from the 

study at any time.  All interviews were audio recorded.   

 
 
3.2 Data Analysis 
 
 Data analysis of written production was performed using the software 

program MAXQDA, which is a platform designed for qualitative text analysis.  For 

documents that were posted by the students to the class website (operated by 

Blackboard), the researcher cut and pasted the production into a workable text 

document and imported that document into MAXQDA.  The production was divided 

by assignment—meaning that all student contributions for a given assignment were 

pasted into one unified document to be analyzed as a whole.  Though this limited the 

amount of specificity in the analysis of individual student production, the logistical 

challenge of collecting, sorting, and coding production at a large scale required this 
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method of compilation.16  All assignments handed in on paper were scanned and 

imported into MAXQDA in Portable Document Format (pdf) and were likewise 

coded.  Because the hand-written assignments were scanned and imported 

individually, these assignments were analyzed as independent documents and were 

not pasted into a unified document.  The same procedure was performed for the 

writing samples gathered in the individual interviews.  The papers on which 

students wrote their descriptions of the prompts were scanned and analyzed in the 

same program.  In total, including the data collected in individual interviews, 955 

instances of the dual and 513 instances of the FP were analyzed and coded in this 

study. 

 Once the writing samples were imported to the computer program, the 

researcher coded all instances of the use of the dual and FP forms of nouns, 

adjectives, and verbs.  Likewise, cases where those forms should have been used, 

based on the context and adjacent content, were noted as examples of avoidance, 

circumlocution, or generalization (labeled below FX and DX).  The following code 

was used to denote types of usage of the dual and FP forms.  Samples of each 

category of grammatical form and coded outcome are provided below, with the 

translation and level/class of the student who produced the example: 

                                                        
16 Though student production was collected in a single document per assignment, 
the individual contributions maintain student identity and time/date of submission, 
so as to afford the researcher the ability to rework the data, focusing on individual 
production, at a later date.  
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 FAC- Feminine plural form of word is attempted in an appropriate context and 

constructed properly.  

o S40- Post third-year Arab Spring course 

 الثورات في دورا لعبن اللواتي المشهورات النساء... 

 The famous [FP adjective] women who [FP relative pronoun] played [FP 

verb] a part in the revolutions. 

 

 FAW- Feminine plural form of word is attempted, though either the context is 

inappropriate or the word is not constructed properly, or both.   

o S42- Post third-year Media Arabic course 

  لتحقيق أحالمهن يكافحانكل البنات 

 All of the girls struggled [FP verb, incorrect present tense suffix] to attain 
their [FP possessive suffix] dreams.  

 

 FX- Feminine plural form of word is not attempted, though the context dictates 

that it should have been used. 

o S30- Third-year Arabic 

 مكن اللغة العربية ومن الم يدرسونأن البنات في هذه الصورة في المدرسة حيث  يبدو

 القرآن أيضا يدرسوالهن أن 

 It appears that the girls in this picture are in school where they study 
[Masculine plural verb] the Arabic language and it is possible that they [FP 
suffix] study [Masculine plural verb] the Qur’an also.  
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 DAC- Dual form of word is attempted in an appropriate context and is 

constructed properly.  The case marking of the word is also appropriate and 

correct. 

o S43- Post third-year Media Arabic course 

  حملتيهمامن نهاية  األمريكيان الرئاسيان المرشحانيقترب 

 The [two] American [Dual adjective] presidential [Dual adjective] 
candidates [Dual noun] are nearing the end of their [Dual possessive suffix] 
campaigns.  

 
 DAW- Dual form of word is attempted, but either the context is inappropriate or 

the word is not constructed properly, or both.  

o S42- Post third-year Media course 

  في اجتماع  األمم المتحدة في مدينة نيو يورك االسبوع  اجتمعانمنصور هادي واوباما

 الماضي لمناقشة...

 Mansur Hadi and Obama met [Dual verb, incorrect past tense suffix] at the 
United Nations session in New York last week to discuss…  

 

 DAW CASE- Dual form of word is attempted in an appropriate context and is 

constructed properly.  The case marking of the word is incorrect. 

o S21- Second-year Arabic 

 يعيشون مع أسرة الزوج عادة وليس مع أسرة الزوجة الزوجين 

 The husband and wife [Dual noun, incorrect case] often live with the 
husband’s family and not with the wife’s family.  
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 DX- Dual form of word is not attempted, though the context dictates that it 

should have been used. 

o S20- Second-year Arabic 

 كثيرا يساعدوننارغدة وزوجها  خالة 

 Raghda’s aunt and her husband [they] help [Masculine plural verb] us a lot.  

Each instance of the codes was noted and compiled, thus serving as a 

statistical indicator of linguistic frequency.  It should be noted that instances in 

which a student formed a word incorrectly (be it FP or dual) but then formed a 

word that modifies that [incorrect] word so that there is appropriate agreement 

(albeit in the incorrect form), were counted as only one instance of incorrect 

production.  This circumstance can be seen in the following: 

S43- Post third-year Media Arabic  

 مفخختين سيارتين انفجرت حين العنيفة السلسلة وبدأت

The violent chain of events began when [two] explosive-laden [dual adjective in 
genitive case] cars [dual noun incorrectly marked as genitive case] exploded. 
 
Though the student produced the case ending for the dual form incorrectly, 

he/she provided the appropriate agreement between the noun and corresponding 

adjective.  Does this mean that he/she was twice incorrect?  For the purposes of this 

research project, the answer is no.  In that the student demonstrated the correct 

noun/adjective agreement, the sample sentence would be coded as (1) DAW CASE 

and (1) DAC.   
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Additionally, instances where a student used a specific word or phrase in the 

dual or FP repeatedly in the same passage, whether correctly or incorrectly, were 

considered only one example of the grammar point, and were coded accordingly.  

This was done so that the statistics were not skewed by repetitive production of 

identical forms.  For example: 

S47- Post third-year Media Arabic 

للزواج ويعلنون المحققون أن هذه  الصغيراتتعد الصومال من أبرز البلدان التي تتعرض فيها البنات 

 علقت بالتقاليد القديمة الصومالية الصغيراتالممارسة التي تعاني منها الفتيات 

Somalia remains one of the most prominent nations in which young [FP 
adjective] girls are subjected to marriage; investigators reporting that this 
practice, from which young [FP adjective—same as above] girls suffer, is 
connected to ancient Somali traditions.   
 

In this case, because the form is repeated in the phrase immediately following the 

initial usage, the coding reflects one correct instance of usage ((1) FAC), and the 

second, repeated, word is considered insignificant as the student has demonstrated 

correct production of the grammatical concept.  These were, however, considered 

on a case-by-case basis, as the potential for incorrect usage of the word is still 

present, even if the word follows immediately.   

 The researcher added variables to all samples of student production based 

on specific class (second-year, third-year, Media Arabic, and The Arab Spring) and 

year of study (in which the two content courses—Media Arabic and The Arab 

Spring—were combined into a ‘post third-year’ class).  All codes and variables were 

similarly applied to writing samples collected in the individual interviews.  Using 
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MAXQDA, the researcher was able to activate and assess an individual document, or 

a set of documents based on any combination of variables.   

 

3.2.1 Analysis of Written Production: Dual forms 
 
 This section will first outline the pedagogical sequence of the dual that is 

utilized in the Arabic Program at UT Austin, and then present an analysis of the data 

on the use of duals in student written production.  In the first year of Arabic classes, 

students are only tangentially exposed to the dual as a concept.  As such, the dual 

pronouns, noun, adjective, and verb forms may be addressed at the word level as 

they arise in class (the word for two years, for example, is presented in Lesson 6 of 

Al-Kitaab fii Ta-callum Al-cArabiyya, Book 1 (Brustad et al. 2011)).  The concept and 

requisite grammatical construct of the dual as a whole, however, is not presented as 

testable material until Lesson 5 of Al-Kitaab fii Ta-callum Al-cArabiyya, Book 2 

(Brustad et al. 2013), which, in UT Austin curriculum, does not occur until the 

beginning of the fourth semester of instruction.  Therefore, the second-year 

students that participated in this study had not seen a detailed explanation of the 

dual form for the initial period in which data was being collected.   

