
Journal of Educational and Psychological Studies  -   Sultan Qaboos University     (Pages 701-717) Vol.9 Issue 4, 2015 
 

 
701 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Arabic in Foreign Language Programmes:  Difficulties and Challenges 

Fatma Y. Al-Busaidi*  
Sultan Qaboos University,  Sultanate of Oman 

___________________________________________ 

Accepted: 22/9/2015 Revised: 14/9/2015 Received: 20/8/2015 

_____________________________________________ 

Abstract: The purpose of this study was to review the reported literature regarding Arabic lan-
guage programmes. It gives an overview of the historical background of Teaching Arabic as a 
Foreign Language (TAFL) programmes. It also provided a brief description of the Arabic lan-
guage and its characteristics, and how they might cause some difficulties. Specifically, the di-
glossic phenomenon in Arabic programmes and how Arabic programmes deal with diglossia 
was discussed. Pedagogical factors, such as the lack of clearly articulated objectives in TAFL, the 
lack of coordination between Arabic programmes, the lack of experienced and qualified teach-
ers, the shortage of materials and resources and insufficient presentation of Arab culture in 
(TAFL) programmes were  also discussed.  

Keywords: Teaching Arabic as a foreign language, MSA, NSA, linguistic factors, pedagogical 
factors, diglossia. 

 

 الصعوبات والتحديات: لناطقين بهالغير االلغة العربية برامج 

 * ةالبوسعيدي بنت يوسف فاطمة
 جامعة السلطان قابوس، سلطنة عمان

_____________________________________________ 

 أيم التحديات التي تىاجًًاوتحلًل  إلى مزاجعة الأدبًات الخاصة ببرامج تعلًم اللغة العزبًة، دراصةيذه الصعت  ضتخلص:م

عو طبًعة اللغة العزبًة وخصائصًا التي  اًمىجش اًنبذة تاريخًة عو بزامج اللغة العزبًة في العالم، ووصف قدمت الدراصة. تًاهاقشوم

زبًة مو الهاطكين بغيريا والتي يهبغٌ مزاعاة تذلًلًا في البرامج المكدمة يمكو أى تشكل صعىبات وتحديات لمتعلمٌ اللغة الع

تعلًم اللغة العزبًة  قضًة الاسدواجًة اللغىية في اللغة العزبًة وأصالًب التعامل معًا في بزامج ناقشت يذه الدراصةإلًًم. كما 

ض بزامج اللغة العزبًة والمتمثلة في عدم وجىد أيداف المكدمة لهذه الفئة مو الطلبة. وأخيرا تهاقش الىرقة نكاط الضعف في بع

واضحة لتعلًم اللغة العزبًة للهاطكين بغيريا، وقلة المعلمين المؤيلين لتعلًمًا لهذه الفئة، وضعف الايتمام بالطزائل والىصائل 

 والأصالًب الحديثة في التعلًم، وقلة الايتمام بالجانب الثكافي في بزامج اللغة العزبًة.

اللغة العزبًة الفصحى، اللًجة، العىامل اللغىية، العىامل التربىية،  تدريط اللغة العزبًة كلغة أجهبًة، الكلمات المفتاحًة: 

 الإسدواجًة اللغىية.

*fbusaidi@squ.edu.om   
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The developments in the 1940s in the field of 
foreign language education had a strong influ-
ence on teaching Arabic. This influence began 
to be evident in the 1950s, under the support 
of the Ministry of Education of Egypt. For ex-
ample, Egyptian professors began to conduct a 
number of programmes and activities such as 
conferences, seminars and discussions regard-
ing the teaching of Arabic to non-native 
speakers. All these activities led to the estab-
lishment of a number of institutions for teach-
ing Arabic as a foreign language in both Arab 
and non-Arab countries. The most important 
institutions founded in the period of 1958 1979 
in Arab countries were as follows: 

 Centre for Arabic studies, Lebanon, 1958. 

 The Arabic Unit of the Language Centre, 
Kuwait University, 1965. 

 The Institute of Teaching Arabic, Islamic 
University of Medina, 1965. 

 Habib Bourguiba Institute, Tunis, 1968. 

 Centre of Arabic Studies at the American 
University in Cairo, 1974. 