 The following graph presents student production of the dual forms.  The 

written production gathered in interviews is not included in the calculations in this 

graph.  For the purposes of this project, spontaneous production is considered a skill 

that is independent of, though related to, planned production in the context of 
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homework and other assignments.  Instances in which interview data are included 

will be made explicit.  The following graph illustrates the percentages of the 

aforementioned codes18 relative to the total instances of dual production in planned 

production:  

 
Figure 3: Usage of dual forms in homework assignments 
 

As expected, students in the second-year class demonstrated an 

overwhelming tendency (87.2% of all instances) to not apply the dual in contexts 

that would require such usage.  This may be attributed to the delayed sequential 

presentation of the concept that was previously discussed.  Rather than the dual 

                                                        
18 Those codes are, again, as follows: DAC- correct usage; DAW- incorrect usage; 
DAW CASE- incorrect usage solely on the basis of case; and DX- avoidance, 
circumlocution, or generalization. 
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construction, students in the second year generally used the plural form of the noun 

along with the appropriate verb conjugation, whether in MSA or in dialect.  In cases 

where the student used a noun in the dual form (one of the lexical items provided in 

the dual form), he or she usually generalized the plural conjugations, as in English, 

to include any subject more than one.  This illustrates the point of student 

interlanguage and the generalizations that are made at a phase where the dual is not 

a tangible aspect of their grammatical repertory.  Grammar “errors” of this ilk are 

generally accepted in class due to the fact that subsequent grammar study will 

address the dual forms in appropriate detail, and that many Arabic dialects use 

identical conjugation patterns (where the verb is conjugated in the plural) when 

dealing with dual subjects.  Though using dual forms does not impede 

comprehension, they are considered incorrect in MSA.  The following examples are 

representative samples of the grammatical generalization that frequently occurs in 

the production of second-year students: 

S23- Second-year Arabic 

 ...حياتهم طوال أسرتهممع  يعيشواالولد والبنت  ألن...

Because the boy and girl live [Masculine plural verb, conjugated using the 
dialect form] with their [Masculine plural possessive suffix] family all of their 
[Masculine plural possessive suffix] lives... 
 

S21- Second-year Arabic 

 .وسلطانة ماريانا مواسمه أختين عنده كان جبران خليل جبران
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Gibran Khalil Gibran had [two] sisters [Dual noun] and their [Plural possessive 
suffix] names are Sultana and Mariana. 
 
The trend of grammatical generalization was essentially upended in the 

production of third- and post third-year students, where the percentage of 

successful usage was 70% and 76% respectively.  Though students from the third-

year class displayed developing sensitivity to the appropriate contexts for dual 

usage, as illustrated by the lack of grammatical generalization in their production, 

they also exhibited a level-appropriate lack of total control of the concept—as is 

shown by the greater percentage of errors in dual production.  As is expected, 

erroneous conjugation patterns, especially in irregular verbs—those with 

assimilated or hollow radicals, and inappropriate suffix addition, especially in 

combination with attached pronouns, generally typify the types of errors in the 

third-year phase of learning.  As in the following examples: 

S31- Third-year Arabic 

 مشروعاتهما حيث من البعض ابعضهم يتشابها األردن وملك أوباما رئيس

President Obama and the Kind of Jordan resemble [Dual verb, incorrect suffix 
ending] each other with regards to their plans. 
 

S32- Third-year Arabic 

 ...أمثل ان أريد أنني لهم قلت عندما والديني عيون في شديد حزن هناك كان

There was extreme sadness in my parents [Dual noun with incorrect possessive 
pronoun suffix attached] when I said to them that I want to represent… 
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Though the percentage of incorrect usage swelled to 20% during the third-year 

course, it later decreased to 4.9% in the post-third-year courses, as students 

presumably became more comfortable producing the dual forms.   

It should be noted that sample size of third-year written production was, 

relative to the other years, significantly smaller.  However, their sample size was 

sufficient to make relevant comparisons between the years.  Conversely, the 

production of the dual among post third-year students is, by far, the most well 

documented aspect of this research.  This is due to the massive amount of student 

writings to which the researcher was granted access, as well as the increased 

frequency of dual usage in the production of students as they became more 

competent and comfortable in applying relatively complex grammatical concepts.  In 

order to better illustrate the scope of student production, below is a graph of the 

number of instances for the dual in post third-year students (the numbers provided 

are occurrences of the concepts, not percentages of total usage): 
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Figure 4: Number of categorical instances in post third-year dual usage 
 

These numbers suggest a gradual linguistic transformation as students are 

first formally exposed to the Arabic dual forms in their second year of study, and 

become increasingly efficient in using them as they move through the third year and 

even more so as they continue in the post third-year courses.  This trend is 

confirmed when looking at the same set of variables applied to the spontaneous 

production gathered in individual interviews19: 

                                                        
19 The breakdown of student interviewees by class year is as follows: 2nd year- 4 
students; 3rd year- 3 students; Post 3rd-year- 2 students 
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Figure 5: Spontaneous dual production in interviews 

This data set again confirms the nearly uniform generalization patterns 

present in second-year students production; a characteristic that essentially 

disappears in the writing of post third-year students.  Provided here are samples of 

spontaneous student production from second- and post third-year students to 

better illustrate their ability to incorporate the dual forms: 

S23- Second-year Arabic: 

 األخبار عن يتكلموا هم.  األردن من رئيسال وكمان المتحدة لوالياتا يسرئ وهو أباما رئيسهناك 

 ...األوسط الشرق في
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There is President Obama, he is the President of the United States, and also the 
President of Jordan.  They are speaking [Masculine plural verb, conjugated 
using the dialect form] about the news in the Middle East.  
 
S48- Post third-year Media Arabic: 

 القضايا يعالجا أن عن قضايا مختلفة وكيف يمكن وتحدثا سياسي اجتماع في كانا والملك الرئيس

 ...سلمي بشكل

The President and the King were [Dual past tense verb] in a political meeting 
and they discussed [Dual past tense verb] various issues and how they might 
amicably see to [Dual present tense verb] the issues.  

 

Whereas Figure 3 shows zero instances of avoidance and/or generalization 

from the third-year students, Figure 5 provides a possibly more accurate view of the 

development of students’ grammatical accuracy by better depicting the gradual 

acquisition of the grammar concepts.  Also important to note is that the interview 

data for dual forms for post third-year students came from only one student—the 

other post third-year student didn’t include any instances of the dual in her writing 

(nor cases of avoidance, generalization, or circumlocution), despite being given the 

same visual prompts.  Instead, the student chose to write about one of the two 

people in the picture and, consequently, all nouns and verbs were addressed using 

singular forms.  

From the charts provided it is possible to extrapolate a general linguistic shift 

that occurs with the usage of dual forms.  Students begin with near categorical 

generalization patterns in second-year.  They then progress through a transitional 

period during third-year Arabic, during which we see patterned generalization and 
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higher rates of both successful and unsuccessful usage.  Finally, in post third-year 

classes, students rarely display generalization behavior and show high rates of 

successful usage with the majority of incorrect forms attributed to mistakes in case 

marking.   

 

3.2.2 Analysis of Written Production: Feminine plural forms 
 
 As with the dual forms, the FP forms are presented to students in the UT 

Austin Arabic program in a sequence that delays formal presentation of the concept, 

including pronouns and verb conjugations, until the fourth semester of instruction.  

Though students will have not studied and activated the verb conjugations until 

Lesson 7 of Al-Kitaab fii Ta-callum Al-cArabiyya, Book 2 (Brustad et al., 2013), they 

were presented with and utilized the concept of FP agreement in noun/adjective 

phrases during their first three semesters of Arabic classes.  Despite this, instances 

of FP noun/adjective agreement are counted alongside pronoun/verb agreement.  

In analyzing the FP forms, the same methods of coding are used as those discussed 

with the dual forms. As with the dual forms, cases in which interview data is 

included will be made explicit.   

 The following graph shows the percentage of coded language units relative to 

the overall production of the FP forms across the classes20: 

                                                        
20 Those codes are, again, as follows: FAC- correct usage; FAW- incorrect usage; and 
FX- avoidance, generalization, or circumlocution. 
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Figure 6: Feminine plural production in homework 

Figure 6 illustrates several important aspects of the linguistic transformation 

occurring among many of the students.  Those taking second-year Arabic classes 

generally avoid utilizing the FP forms, though they show the ability to create simple 

FP forms of nouns and adjectives.  For example, student S23 [Second-year Arabic] 

wrote: 

 العربية اللغة يدرسوا همو األفغانستان في االبتدائية مدرسةال في طالبات عندنا ةالصور هذه في

In this picture we have [female] students [FP noun] in elementary school in 
Afghanistan and they [Masculine plural pronoun] are studying [Masculine 
plural verb, with dialect conjugation form] Arabic. 
 



54 
 

This production demonstrates the ability of the learner to comprehend the 

FP as a concept and apply it to the nouns and adjectives—that to which he or she 

has been exposed at that point in the course—but has no grammatical awareness of 

the need to conjugate the verb accordingly.  Given the fact that the grammar 

sequence in the UT Austin Arabic program delays for the presentation of the full set 

of FP forms, it is to be expected that second-year students display no acumen in 

manipulating pronouns and verb conjugations for the FP forms.  Second-year 

students are comfortable conjugating verbs in the plural forms when appropriate, 

though these instances are uniformly produced using either the MSA masculine 

plural or dialect plural forms.  Though these forms follow normative usage of most 

native speakers, who do not use FP pronouns or verbs, they do not reflect the MSA 

conjugations.  For example: 

S24- Second-year Arabic 

 بيتهم في كانوا الصورة هذه قبل.  مدرسةال في األدب يدرسون البنات هذه

These girls are studying [Masculine plural verb, using MSA conjugation form] 
literature in school.  Before this picture they were [Masculine plural verb, using 
MSA conjugation form] at their home [Masculine plural possessive suffix].  
 

S25- Second-year Arabic 

 كتبهمية في العرب يدرسونالبنات 

The girls are studying [Masculine plural verb, using MSA conjugation form] 
Arabic in their books [Masculine plural possessive suffix]. 
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The reliance on verb forms with which the students are comfortable 

continues into third-year Arabic.  At that point, however, they show a greater 

willingness and ability to attempt FP forms.  This is evidenced by the data, where 

the percentage of generalization/avoidance and successful production in homework 

assignments is approximately split at 50% and 45% respectively (with 5% incorrect 

production).  When they engage the FP, i.e. they don’t avoid the form or generalize 

the conjugation, their production was generally correct.  The majority of the 

mistakes that appear in third-year production are related to the mechanics of verb 

conjugations, as in the following examples:  

S32- Third-year Arabic 

 حريتهنعن  تعرفنعن المشاكل الصحية التي تجيء مع الختان أو ال  تعرفن...البنات اللواتي ال 

  .كمواطنات وكنساء وكبشر في العالم المعاصر وحقوقهن

...the women who [FP relative pronoun] don’t know [FP verb, incorrect subject 
prefix] about the health problems that come with circumcision or don’t know 
[FP verb, incorrect subject prefix] about their liberties and rights [FP possessive 
suffix] as citizens, as women, and as people in the contemporary world.   

 

S31- Third-year Arabic 

 .من دراستهناستراحة  عندنخارج المدرسة ألنهن  يلعبن كانتنقبل هذه الصورة البنات 

Before this picture the girls were [FP verb, incorrect past tense suffix] playing 
[FP verb] outside the school because they have [FP pronoun suffix, incorrectly 
formed] a break from their [FP possessive suffix] studies. 

 
 Post third-year students, however, show even greater awareness of the FP 

forms and a near universal willingness to engage them—demonstrating avoidance 
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or generalization production in only eight out of 304 total instances.  In general, 

errors in conjugations accounted for the mistakes in the FP among students beyond 

the third-year.  These results were confirmed with the students who participated in 

interviews.  Note the congruity not only in the general contours of the data with that 

of Figure 6, but also of the similar percentages of production: 

 

Figure 7: Spontaneous feminine plural production in interviews 

Here we see a high degree of similarity between the planned and 

spontaneous production of the FP in all three classes.  Of note is the surprisingly 

lower number of errors in spontaneous usage in post third-year (8.5%) when 

compared to the planned production taken from homework assignments (14.9%).  
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Verb conjugation errors account for the vast majority of errors in both spontaneous 

and planned production, especially in verbs with assimilated or hollow radicals, as 

in the following example: 

S42- Post third-year Media Arabic 

 .اتإلى أنتهاء العقوب ودعنط بن علي ابإسق ونادنلحقوقهن  كافحن اتكثير من النساء التونسي

Many Tunisian women struggled [FP verb] for their rights and called [FP verb, 
incorrect conjugation form] for the toppling of Bin Ali.  They also called [FP 
verb, incorrect conjugation form] for an end to the sanctions. 

 

S47- Post third-year Media Arabic 

أن الزواج سيحمي بناتهن من  يعتقدنعن االغتصاب و يخوفنمهات ضافة الى ذلك األوباإل

 .االغتصاب

In addition to that, the mothers fear [FP verb, incorrect conjugation of hollow 
radical] rape, and believe [FP verb] that marriage will protect their daughters 
[FP possessive suffix] from rape. 
 
Another common mistake in conjugation was the use of the initial ت when 

conjugating for the third person FP rather than the ي.  This error demonstrates the 

students’ ability to analogize, as the third person feminine singular is prefixed with 

 thus, it stands to reason that this would be a common error pattern and is ;ت

symptomatic of grammatical generalization.  For example: 

S48- Post third-year Arab Spring course 

 الوحيد الشيء هي الدراسة أن فهمنتمن يوم طويل من الدراسة ولكنهن  تعبانات كن...والبنات 

 ..الذي
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The girls were tired from a long day of studying but they understand [FP verb, 
incorrect present tense prefix] that studying is the only thing that… 

 

S40- Post third-year Arab Spring course 

 في الحكومة تجلسنكرمان ليست من النساء الواتي 

Karman is not one of the women who [FP relative pronoun] sits [FP verb, 

incorrect present tense prefix] in the government. 

This error pattern was present in both third- and post third-year production, 

though to a lesser extent in the latter.  Though this conjugation error represented a 

notable portion of errors, the percentage of occurrences in the context of overall FP 

production remains very small.   

  

3.3 Interview results 

 
 As previously outlined, the researcher conducted interviews with students of 

second-, third-, and post third-year Arabic classes in order to gather their 

perspectives on the method and sequence that is implemented in the UT Austin 

Arabic Department to teach grammar.  Likewise, the researcher interviewed 

instructors from the same Arabic department to gather opinions on the 

methodological implementation and their impressions of student receptivity to the 

methods and sequence that are applied to teach Arabic grammar.  The student 

interviews were conducted throughout the Fall 2012 semester; the instructor 

interviews were undertaken during the Spring 2013 semester.   
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3.3.1 Student interview results 

 The researcher conducted the interviews with students during the same 

meeting in which the students provided the previously discussed writing samples.  

Since the purpose of these interviews was to examine the content of the students’ 

answers, rather than their linguistic ability, the questions were posed in English, 

and they likewise replied in English (see Appendix C for questions).  Eight 

undergraduates and one graduate student participated in the interviews.  Four of 

these students were in second-year, three in third-year, and two in post third-year 

Arabic content courses.    

 Every interview began with the same question: How would you describe the 

method that is used at UT Austin to teach Arabic grammar?  The answers varied 

widely, with individual student responses ranging from a micro-scale of daily use, to 

a macro-scale at the program- and curriculum-levels.  For example, some students 

focused on the method of presentation of specific topics that are utilized daily when 

encountering new grammar topics: 

S02 (second-year, undergraduate) I would say that all the times that I learned 
new grammar concepts, we would study the book the night before, then we 
would have to produce conversations with people using those grammar 
concepts.  Then we’ll do activities with them. 
 
S01 (second-year, undergraduate) You look at [the grammar concepts] at 
home and you get an idea of what you’re doing—and they’re not expecting 
you to fully grasp the grammar itself.  And then you come in and they answer 
any questions you have.  And I think that’s so much better than to come in 
and learn something in class and then go home and do homework about it. 
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All of the respondents alluded to the point that the students were asked to 

preview the grammar before coming to class for concept activation.  Though this 

doesn’t inform the overall sequential structure of grammar presentation, the idea is 

mentioned here to provide greater context for the method of grammar instruction 

and as an example of general student awareness of how grammar instruction is 

approached.   

While most interviewees mentioned the daily practices of presentation and 

activation, some focused on the intra-chapter sequence of grammar presentation, 

especially regarding grammar presentation relative to the other aspects (vocabulary 

and activities) of a particular chapter: 

S08 (Arab Spring content course, graduate) First we’re given vocab [sic], then 
a context for that vocab.  After completely understanding the new vocab, and 
developing the comfort level with the vocab, then we would learn the 
grammar.  But we had a reference point for the grammar we were learning, 
and it made me less anxious as a learner…it made it very familiar for me 
because I already had a context for the grammar and I already know what all 
the words meant. (Emphasis in original) 
 
S03 (second-year, undergraduate) Every time we learned anything grammar-
y [sic] it would be taught to us in a spoken context first.  But it’s never, ‘this is 
how you’d do it on paper.’  We start with an example first, which, helps a lot. 

 

Others, when asked about their perception of the method for teaching 

grammar at UT Austin, described their experience in terms of the overall 

presentation of grammar, rather than the specific, class-to-class aspects.  These 

perceptions are illustrated in the following excerpts: 
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S05 (third-year, undergraduate) Throughout each semester we’ll address 
grammar topics, but unless it’s a grammar topic that reoccurs throughout 
your Arabic education, we kind of just touch on it.   
 
S04 (third-year, undergraduate) Everything seems to build on things that 
we’ve learned before. 
 