 Khartoum International Institute in Su-
dan under the support of the Islamic Ed-
ucational, Scientific and Cultural Organi-
sation (ISESCO), 1974. 

 Institute of Arabic Language, King Saud 
University in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, 1975. 

 Institute of Arabic Language, University 
of Umm Al Qura, Maakkah Al- Mukar-
ramah, Saudi Arabia, 1979.  

Following these initiatives, a number of insti-
tutions in various Arab countries established 
private Arabic schools. Thus, currently there 
are a number of private Arabic programmes 
for non-native speakers in Morocco, Tunisia, 
Egypt, Lebanon, Palestine, Jordan, Syria, Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, United Arab Emirates, 
Yemen and Oman. 

The growth of awareness in teaching and 
learning Arabic is not limited to Arab coun-
tries. For example, teaching Arabic has a long 
history in Britain and Ireland, and the lan-
guage is currently being taught in many of its 
universities and institutions. Other European 
countries, the United States of America, and 
many Islamic countries have witnessed an in-
crease in institutions that teach Arabic for Iis-
lamic purposes (Al-Batal, 1995a). For example, 
Arabic teaching started in universities in the 

United States as early as the 17th and 18th cen-
turies. McCarus (1992) described the history of 
Arabic teaching in the United States in the fol-
lowing way: “Arabic was being taught in the 
United States over a century before the signing 
of the Declaration of Independence, intro-
duced to complement the study of Hebrew 
and the Old Testament” (p. 207). 

In fact, efforts to improve teaching Arabic as a 
foreign language (TAFL) in America began in 
1958 when the Social Science Research Council 
sponsored a conference of 20 teachers of Ara-
bic to make recommendations in the field, spe-
cifically relating to textbooks and the evalua-
tion system (McCarus, 1987). Based on these 
suggestions, the American Association of 
Teachers of Arabic (AATA) was established in 
1963 under the direction of the Modern Lan-
guage Association (MLA). Soon after its estab-
lishment, AATA began publishing a newslet-
ter, An-Nashrā, „which later became Al-
Arabiyya (Al-Batal, 1995a). 

The AATA made a great effort to encourage 
study, criticism, and research in the field of 
TAFL in both linguistics and Arabic literature. 
Additionally, in order to improve the quality 
of Arabic programmes across America, the 
AATA planned to assemble a textbook evalua-
tion package, designed to distribute infor-
mation on textbooks and other materials to 
teachers of Arabic. The idea for this package 
came from a survey conducted with financial 
support from the Ford Foundation channelled 
to the National Council of Less Commonly 
Taught Languages. This study focused on the 
institutional setting of Arabic language teach-
ing in the United States (Belnap, 1995).  

The AATA also developed the Arabic lan-
guage learning framework. Thus, they con-
ducted studies to better understand the nature 
and variety of existing Arabic curricula. In 
addition, while American universities and in-
stitutions were unlikely to settle on a particu-
lar Arabic curriculum for non-native speakers, 
they worked to produce a set of universal cur-
riculum strategies meant to serve as a resource 
for teachers and learners (McCarus, 1987). 

Furthermore, in response to and as a conse-
quence of the increasing interest in the Arabic 
language, a number of universities and colleg-
es in America and Europe, and many Islamic 
from countries  such as Malaysia, Indonesia, 
and India expanded and added new courses to 
their Arabic programmes. Moreover, in order 
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to provide English-speaking learners of Arabic 
with the opportunity to study the language in 
its real cultural setting, several universities 
conducted intensive summer language pro-
grammes in the Arab world to foster Arabic 
study abroad (Al-Batal, 1995a). 

Major concerns for the field of TAFL  

Despite all of the efforts to produce Arabic 
language programmes worldwide, the field of 
TAFL still has major concerns. For example, 
although in 1974 the United Nations adopted 
Arabic as one of its six official languages, the 
National Foreign Language Centre considered 
Arabic to be one of the less commonly taught 
languages in America, the United Kingdom 
and even in the Arab world. Ryding (1994) 
highlights this issue, stating that  : “When con-
sidering some of the facts about Arabic, it may 
be surprising that it is one of the less common-
ly taught languages in the West in general and 
in the United States in particular.” (p.23).  