Interestingly, one student provided concise arguments both for the delayed 

presentation of grammar points, and against it, in a scant four sentences: 

S07 (Arab Spring content course, undergraduate) I really liked not having to 
learn the feminine plural and the dual until much later because, in a lot of the 
first-year Arabic, there was just no need to use it.  And I felt that it was a lot 
more [beneficial] when we were using it in the higher-level Arabic, when we 
were actually exposed to that level of Arabic.  I can see where it’s bad 
because you don’t learn it quite so deeply.  You don’t let it sink in for quite so 
long. 

 
 

In all of the interviews that were conducted, this is the only example of a 

student citing the delayed presentation of grammar points as a possible point of 

disadvantage, where students aren’t afforded as much time and practice with the 

concepts because of the intentionally delayed sequence.   

 When asked about their perceptions of grammar and the effects that the 

grammar methods utilized at UT Austin might have, students again approached the 

issue in several ways.  A number of the students again focused on the daily 

activation of vocabulary and grammar as the most poignant aspect of the overall 

method: 

S01 (second-year, undergraduate) It’s like with all other classes, if you’re in 
biology class reading it before class, then going in everything makes so much 
more sense when you get into class.   
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S02 (second-year, undergraduate) I found the thing that would be most 
effective for me was when, in class, we would dissect how the grammar was 
used and use a bunch of variations of it to show when to use it and when not 
to use it. 
 
One interesting comment regarding the increasing exposure of the students 

to the details of Arabic grammar, in conjunction with higher expectations for 

grammatical acumen from their instructors, relayed the means by which this 

particular third-year student avoids the use of the FP forms: 

S04 (third-year, undergraduate) But I will take every effort to avoid [the FP 
forms].  I will go out of my way to construct a [verbal sentence] so I don’t 
have to conjugate for the feminine plural. 
 

 When asked if the grammatical sequence that is employed in Arabic classes 

at UT Austin helped or harmed their ability to grasp, and later produce, the 

grammatical concepts, interviewees commonly cited the natural progression of 

grammar as a helpful point in their acquisition thereof.  For example: 

S08 (Arab Spring content course, graduate) I felt like first-year, we were 
introduced to grammar, but they [grammar concepts] were essential for us to 
talk about things that were required in the first year syllabus. 
 
S05 (third-year, undergraduate) It gets progressively more complex, but I 
think that that’s the natural progression of grammar because we can’t just 
start tackling complex grammar in semester one when we’re just learning the 
alphabet.  It’s something that has to be built up on.  
 
 
S06 (third-year, undergraduate) One thing that I like that they have done with 
the new Al-Kitaab…is that they presented each category of [Arabic case 
markings] in a different chapter so you can have time to absorb it—first with 
the most common, and then the not so common.  
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Whereas some of the students commented on the over-arching sequence of 

grammar, others cited specific concepts and their presentation as a means of 

conveying the overall perception of grammar presentation in the Arabic program: 

S01 (second-year, undergraduate) But when it comes to the dual, I feel like UT 
has done a really good job of not incorporating that right now because it’s 
used so rarely (Emphasis in original).  
 
S05 (third-year, undergraduate) I think that the way in which we’re 
introduced to grammar in this program is the proper way to go about it, 
instead of just giving us the hard stuff, like the [Arabic case markings], in the 
beginning and just kind of throwing us into the deep end.  
 

 These comments illustrate the degree to which students perceive the 

methodology.  Not only are they generally aware of the sequence that highlights and 

focuses on grammatical targets of high communicative value, they are cognizant of 

the fact that this often implies delaying the presentation of corollary aspects.  

Despite this intentional sequence, grammar concepts that have been deemed by the 

instructor to be of low communicative value, and are therefore deferred to a point 

later in the course, often arise through student inquiry before the instructor is 

willing or prepared to address them.  In this circumstance, it is possible that the 

students feel frustrated or feel that their instructors are doing them a disservice by 

declining to address the query in order to maintain the deliberate sequence of 

concept presentation.  Students were asked directly about this circumstance in 

order to elicit their impressions of instructor insistence on adhering to the 

curricular sequence regarding grammar.  Some, as in the following examples, 

acknowledged this initial frustration: 
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S01 (second-year, undergraduate) Yeah, in the moment, it’s frustrating.  It’s 
like I don’t know how to say the word and I feel like I can’t get my message 
across now.  But then it forces you to work around it and figure out how to 
say it without actually saying it.  It’s kind of like playing Taboo. 
 
S04 (third-year, undergraduate) In first year I was like ‘Why can’t I learn this 
now?  I want to learn this now.  I feel like I can grasp this now.’ But now I see 
that in the grander scheme, there’s a way that [the grammar sequence] is 
built upon itself.  I’m not grateful that they say ‘We’re not going to show you 
this’, but I’m not bothered by it. 
 

 One way that instructors mitigate this frustration is by acknowledging the 

existence of grammar of greater complexity, and mentioning that those topics would 

be discussed in appropriate detail later in the course.  Additionally, students could 

be provided level-appropriate methods for addressing the grammar topics in 

question, so that they could express their ideas using grammar to which they had 

been previously exposed.  Dialect forms, given their structurally simplified nature, 

typically comprised the means by which students could address grammar topics 

such as the dual and FP without necessarily implementing the more complex forms 

of MSA.  Several students expressed their appreciation for not being ‘burdened’ in 

the early stages of their learning with content that they deemed surplus to 

communicative requirements.   

S08 (Arab Spring content course, graduate) …in first-year I never really felt 
deprived that I didn’t know how to say the feminine plural or the dual.  When 
I used to talk about my sisters I would use the plural, but I think it was 
understood […] And when you tell people about your aunts working in 
Lebanon, you’re probably going to be doing so in the spoken register, which 
is what we speak in class, and we don’t use the feminine plural. 
 
S07 (Arab Spring content course, undergraduate) Honestly, I know a lot of 
people in first- and second-year that only take it for the language credit.  So, 
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unless you’re really serious about studying Arabic, I don’t think you need to 
be exposed to the really complex grammar systems.   
 

 Despite the introduction of means and methods for circumventing linguistic 

obstacles arising from the delayed presentation of grammar topics, a certain level of 

frustration from the students is something that should be expected by the 

instructor.  It is natural for any language learner, whose curiosity is a welcome and 

wholly positive characteristic, to seek explanation for grammar points as they 

organically arise in the reading and listening texts to which they are exposed in the 

class.  It is likewise natural that any dedicated student of the language would feel 

some frustration when told that the point with which they are currently struggling 

will be addressed later in the course and should not be of concern at that moment.  

It is, therefore, the responsibility of the instructor to mitigate this flash point and 

guide students to the language production that addresses their needs at that point.  

This facile suggestion does not serve justice to the delicate task of maintaining the 

grammar sequence while not insulting students’ intelligence.  So then, how does one 

accomplish this task?  The researcher asked the interviewees how their instructors 

addressed this challenge: 

S08 (Arab Spring content course, graduate) [The instructors] always 
reminded me that the goal of learning any language is communication and as 
long as I am able to communicate to a speaker of Arabic that ‘my two 
brothers are travelling to New York tomorrow,’ that is the main goal.  And if 
I’m able to do that without being able to use the dual—and I am able to do 
that without the dual—then it’s not a problem.  
 
S05 (third-year, undergraduate) Before we got into the nitty-gritty of the dual, 
we talked about just using the [dual] suffix—[two days], [two years]—to talk 
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about specifically two objects. And at that point, I think that was in first-year, 
we didn’t talk about how the dual applied to verbs but they exposed us to the 
concept so when it came up in full force—when we really had to dedicate 
ourselves to learning these grammatical structures in terms of verbs, 
pronouns, sentence structure, adjectives—we had been exposed to the idea 
before. 
 

 One aspect of the courses at UT Austin that was repeated in many of the 

interviews was the explicit acknowledgement of the sequential grammar 

presentation.  Students are not kept in the dark as to the approach, but rather are 

informed of the intent of the classroom activities.  By highlighting the 

communicative focus of the class and the philosophy behind the grammar sequence, 

students were much more receptive in moments of potential frustration.  They 

welcomed the efforts of the instructor to shift the focus away from grammar 

concepts that have not been introduced or activated towards the grammar that 

serves the communicative needs of the students at that point.  Likewise, by making 

explicit reference to forthcoming grammar points, students are prompted to begin 

considering the concepts without engaging them in the context of rigid grammar 

instruction.  For example, students using the Al-Kitaab textbook series begin using 

the Arabic dual forms for ‘two years’ and ‘two days’ from early in the Book 1, though, 

as previously mentioned, they are not officially shown the full set of dual 

morphological forms until Chapter 5 of Book 2 (Brustad et al., 2013).  In a similar 

illustration of this method, one student commented on the progressive introduction 

of the Arabic case marking system: 
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S05 (third-year, undergraduate) …and then once we did start learning about 
[indefinite accusative case marking], immediately in our drills and in our 
video and in our audio exercises, we started hearing [Arabic case markings] 
to help us practice hearing them.  And not only hearing them, but knowing 
when we hear them, what are the cases in which we are supposed to use 
them when we are writing—and, to a lesser extent, when we are speaking 
[sic]. 
 

 When asked if they would recommend the method of grammar instruction 

that is utilized at UT Austin to instructors of other institutions, all participants 

replied in the affirmative.  One student, in particular, added to her response a reply 

to those who decry CLT—specifically those who insist that the dual and FP should 

be incorporated into the earliest days of L2 instruction, saying: 

S08 (Arab Spring content course, graduate) What are your learning outcomes?  
If your course is built for communication, I would tell you that [the dual and 
FP] are not essential. […] [The students] don’t need to be overwhelmed with 
all of these concepts that they aren’t going to use.  First-year students are 
going to talk about their family, and about food, what they like to eat, and the 
problems that they have with their roommate. […] Is it worth their time and 
their brainpower to go nuts over these subjects when they’re not going to 
need them? So it’s up to the instructors, to say ‘what does my student need to 
know? What does my student need to say?’ 
 

 The student responses highlight several important points that should be 

taken into consideration when designing and implementing programs for grammar 

presentation.  Firstly, students are perfectly cognizant of the methods that are being 

utilized and appreciate the philosophy underlying the method for its utility.  This is 

evident in the statements relaying some degree of initial frustration when not being 

shown all aspects of a concept, which generally evolve into an appreciation for the 
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intentional sequence of materials—so long as that sequence is acknowledged, 

explained, and fruitful in the eyes of the student.   

 Secondly, students did not feel slighted by not being shown the full set of 

dual and FP forms in the first-year Arabic course.  The respondents expressed their 

appreciation for the focus on grammar of high communicative value in the initial 

stages of Arabic.  They did not perceive that they were put at a disadvantage by 

waiting until after they had developed a more nuanced understanding of the basics 

before beginning rigorous study of the dual and FP.  Third, no student expressed a 

desire to be “taught” the grammar by means of an in-class lesson, as opposed to 

being afforded the opportunity to read about the concept before coming to class for 

concept activation.  Though several interviewees mentioned the benefit of 

discussing the topics either in class or with their instructors during office hours, 

there were no complaints that the presentation of the topics outside of class was a 

hindrance to their ability to grasp them.  These comments provide valuable insight 

into the perception of students regarding grammar and grammar pedagogy.   

 

3.3.2 Instructor interview results 

 Instructors of Arabic courses at UT Austin participated in interviews 

designed to gain their perspectives on the prescribed method of grammar 

instruction.  The questions were intended to elicit their opinions on the practicality 

of CLT implementation and the student response to grammar instruction with a 
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communicative bent (see Appendix D for list of questions).  All of the instructor 

participants were Assistant Instructors at UT Austin who have taught as primary 

instructors for multiple semesters of Arabic language courses.  Their specific 

experience with regard to course level varies, though all have taught at least one 

semester of first-year Arabic.21  The statements of these instructors’ provides an 

interesting counterpoint to those made by students studying Arabic under their 

guidance.   

 Instructors were first asked to describe the methodology that they use in 

their classrooms for teaching grammar.  This question was broken down into two 

parts: grammar instruction as it pertains to daily procedures, and grammar 

instruction at the programmatic and curricular levels.  They provided valuable 

insight into the daily implications of communicative grammar instruction, as seen in 

the following examples, which detail the means by which students are first exposed 

to, and subsequently activate, grammar topics: 

T02 If, in a given unit, we want to cover a specific grammar concept, [we] 
typically assign them a reading from the textbook.  They study at home and 
do some exercises, and this is their first exposure to the grammar.  And then 
the next day they come to class and we try to activate the grammar typically 
through activities designed to do so. 

 
T04 …the students always come to class having read, or having done 
something with the grammar—having some engagement with the grammar.  
And then when they come to class there is no detailed/elaborate grammar 
explanations in the class…the class only gives them the opportunity to 

                                                        
21 At the time of the interviews, three of the interviewees were teaching First-year 
Arabic; one teaching Third-year Arabic; and one teaching a Comparative Literature 
course.  
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activate the grammar, and the way that this is usually done is through 
interaction.   
 
These comments show the dedication of the instructional team to the tenets 

of CLT, as the responsibility of initial exposure to the grammar topics lies with the 

students.  Through their reading of the introductory materials in the books before 

coming to class, the time in class is focused on contextualization of the concepts 

through communicative tasks.  When asked to describe the means by which 

grammar is taught communicatively, instructors summarized the method as follows: 

T02 We usually try to create some type of activity that is not just mechanical 
but forces them to produce the grammatical feature that we are trying to 
teach so that they can create with it and internalize it—it’s not just rote 
practice, it’s production.  And that’s the main emphasis because we want to 
use class time as effectively as possible […] In general, we don’t instruct 
grammar in class—we don’t do lectures. 
 
T05 The general approach to grammar is giving you the necessary grammar 
you need to communicate at that stage that you’re at.  So it’s more of a 
functional approach. […] Any form of communication, there is an 
underwritten linguistic convention, and that’s grammar.  So to teach 
grammar communicatively, it doesn’t have to be explicitly written out in 
charts and paradigms. 
 
T04 The topic itself helps me create that situation that will evoke the use.  
And also with recycling where I’m introducing a new form, but it kind of 
builds on that form.  So there is a chance for recycling.  I need to ask them to 
use that and monitor for that in speaking and in writing. 

 
 These insights provide valuable commentary on the daily implications of CLT 

for the presentation and initial activation of grammar concepts.  But what does it 

mean for the long-term sequence of grammar presentation at the program-level?  

When asked, the instructors provided perceptive analysis of the effects of the delay 
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of select grammar points—or rather, the effects of concentrated efforts on specific 

points of grammar that serve the bespoke mantra of communicative primacy:   

T04 […] [The students] move from the here and now, to the then and 
there…grammar is structured in a way that is based on needs.  It’s 
pedagogical and theoretical.  Theoretically it’s in line with ACTFL guidelines, 
and then pedagogically it goes with what the student needs.  They need to 
start talking about individual needs and then they move on to talk about 
more abstract topics…it goes with the natural development of the language. 
 
T03 So, [the method of grammar instruction] inspired mainly by the 
functions that we want the students to be able to express. 
 
T02 It seems to me, that the grammatical concepts go in order that gives 
them the most useful grammatical points first.  Whereas some Arabic 
programs might teach the case endings very early, we don’t do that because 
it’s not really useful [in] producing the language.  And I think that’s the 
organizing principle—what is going to help the students the most at this 
point and what do they have the vocabulary to be able to use. 
 
T05 In the long run I see it helping them develop confidence; it helps them 
play with the language more; it helps them be more productive and not so 
concerned about restrictions to language.   
 

 As illustrated in the instructors’ comments, the sequence of grammar built on 

communicative primacy is not a tangential or secondary aspect of general 

instruction, but rather it is foundational in shaping both the daily classroom 

procedures and the long-term curricular outcomes.  The teachers demonstrate here 

their understanding of the pedagogical underpinnings represented in the grammar 

sequence by elucidating the means by which the theoretical aspects inherent in CLT 

are manifested pedagogically through the implementation of structured, task-based 

instruction.  One instructor was particularly articulate in analyzing pedagogical 

sequencing as it relates to CLT: 
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S04 … [the dual and FP] are not of high communicative value.  We don’t even 
use them in the colloquial language.  From my experience, as the students 
progress, they are more ready once they have established that base that 
serves their communicative needs. […]   And I think this matches native 
speakers’ experience.  So I don’t see [the sequence of grammar presentation] 
hindering learning in any way.  It’s actually building up their language base 
and their knowledge base that prepares them be ready for such refinement of 
the language at advanced stages.  But it does not impede communication in 
any way.  It doesn’t hinder their language in any sense.  
 

 These comments clarify that the gradual, sequenced presentation of 

grammar moving from the personal realm of the student towards more abstract 

representation serves not only their linguistic progress but also their affective 

needs.  By providing students with contexts in which they can function with 

linguistic, and sociolinguistic, accuracy, they progress from simple forms towards 

the more complex, as is the case with natural language acquisition (Scheffler, 2008).  

As students progress, they naturally begin to incorporate more complex 

grammatical structures in their production as they are exposed to, and subsequently 

take up, concomitant aspects of larger grammar concepts.   