Similarly, Allen (2007) confirms the lack of 
attention given to Arabic in the United 
States: “The events of 9/11/2001 found 
American „preparedness‟ in terms of Ara-
bic-competent citizens at a very low lev-
el.” (p. 258). 

However, this changed after the terrorist 
attacks of September 11 2001. Allen (2007) 
explains this as follows:  

Since that day, the status of Arabic in 
the national consciousness has been 
transformed almost overnight to be-
come the number-one desideratum of 
the American government and its vari-
ous agencies. Huge amounts of money 
are being spent and will be spent in an 
attempt to produce an increased num-
ber of Americans who are competent in 
the Arabic language at levels consider-
ably higher than those of the majority of 
previous learners of the language. (p. 
258). 

Although the Arabic language has attract-
ed interest in the United States and huge 
sums of money are being spent to improve 
its teaching in Arab and non-Arab coun-
tries, challenges facing the field of teach-
ing Arabic for non-native speakers  seem 
to be an issue for many researchers. For 
example, one of these issues is the signifi-
cant lack of Arabic language competence 

among non-native speakers. Al-Batal and 
Belnap (2006), for instance, found that an 
extremely small number of foreigners en-
gage in Arabic language learning in U.S. 
universities in contrast to other languages, 
and very few of them achieve a high level 
of proficiency.  

The United States Foreign Service Institution 
(FSI) has classified languages into four levels 
or degrees of difficulty based on the amount of 
time required to reach a certain level of profi-
ciency (Liskin-Gasparro, 1982). According to 
the FSI rankings, Arabic is grouped with those 
relatively difficult languages such as Chinese, 
Korean and Japanese (Stevens, 2006). It has 
been argued that Arabic cannot be fully 
learned as a second or foreign language to a 
level where a learner would be able to be at 
the educated native speaker level. As a result, 
there has been a serious argument over 
whether or not non-native learners can ever 
achieve the highest level, level 5, in Arabic (in 
terms of FSI proficiency ratings) (Ryding, 
1994). Likewise, it has been found that some 
Arabic teachers consider this level of achieve-
ment simply not possible (Ryding, 1995). 

Belnap (1987) conducted a study to investigate 
the number of students who learned Arabic in 
the United States and to find out what moti-
vated  them to learn this language. The results 
showed that the number was on the rise; how-
ever, the great majority did not continue their 
study of the language beyond the second year. 
Another study conducted by Belnap (2006) to 
understand students‟ beliefs and attitudes to-
wards the Arabic language indicated that 
more than half of students felt that Arabic was 
a difficult language to learn and achieving a 
high level of proficiency was difficult. Moreo-
ver, a study by Abdelhadi, Ibrahim and Evia-
tar (2011) found that learning the written form 
of Arabic took a longer compared to other lan-
guages.  

In order to understand more, many research-
ers (e.g. Al-Batal & Belnap, 2006; Belnap, 2006; 
Stevens, 2006; Wahba, 2006; Palmer, 2008; 
Fragman & Russak, 2010; Abdelhadi, Ibrahim 
& Eviatar, 2011; Myhill, 2014) began to inves-
tigate the factors influencing this issue. The 
majority of these studies reported that there 
are general problematic factors that lead to 
Arabic being considered a difficult language to 
acquire. Their findings can be grouped into 
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two main categories: firstly, linguistic difficul-
ties which might well be understood by re-
viewing the literature relating to the character-
istics of the Arabic language; and secondly, 
difficulties related to pedagogical factors, such 
as the qualities and the characteristics of Ara-
bic programmes, the quality of teachers and 
the teaching materials used. All of which will 
be discussed in the following sections. 

Linguistic factors affecting teaching and 
learning Arabic as a foreign anguage 

Arabic is the official language of some twenty 
nations, stretching from the Atlantic coast of 
North Africa in the west to the Sultanate of 
Oman in the east, and from Syria in the north 
to Sudan in the south. Arabic belongs to the 
Semitic group of languages, and it is a synthet-
ic rather than an analytic language. Therefore, 
there are significant differences between the 
structures of Arabic and Indo-European lan-
guages, such as English, Spanish, French, and 
German. Hence, Arabic has some characteris-
tics that European languages do not, along 
with a very complex morphological system 
(Holes, 1995). 