T03 (currently teaching first-year Arabic) I would say, for example, with the 
dual of nouns, because we have formally introduced [lexical examples of the 
dual form], I see it coming up more in writing now—maybe not in speaking, 
but in writing.  We have not introduced the dual for the verbs—they just saw 
it in passing.  So they still replace it with the plural.  
 

 This comment in particular addresses several facets of the implementation of 

CLT in the L2 classroom.  Though the grammar sequence allows for the presentation 

of the dual noun forms at the point in the class whence the instructor comments 

were collected, the students had not yet been officially introduced to the dual in the 
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verb forms.  Along with greater grammatical acumen derived from strategic 

conceptual introduction comes more natural acquisition patterns that facilitate 

gradual and thorough understanding and production of the grammar points.   

 Inherent in CLT and the kind of grammar sequence it espouses is the 

inevitability of student requests for grammar explanations that fall outside of the 

CLT sequence.  As was articulated by several of the student interviewees, these 

concepts represent potential points of frustration from a student perspective—

moments in which the method of delayed presentation becomes unambiguous and 

the grammar must be either addressed or explicitly postponed by the instructor.  

How, then, do instructors charged with maintaining the tenets of CLT in the 

classroom negotiate the delicate situation ‘when grammar attacks’?  The following 

replies demonstrate their methods for coping with this inevitable circumstance: 

T04 If there is something that I know they are not ready for, or if there is 
something where there are still several aspects that must be known before 
they get to it, I ask them to wait for it [sic] […] So it depends on how much 
exposure they have had to [the grammar concept], the developmental 
readiness of the students, and how far ahead in the future that concept is. 
 

 It should be acknowledged that sometimes attempts at mitigating students’ 

confusion and frustration do not suffice.  Should that situation arise, instructors 

provid their techniques for deflecting individual student inquiries until they can be 

addressed in a manner commensurate with the needs of that particular student so 

as to avoid taking time in front of the class to do so: 
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T03 Some of them, the analytical type, [get frustrated].  I can tell from their 
emails. […]  If they want to discuss it further, I say, ‘Why don’t you come to 
the office hours and then we can sit and [discuss the grammar]?’  

 
T02 I might tell them what it is, but tell them that we’re going to get to it 
later.  That doesn’t always satisfy them.  I would probably say, ‘If you’re 
really interested in this you can come and talk to me after class.’  So it was 
finding a balance—it was good that he was curious, but I didn’t want him to 
focus too much on the grammar.  Most students accept that it’s not time to 
learn [the grammar point] yet. 

 
T01 I think some of the strong students want to know more.  But there is a 
big difference between students’ linguistic levels.  So sometimes I can explain 
it to them after the class, if the point is just for them.   

 
 When asked to address the effects of the delayed presentation of the dual and 

FP specifically, instructors spoke at length about the need to serve the primary 

objectives of the L2 learner.  In the case of Arabic, as illustrated by Belnap (1987, 

2006), that goal is generally communicative.  As such, CLT addresses the students’ 

primary motivation for learning the language by providing the requisite grammar at 

the specific points in the pedagogical sequence.  This point was explained in detail 

by the instructor interviewees. 

T05 There’s no natural state of production or contact time with this, because 
it’s [the dual] one of the rare features of the language.  If [students] were 
presented paradigms and charts, I could see it being an overload for 
students…some people consider these skeletons upon which to build, and 
others would view charts as more of a hindrance if they cannot step out of it.  
Certain students would be relying on those charts before even writing a 
sentence. 
 
T02 For the dual, before [students] learn it, they just assume that it’s like 
English and that we use the plural.  So that’s what they’re used to.  And then 
you have to re-train them.  But it’s not generally a huge problem.  I mean, 
how often do you use the dual anyway? 
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T03 I see the dual and the feminine plural as not really high frequency 
structures in Arabic anyway.  So I think the emphasis on the dual and the 
feminine plural has to be proportional to what we see in the materials like 
newspapers or even talking on the news. 
 

 These responses belie several important characteristics common to the 

teaching staff at UT Austin.  Firstly, there is a universal understanding of the 

methodology that is propagated from a theoretical and pedagogical perspective.  

The instructors not only comprehend the methodological bases that inform the 

general curricular structure, but they are also clearly cognizant of the need to 

maintain these foundational concepts in their sequence of material presentation.  

Secondly, the comments of the instructor interviewees were suffused with 

commitment to providing students the type and quality of instruction that might 

allow them to achieve their linguistic goals.  The implementation of CLT requires 

this kind of methodological commitment both in curricular development and in-

class implementation.  The final characteristic consists of the instructors’ 

willingness and strategies to negotiate the inevitable student inquiries that arise 

when a certain grammar point is delayed.  All these characteristics combine 

regularly in the Arabic classrooms and they were prominently displayed in the 

responses of the instructor participants of the interviews.   
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Chapter 4: Discussion and directions for future research 

 The results of this research indicate that grammatical sequencing based on 

the primacy of communicative competence and, to that end, delaying the 

presentation of certain grammatical points does not hinder student production of 

those concepts in the long term.  On the contrary, it nurtures the development of a 

natural acquisition sequence in which the student develops active control of 

linguistic components of high communicative value before attempting to tackle 

relatively rare aspects of the language (Bardovi-Harlig, 1995, p. 166).  Learners 

develop greater ability to attain communicative success through heightened 

strategic awareness, which serves as a stopgap until detailed grammatical 

explanations are provided later in the course (Canale & Swain, 1980).  

 As illustrated in the textbook analysis section of this research, the course 

materials provide a template through which CLT is outlined, and upon which the 

instructor imparts his/her individual pedagogical style.  It is important to note here 

the dramatic influence that the selected textbook wields in shaping the classroom 

methodology.  Whereas some books present the dual and FP pronouns while 

students are first encountering the Arabic alphabet, others delay that instructional 

topic until the twentieth chapter and beyond.  One can easily imagine the difference 

in curriculum and classroom interactions of instructors and students using the 

former method of grammatical presentation when compared to those using the 

latter.   
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In researching a program that utilizes a method, as well as a textbook, that 

emphasizes communicative competence and, therefore, delays the presentation of 

the dual and FP until later in the pedagogical sequence, it is not surprising that the 

trajectory of student production mirrors the grammatical progression of the course 

materials.  The analysis of student production makes plain the gradual and effective 

acquisition of even these grammatical concepts.  Though the students did not 

attempt to use the dual and FP in the second-year class, as was expected given that 

they had not yet been exposed to the concepts, they were generally capable of 

communicating their intended message.  As learners progressed through the third 

year and beyond, the figures for circumlocution/generalization versus correct 

utilization reversed, with student production of the dual and FP increasing following 

their exposure to the concepts in both the textbook and in class.   

These results provide further evidence that L2 learners are capable of adding 

grammatical ‘clubs to their bag' regardless of the delay of conceptual presentation.  

It appears, based on the combined findings of this research, that so long as the 

classroom materials, the instructional methodology, and the student goals are 

congruent, the learners are capable of addressing grammatical aspects at later 

stages of their learning.   

Alongside the increased linguistic ability to produce utterances of greater 

grammatical complexity and accuracy comes the secondary benefit of a heightened 

capacity to deal with the ‘unknown.’  Central to learning any second language is not 
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only navigating the points to which one has been exposed, but also negotiating the 

lexical and grammatical uncharted territories (Firth & Wagner, 2007).  To that end, 

one must be comfortable in addressing points of uncertainty by considering what is 

known and taking a linguistic ‘leap of faith.’  There is, to be certain, a large degree of 

skill that is to be learned and practiced in order to effectively accomplish this task as 

an L2 learner.  That skill, however, is not one that diminishes as a learner progresses 

through the grammatical sequence and is exposed to concepts of lower 

communicative value.  It simply appears less frequently as the student no longer 

relies on avoidance, circumlocution, or grammatical generalization to the same 

degree as in the initial stages of language learning.  This research illustrates that 

students beyond the third year of Arabic study rarely exhibited avoidance behavior 

when addressing the dual and FP.  This finding shows a fluid dimensionality to 

student learning, wherein the structures upon which the L2 learner’s language are 

founded serve as a base of subsequent learning—rather than a rigid framework 

from which the student cannot extricate his/her linguistic development.  It is in this 

regard that CLT and the delayed presentation of specific grammatical concepts 

serves as a bulwark against fossilization—not as an ineluctable initiator thereof.    

Moreover, the comments of the instructors and students reflect the positive 

effects of the task-based grammar sequence, where students are not asked to tackle 

grammatical rarities, but rather are directed to study and produce structures that 

afford them tangible gains in the short- and long-term.  It is important to note the 



79 
 

degree to which the learners were cognizant of the method that is implemented in 

the course materials and in the class itself.  There was a genuine appreciation 

expressed by them for the intentionality of their time in class.  Likewise, the 

instructors relayed resoundingly positive feedback to the utilization of the delayed 

sequence of grammar—as a basis of classroom instruction and in regards to the 

long-term successful language production of the students.  These first-person 

accounts need be considered when evaluating the efficacy of a given method, as the 

perceptions relayed in interviews by the purveyors and consumers of language 

instruction furnish greater tactility to the implications of methodological 

implementation.   

It can be stated with confidence, based on the analysis of student production, 

that the intentional delay in presentation of the dual and FP does not represent a 

hindrance in the eventual acquisition of these elements.  The natural criticism is, 

therefore, that students in this study did not become proficient in using these 

grammatical concepts until the fourth year of study, which may not be the desired 

or realistic time frame.  However, it is crucial to consider the realities of Arabic 

instruction at the university level, which is defined by two key facts: 1) The rate of 

attrition beyond the basic requirement in foreign language classes in general is 

approximately 85% (Huber, 1993; Tse, 2000; Belnap, 1995).  2) The overwhelming 

majority of students enrolled in Arabic courses respond to surveys stating that their 
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primary goal in learning the language is either to communicate with Arabs or to 

travel in the Arab world (Belnap, 1987, p. 33).   

 With these two facts in mind, the question must be posited: If a program is 

realistically only going to have a student in class for two semesters,22 and the 

students have resoundingly voiced their desired learning outcomes to be 

communicative, why, then, would invaluable class time be spent focusing on 

grammar of little real communicative value?  Should not the grammatical rarities of 

a language be reserved for those who have chosen to dedicate their time and effort 

to seeking out and subsequently delving into the structural and idiomatic rara aves?   

 Future research should further address the issue of student production 

through the lens of grammar and pedagogical sequencing.  The concepts of the dual 

and FP were selected for this study, though the template of production analysis 

could easily be expanded—or narrowed—to accommodate a broad range of topics, 

or, conversely, even more finite aspects of those investigated here.  In doing so, 

greater statistical justification for methodological implementation would provide a 

more thorough understanding of the relationship between the course materials, 

instructors, and student learning.  As Abboud (1993) stated twenty years ago, there 

is not a body of research that is commensurate with the breadth of Arabic 

instruction in America.  This point remains salient today, especially with regards to 

                                                        
22 This number was chosen as representative of a typical minimum language 
requirement at the university level.  This number varies from institution to 
institution, but is used here as an example of a common language requirement.  
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grammar instruction, the concepts that are covered, and the sequence in which they 

are addressed.  Additionally, with a larger pool of subject data comes more detailed 

and thorough explanations of the trends that were outlined in this study.  This is 

especially true of the third-year courses, which represent the battleground of the 

most intense period of grammatical instruction and attempted reconciliation on the 

part of the students.  As was noted previously, logistical constraints limited the 

amount of third-year production that was included in this study, thereby dictating 

further research into the instruction and acquisition processes in that learning 

phase specifically.   

 Though this study provides a basis of data relating to student written 

production, in order to more effectively illustrate the effects of delayed grammar 

presentation, further research should study the presentation in a classroom that 

uses different course materials and methods.  Only through the comparison of 

student production at various stages of their learning can instructors understand 

the long-term implications of chosen methods.  Therefore, the current study would 

benefit greatly from similar research undertaken at an institution that offers Arabic 

courses that extend into the upper echelons of student proficiency while using 

textbooks and instructional methods that are different from that of the Arabic 

Department at UT Austin.  In addition to a comparable study of student production, 

instructor and student interviews soliciting perspectives on various methods and 

grammar sequences would lend a comparative dimension to the current study.  
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This, in turn, would serve to balance any partiality that may be present in the 

current project, as students and instructors surely have a natural inclination to 

address their own experience or methodology complimentarily—a point to which 

was eluded by several of the student interviewees who had not been exposed to 

contrasting pedagogical perspectives.   

 In addressing these research issues through continued investigation, namely 

the expansion and comparison of parallel studies, the field of Arabic pedagogy as a 

whole can continue to expand and improve by incorporating innovative 

methodologies and modern pedagogical materials to better address the linguistic 

needs of students.  In addition to sustained methodological introspection and 

evaluation, a dedication to careful examination of the long-term effects of any 

instructional ethos affords not only direction for individual institutional 

advancement, but for a foundation of research data upon which future generations 

of teachers can base their contributions.  
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A 
 
Interview Task 1 
 

 
 
The following instructions were given to the interviewee: 
 
[The interviewer did, after the participants had seen the picture and before they had 
initiated the writing task, inform the interviewee that the man sitting with President 
Obama was King Abdullah II of Jordan] 
 
Please write you answers to the following questions in Arabic.  You will be given 15 
minutes to answer the questions.  If you finish answering the questions, please 
continue writing, providing any additional information that you feel is relevant until 
the time is up.   
 

1. What do these two men do for a living? 
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2. What are they doing in this picture? 
 

3. Where were they doing before this picture was taken? 
 

4. What did they do after the picture was taken? 
 

5. Are the two countries that these men represent similar?  How? Or, how are 
they not? 
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Appendix B 
 
Interview Task 2 
 

 
 
The following instructions were given to the interviewee: 
 
Please write you answers to the following questions in Arabic.  You will be given 15 
minutes to answer the questions.  If you finish answering the questions, please 
continue writing, providing any additional information that you feel is relevant until 
the time is up. 
 

1. Who are these girls?  
 

2. What are they doing? 
 

3. Where were they before this picture was taken? 
 

4. What do these girls have in common? 
 

5. What might be a problem, or problems, that these girls face in their lives? 
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Appendix C 
 
Questions posed to students: 
 

1. How would you describe the methods that are used at UT-Austin to teach 
Arabic grammar? 

2. How do you think that this method might help or hinder your current 
linguistic ability? 

3. Do you feel that this intentional sequence of grammar presentation helped or 
hindered your ability to later grasp and utilize grammar concepts?  Why? 

4. Did you ever feel that your instructor was doing you a disservice by ‘holding 
back’ information that may help you grasp and utilize a grammar point? 

5. What did your instructor do to mitigate any confusion or frustration arising 
from this method of teaching grammar? 

6. What did your instructors do to activate grammar in communicative 
contexts?  

7. Would you recommend this approach to instructors from other programs? 
Why or why not? 
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Appendix D 
 
Questions posed to instructors: 
 

1. How would you describe the methods that are used at UT-Austin to teach 
Arabic grammar on a daily basis? 

2. How would you describe these methods at a curricular or programmatic 
level? 

3. How do you teach grammar ‘communicatively’? 
4. How might the intentional sequencing of grammar, in which the presentation 

of some aspects of grammar concepts is delayed, help or hinder student 
ability to later grasp and utilize those concepts?   

5. Did you ever feel that you were doing a disservice by ‘holding back’ 
information that may allow students produce more grammatically advanced 
utterances? 

a. If yes, what did you do to address this issue? 
b. If no, was there something you did to avoid this circumstance? 

6. What did you do to mitigate any confusion or frustration arising from this 
method of teaching grammar? 

7. How did you address student inquiries about grammar that was being 
intentionally deferred to later lessons?   
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Appendix E 

Consent for Participation in Research Title: Grammar Sequencing in the 

Communicative Arabic Classroom: Students’ Written Production—Student Written 

Portion Only 

 

IRB USE ONLY  

Study Number: 2012-07-0078  

Approval Date: 10/29/2012  

Expires: 10/28/2013 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this form is to provide you information that may affect your 

decision as to whether or not to participate in this research study. The person 

performing the research will answer any of your questions. Read the information 

below and ask any questions you might have before deciding whether or not to take 

part. If you decide to be involved in this study, this form will be used to record your 

consent. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

You have been asked to participate in a research study about methods for teaching 

Arabic grammar. The purpose of this study is to collect and analyze students’ 

written production in Arabic in order to observe their ability to incorporate specific 

aspects of grammar concepts that have been sequentially delayed. 

 

What will you to be asked to do? 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to consent to the 

researcher collecting and analyzing your Arabic written production as assigned by 

your instructor. This study will not require any written production outside of the 

original course requirements and will include approximately 75 study participants. 

 

What are the risks of participating in this study? 

 There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this study. 

 

What are the possible benefits of participating in this study? 

You will receive no direct benefit from participating in this study; however, you 

will be taking an active role in improving the state of Arabic language education, 

both at UT-Austin and other institutions, by providing recorded linguistic 

production for analysis through writing samples. 

 

Do you have to participate? 

No, your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate at all or, if 

you start the study, you may withdraw at any time. Withdrawal or refusing to 
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participate will not affect your relationship with The University of Texas at Austin 

in any way.  If you would like to participate, please sign this form below and return 

it to the researcher. You will receive a copy of this form. 