To understand the linguistic factors that affect 
the learning and teaching of Arabic and how it 
is different from other languages, a brief over-
view of its characteristics is necessary. Firstly, 
a discussion of the phenomenon of „diglossia‟ 
in Arabic is in order.  

Phenomenon of diglossia  

The Arabic language is widely characterized 
by diglossia. Ferguson (1959) has defined di-
glossia as:  

A relatively stable language situation 
in which, in addition to the primary di-
alects of the language (which may in-
clude a Standard or regional stand-
ards), there is a very divergent, highly 
codified (often grammatically more 
complex) superimposed variety, the ve-
hicle of a large and respected body of 
written literature, either of an earlier 
period or in another speech community, 
which is learned largely by formal edu-
cation and is used for most written and 
formal spoken purposes but is not used 
by any sector of the community for or-
dinary conversation. (p.334).  

Two forms of Arabic are in use, namely Mod-
ern Standard Arabic (MSA) and Non-Standard 
Arabic (NSA). Whilst being closely related, 

they are nonetheless quite different. As a re-
sult, diglossia has often been described as be-
ing the „bilingualism of a monoglot‟. Some 
professionals in the field go beyond this and 
state that all Arabs are bilingual, as they be-
lieve that Arabs are native speakers of NSA 
and not MSA (Eisele, 2006; Palmer, 2008). 

Until a few decades ago, this was the type of 
Arabic most commonly taught in American 
and European universities (Versteegh, 2006). 
Although this level of Arabic is still used in 
some TAFL programmes, it is restricted to re-
ligious and highly formal contexts.  

The second form of Arabic is Modern Stand-
ard Arabic (MSA). It is a direct descendant of 
classical Arabic and, until recently, it was the 
language of important discourse, contempo-
rary literature, and the media (newspaper, 
radio, television, and the Internet). It is also 
the language that is used in formal situations 
such as speeches and public lectures. MSA is a 
formal, mostly written language, which is not 
used for daily communication. There are no 
native speakers of MSA, but educated people 
in the Arab world learn this form during for-
mal education (Versteegh, 2006). 

However, this kind of language has produced 
a new form of comprehensible spoken Arabic 
called „Educated Spoken Arabic‟ (ESA). Edu-
cated Arabs of most nationalities use ESA as a 
way to communicate verbally for inter-
dialectal conversation, social discussions and 
other occasions when dialects are considered 
too informal and literary Arabic is too formal. 
The pronunciation of ESA is very closely relat-
ed to that of MSA and it has an exceedingly 
classical vocabulary. There are differences 
however, in some aspects of syntax and mor-
phology (Harvey, 1979).  

The third form of Arabic is called Colloquial 
Arabic or Non-Standard Arabic (NSA). This 
refers to regional dialects used in everyday 
conversations and popular cultural media. 
There are in fact many different Arabic dia-
lects, which vary not only from one country to 
another, but also from one region to another 
within one country (Cote, 2009). 

There are significant differences in structure 
and vocabulary between MSA and NSA at all 
linguistic levels. (Ferguson, 1959; Versteegh, 
2006; Cote, 2009; Myhill, 2014). Although 
many other languages have formal and infor-
mal variations, the differences between formal 
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and informal Arabic are substantially greater 
than those in European or any other language  
(Eisele, 2006; Myhill, 2014).  

Even in cases where MSA and the NSA share 
some lexical items, the vowels may be differ-
ent. For example, the word yktub (he writes) is 
pronounced yaktubu in MSA, but yktib in NSA. 
This means that learning a certain word in 
Colloquial Arabic does not necessarily mean 
that it will be the same in the written form. 
Van Mol (2006) argues that the major chal-
lenge for foreign learners of Arabic is that they 
have to learn at least two varieties of the lan-
guage. This means that they have double the 
vocabulary to learn, as it is very common in 
Arabic to find different word meanings in dif-
ferent dialects, including Standard Arabic. It 
also causes the problem of needing to teach 
two different pronunciation systems to stu-
dents at the same time, one for NSA and one 
for MSA (Abu-Hatab, 1992). 