 

Will there be any compensation? 

 You will not receive any type of payment for participating in this study. 

 

What are my confidentiality or privacy protections when participating in this 

research study? 

This study is confidential. Your name will be recorded with your writing samples 

for cataloging purposes only. In all subsequent research documents where student 

data is used, individual participants will not be referenced by name, but rather by a 

simple letter-number. For example, the first research participant will be referred to 

as “P1,” the second “P2,” etc. Any data that that is shared with other researchers 

will not contain any identifying information. 

 

Whom to contact with questions about the study? 

Prior, during, or after your participation you can contact the researcher, Alan 

Kauffman, by email at alankauffman@utexas.edu. 

 

Whom to contact with questions concerning your rights as a research participant? 

For questions about your rights or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, 

you can contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone 

at (512) 471-8871 or email at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 

 

Signature 

You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits 

and risks, and you have received a copy of this form. You have been given the 

opportunity to ask questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can 

ask other questions at any time. You voluntarily agree to participate in this study. 

By signing this form, you are not waiving any of your legal rights. 

 

_________________________________  

Printed Name 

_________________________________ _________________  

Signature       Date 

 

As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, procedures, benefits, and 

the risks involved in this research study. 

_________________________________  

Print Name of Person obtaining consent 

_________________________________ _________________  

Signature of Person obtaining consent  Date 
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Appendix F 

 

Consent for Participation in Research Title: Grammar Sequencing in the 

Communicative Arabic Classroom: Students’ Written Production—Student Interview 

Portion Only 

 
IRB USE ONLY  

Study Number: 2012-07-0078  

Approval Date: 10/29/2012 Expires:  

10/28/2013 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this form is to provide you information that may affect your 

decision as to whether or not to participate in this research study. The person 

performing the research will answer any of your questions. Read the information 

below and ask any questions you might have before deciding whether or not to take 

part. If you decide to be involved in this study, this form will be used to record your 

consent. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

You have been asked to participate in a research study about methods for teaching 

Arabic grammar. The purpose of this study is to collect and analyze students’ 

written production and ability to read aloud in Arabic in order to observe their 

ability to incorporate specific aspects of grammar concepts that have been 

sequentially delayed. 

 

What will you to be asked to do? 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to:  

  Provide written Arabic production for analysis based on a visual prompt to be 

  provided by the researcher  

  Answer a series of questions, in English, regarding the methodology that is 

used at UT-Austin to teach Arabic grammar. 

 

This study will consist of a single interview lasting no more than one hour and will 

include approximately 15-20 study participants. 

 

Your participation will be audio recorded. 

 

What are the risks involved in this study? 

 There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this study. 

 

What are the possible benefits of this study? 

You will receive no direct benefit from participating in this study; however, you 
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will be taking an active role in improving the state of Arabic language education, 

both at UT-Austin and other institutions, by providing recorded linguistic 

production for analysis through writing samples and reading aloud. 

 

Do you have to participate? 

No, your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate at all or, if 

you start the study, you may withdraw at any time. Withdrawal or refusing to 

participate will not affect your relationship with The University of Texas at Austin 

in any way. 

 

If you would like to participate, please sign this form below and return it to the 

researcher. 

 

 You will receive a copy of this form.  

 

Will there be any compensation? 

 You will not receive any type of payment participating in this study. 

 

What are my confidentiality or privacy protections when participating in this 

research study? 

This study is confidential. Your name will be recorded with your writing samples 

for cataloging purposes only. In all subsequent research documents where student 

data is used, individual participants will not be referenced by name, but rather by a 

simple letter-number combination. For example, the first research participant will 

be referred to as “P1,” the second “P2,” etc. 

 

If you choose to participate in this study, you will be audio recorded. Any audio 

recordings will be stored securely and only the research team will have access to 

the recordings. Recordings will be kept for one year and then erased. The data 

resulting from your participation may be used for future research or be made 

available to other researchers for research purposes not detailed within this consent 

form. Any data that that is shared with other researchers will not contain any 

identifying information. 

 

Whom to contact with questions about the study? 

Prior, during, or after your participation you can contact the researcher, Alan 

Kauffman, by email at alankauffman@utexas.edu. 

 

Whom to contact with questions concerning your rights as a research participant? 

For questions about your rights or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, 

you can contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone 

at (512) 471-8871 or email at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 
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Signature 

You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits 

and risks, and you have received a copy of this form. You have been given the 

opportunity to ask questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can 

ask other questions at any time. You voluntarily agree to participate in this study. 

By signing this form, you are not waiving any of your legal rights. 

 

______ I agree to be audio recorded. 

______ I do not want to be audio recorded. 

 

_________________________________  

Printed Name 

 

_________________________________ _________________  

Signature       Date 

 

As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, procedures, benefits, and 

the risks involved in this research study. 

 

_________________________________  

Print Name of Person obtaining consent 

 

_________________________________ _________________  

Signature of Person obtaining consent  Date 
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Appendix G 

Consent for Participation in Research Title: Grammar Sequencing in the 

Communicative Arabic Classroom: Students’ Written Production—Instructor 

Interview Portion Only 

 

IRB USE ONLY  

Study Number: 2012-07-0078  

Approval Date: 10/29/2012  

Expires: 10/28/2013 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this form is to provide you information that may affect your 

decision as to whether or not to participate in this research study. The person 

performing the research will answer any of your questions. Read the information 

below and ask any questions you might have before deciding whether or not to take 

part. If you decide to be involved in this study, this form will be used to record your 

consent. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

You have been asked to participate in a research study about methods for teaching 

Arabic grammar. The purpose of this study is to collect and analyze students’ 

written production in Arabic in order to observe their ability to incorporate specific 

aspects of grammar concepts that have been sequentially delayed. During 

interviews with instructors of Arabic at UT- Austin, instructors will be asked to 

provide their opinions regarding specific pedagogical practices in teaching 

grammar to non-native speakers of Arabic. 

 

What will you to be asked to do? 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to:  Answer a series of 

questions, in English, regarding the methodology that is used at UT-Austin to teach 

Arabic grammar. 

 

This study will consist of a single interview lasting no more than 30 minutes and 

will include approximately 5-10 study participants. 

 

Your participation will be audio recorded. 

 

What are the risks involved in this study? 

 There are no foreseeable risks to participating in this study. 

 

What are the possible benefits of this study? 

You will receive no direct benefit from participating in this study; however, you 
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will be taking an active role in improving the state of Arabic language education, 

both at UT-Austin and other institutions, by providing insight into the 

methodological and pedagogical considerations related to teaching Arabic 

grammar. 

 

Do you have to participate? 

No, your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate at all or, if 

you start the study, you may withdraw at any time. Withdrawal or refusing to 

participate will not affect your relationship with The University of Texas at Austin 

in any way. 

 

If you would like to participate, please sign this form below and return it to the 

researcher. You will receive a copy of this form. 

 

Will there be any compensation? 

 You will not receive any type of payment for participating in this study. 

 

What are my confidentiality or privacy protections when participating in this 

research study? 

This study is confidential. In all subsequent research documents where interviews 

are cited, individual participants will not be referenced by name, but rather by a 

simple letter-number combination. For example, the first interview participant will 

be referred to as “P1,” the second “P2,” etc. 

 

If you choose to participate in this study, you will be audio recorded. Any audio 

recordings will be stored securely and only the research team will have access to 

the recordings. Recordings will be kept for one year and then erased. The data 

resulting from your participation may be used for future research or be made 

available to other researchers for research purposes not detailed within this consent 

form. Any data that that is shared with other researchers will not contain any 

identifying information. 

 

Whom to contact with questions about the study? 

Prior, during, or after your participation you can contact the researcher, Alan 

Kauffman, by email at alankauffman@utexas.edu. 

 

Whom to contact with questions concerning your rights as a research participant? 

For questions about your rights or any dissatisfaction with any part of this study, 

you can contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone 

at (512) 471-8871 or email at orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 

 

Signature 

You have been informed about this study’s purpose, procedures, possible benefits 
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and risks, and you have received a copy of this form. You have been given the 

opportunity to ask questions before you sign, and you have been told that you can 

ask other questions at any time. You voluntarily agree to participate in this study. 

By signing this form, you are not waiving any of your legal rights. 

 

______ I agree to be audio recorded.  

______ I do not want to be audio recorded. 

 

_________________________________  

Printed Name 

 

_________________________________ _________________  

Signature       Date 

 

As a representative of this study, I have explained the purpose, procedures, benefits, and 

the risks involved in this research study. 

 

_________________________________  

Print Name of Person obtaining consent 

 

_________________________________ _________________  

Signature of Person obtaining consent  Date 
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