This can be better understood if we consider 
that the effect of diglossia is not only limited 
to non-native learners but also to native 
speakers themselves. For example, numerous 
studies have found that diglossia in Arabic has 
hindered the process of literacy acquisition 
among native Arabic speakers because of the 
linguistic distance between the spoken dialects 
and the standard written form. Confusing 
might re-word. “Young Arab users do not feel 
that they are free to use and innovate in 
[MSA]. Pupils entering school have to „un-
learn‟ or even suppress most of their linguistic 
habits while they try to acquire a new set of 
„rigid‟ rules.” (p. 41). This is because, “[MSA] 
is nobody‟s mother tongue and is rarely or 
almost never used at home in the Arab world” 
(Maamouri, 1998, p. 33). 

Diglossic phenomenon in Arabic pro-
grammes  

Although some previous research has attribut-
ed poor student proficiency in Arabic to di-
glossia, there are other factors that affect the 
learning of this language which need to be 
taken into account. The central one is how Ar-
abic programmes deal with diglossia.  

The literature in this field indicates that, as yet, 
there is no clear agreement on how to deal 
with the diglossic phenomenon. The questions 
of what kind of Arabic to teach and what kind 
of Arabic might be more practical to offer are 

the biggest challenges facing Arabic pro-
gramme designers (Alosh, 1997; Ryding, 2006; 
Palmer, 2008; Myhill, 2014). As a result, a vari-
ety of approaches have emerged from differ-
ent schools. These approaches will be high-
lighted in the next section. 

Teaching modern standard Arabic 

This approach only emphasizes the teaching of 
Modern Standard Arabic. Many scholars con-
sider MSA to be the only form of the language 
worth teaching. Maamouri (1998) stated that 
“standard was the „real language,‟ and that all 
other varieties of it were „degenerate‟ and „cor-
rupt‟ versions” (p. 33). This philosophy is pre-
sent today both inside and outside of the Ara-
bic-speaking world. 

The proponents of this view state that MSA is 
the level of language that educated Arabs are 
able to understand in the different Arab coun-
tries. It is also the language that combines the 
needs of foreign learners who want to know 
the cultural, religious, and artistic inventions 
of the particular Arab country?  Finally, it is 
the form that is most likely to remain with 
learners when they return to their home coun-
tries or when they travel to any Arab country, 
as it can be used for oral communication any-
where in the Arab world where communica-
tion is difficult in the local dialect (Ryding, 
1995; Nahla, 2006).  

However, this approach has some limitations, 
and a negative impact on learners in many 
aspects. Firstly, it does not take into account 
the fact that Arabs themselves would never 
use this kind of Arabic in their everyday activ-
ities, such as informal conversation and shop-
ping (Ryding, 1995; Younes, 1995; Alosh, 1997; 
Palmer, 2008). As a result, as argued by 
Wahba (2006), teaching this form has led to 
even the more advanced students experienc-
ing a gap between their classroom achieve-
ment and the ability to integrate linguistically 
and culturally into Arab society. Similarly, 
Heath (1990) found that students who have 
only studied this form of Arabic do not feel 
integrated into society and often experience 
disappointment and embarrassment when 
trying to converse with Arabic speakers. He 
argues, “teaching students only MSA severely 
hampers their ability to communicate in the 
language they have striven so hard to learn. 
Given that Arabs will understand what such 
students are saying, the students themselves 
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will not understand anything said to them 
outside the limited MSA linguistic register 
they have mastered.” (p. 43). 

Moreover, Al-Batal (1992) found that most 
students who learn this form of Arabic get eas-
ily discouraged and frustrated, and give up 
after one year because they do not have the 
ability to use the language in daily communi-
cation.  

Another argument against this approach is 
that it ignores those students who want to 
learn Arabic for speaking purposes only. A 
survey from the National Middle East Lan-
guage Resource Centre (NMELRC) found that 
over 650 students learning formal Arabic at 
U.S. institutions of higher education were 
mainly interested in learning spoken Arabic 
(Belnap, 1987). This finding was confirmed by 
a study conducted by Younes (1995), who 
found that the majority of students were learn-
ing Arabic to be able to communicate in the 
Arab world.   

Finally, the proponents of this approach do 
not include dialect courses in Arabic pro-
grammes because they believe that the class-
room is not an effective environment in which 
to produce proficient speakers. It was general-
ly accepted that students who wanted to ac-
quire an Arabic dialect could do so naturally 
through interacting with local people (Al-
Hamad, 1983). However, from another per-
spective, students should receive preparation 
for learning Arabic dialects in the classroom 
by a specialist teacher before they start to con-
verse with people who might use different 
dialects and accents. The supporters of this 
view believe that Arabic teachers should play 
a vital role in helping learners function within 
a diglossic environment. Additionally, teach-
ers should help students understand the dif-
ference between the two forms of Arabic in 
order to avoid any confusion that might result 
(Al-Juhany, 1990; Palmer, 2008). 

Teaching colloquial Arabic  

Developments taking place in the field of 
teaching and learning foreign languages have 
led to some improvements in the Arabic teach-
ing profession. One of the most significant im-
provements is the increased interest in the 
communicative competence approach, which 
is believed to lead to the oral proficiency of 
students (Al-Batal, 1992; Younes, 1995; Alosh, 
1997; Wahba, 2006). However, this approach 

seems to be applied differently by different 
schools. The differences are further examined 
as follows:  

 Ignoring standard Arabic and teaching a 
selected dialect 

This approach ignores Standard Arabic and 
teaches a selected dialect in order to enable 
students to become involved in the activities 
of daily life. This approach has also led to an-
other problematic issue regarding dialect to 
teach, as very often the chosen dialect might 
well not be understood by people living in 
other Arab countries (Alosh, 1997). Moreover, 
the negative aspect of this approach is that it 
does not address the needs of those who want 
to learn the written form of Arabic. Al-Batal 
(1995b) provides two strong arguments to 
support this view. Firstly, he refers to a survey 
conducted by Belnap (1987) indicating that 
some students of Arabic are interested in de-
veloping overall language proficiency. This 
means that there is a significant need for in-
cluding MSA in any programme, at least for 
developing literacy abilities. Secondly, he con-
curs with Allen (1987), who maintains that no 
Colloquial Arabic programme is likely to take 
learners beyond the basic level.  

Although the teaching of Arabic dialects has 
become on approach in TAFL, very few pro-
grammes in the Arab world or in other coun-
tries for that matter offer this because of both 
logistical limitations and ideological reasons. 
Suleiman (2003), for example, clarified that 
any attempt to limit MSA in curricula and 
place emphasis on a spoken variety may be 
seen as a threat. Additionally, Palmer (2008) 
reported that there are numerous obstacles to 
introducing spoken Arabic. He suggests that 
issues of prestige, the preservation of the 
Quranic language, and integration are often 
cited as significant concerns that limit the idea 
of providing dialects in Arabic programmes. 
Therefore, at a philosophical level, some edu-
cators in the field believe that dialects are the 
poor relations of the standard written lan-
guage and are, therefore, not useful in Arabic 
programmes. At a practical level, the pro-
grammes that see the value of offering classes 
in Arabic dialects may not have the required 
teachers and learning materials that lead to 
success (Alosh, 1997). 
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 Adoption of educated spoken Arabic 

There is another approach which calls for the 
adoption of „Educated Spoken Arabic‟. This 
form represents a viable option for the devel-
opment of spoken proficiency because it is 
understood by most educated Arabs in Arab 
countries (Wahba, 2006). Although this has 
become the language of choice for some Ara-
bic programmes, it is still not the form that 
suits those learners who prefer to achieve 
basic proficiency in the written form of Arabic. 
This has led many institutions to consider oth-
er approaches. 

 Providing two successive courses    

Some programmes provide two courses. Stu-
dents first study MSA and then, in a second 
course, they learn a chosen dialect. Proponents 
of this view believe that allowing  students to 
become familiar with MSA is a good start for 
learning a dialect (Al-Hamad, 1983). However, 
others argue that it is best to start with the dia-
lect because it theoretically reflects the order of 
acquisition of native speakers, who first learn 
the dialect, and later at school, learn Standard 
Arabic (Nicola, 1990; Ryding, 2006; Younes, 
1995). Consequently, some researchers argue 
that the starting point should focus on build-
ing a dialectal foundation in listening and 
speaking, and then the MSA form should be 
gradually introduced. Although such an ap-
proach is consistent with the way Arabic is 
learnt and used by native speakers, the major 
problem is the time limitation. Students usual-
ly do not have time to master an Arabic dialect 
and then start MSA. Another criticism is that 
the Colloquial Arabic portion of the course 
focuses only on listening and speaking skills, 
which may result in students leaving the pro-
gramme with no ability to read or write 
(Younes, 1995).  

 Teaching both standard Arabic and a dia-
lect simultaneously 

Some educators believe that students should 
learn both forms at the same time. For exam-
ple, Younes (1995) writes: “If the goal of an 
Arabic-as-a-foreign-language programme is to 
prepare students to function successfully in 
Arabic, then they should be introduced to both 
a Spoken Arabic dialect and “formal Arabic” 
from the beginning of an Arabic course” 
(p.233).  

Additionally, Al-Batal (1992) proposed an al-
ternative approach where both Colloquial Ar-
abic and MSA are taught in the classroom. 
This reflects, he suggests, the linguistic reality 
in the Arab world today. As a result, some 
institutions such as the Foreign Service Insti-
tute (FSI) began to design a curriculum that 
develops communicative competence simulta-
neously with Modern Standard Arabic 
(Ryding, 2006). Also, the University of Cam-
bridge adopted the communicative approach 
to help the students speak colloquial Arabic 
(Palestinian Arabic) from the very start of the 
course (Dickins and Watson, 2006). In addi-
tion, the communicative approach has been 
introduced in the Arabic programmes in Brit-
ain and Ireland, and most universities have 
moved to more communicatively oriented ma-
terials such as "Elementary Modern Standard 
Arabic" and "al-Kitab fi Ta’allum al-’Arabiyya". 
Furthermore, to enable learners of Arabic to 
understand and express themselves in the lo-
cal dialects along with the MSA, the majority 
of Arabic programmes in the Arab world such 
as Yarmouk University programme in Jorda-
nian, Sultan Qaboos College for Teaching Ar-
abic to Non-Native Speakers programme in 
the Sultanate of Oman, and The American 
University programme in Cairo, have adopted 
this approach. 

  Such an approach encompasses all language 
aspects, with each being afforded enough 
time. These aspects are related to the four lan-
guage skills of listening, reading, writing and 
speaking. In these programmes, reading and 
writing are taught in Mmodern Standard Ara-
bic and speaking and listening in a dialect 
(Holes, 1995). However, it has been argued 
that this approach has led to some problems 
and confusion for some learners of Arabic, 
especially for those at the beginning stages of 
learning (Al-Hamad, 1983). Some even think 
that although the MSA and dialects are, to 
some extent, related, they are still so different 
that learning them is similar to learning two 
different languages simultaneously (Stevens, 
2006). This could be more easily understood if 
one keeps in mind that in learning languages, 
what one learns in conversation frequently 
supports and assists what one learns in read-
ing.  

However, Ryding (2006) found that pro-
grammes that provide both forms, formal and 
informal, do not inhibit the attainment of read-
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ing and writing  skills, as they very often rein-
force each other. Nevertheless, he confirms 
that the achievement of advanced proficiency 
will take more time and need more focus. 
With the same perspective, Agius (1990) found 
that students who were exposed to both varie-
ties of Arabic simultaneously seemed to be 
much more motivated to learn the language 
than those who had studied in the traditional 
way.   

In sum, aAfter providing a brief definition of 
diglossia in the Arabic language and the teach-
ing approaches developed, the following sec-
tions will provide a description of orthogra-
phy, morphology and the Arabic phonetic sys-
tem, and how they might createcause some 
challenges for students of Arabic.   

Arabic orthography  

The Arabic writing system is an alphabetic 
logographic script, where every letter is as-
sembled in order to generate meaning. The 
alphabet consists of twenty-eight letters with-
out the inclusion of hamzah. Moreover, three 
letters are treated as long vowels (sounds): 
„alif’ (أ), „waw‟, (و) and „yaa‟, (ي) which repre-
sent the sounds /a: / /u: / and / i: / respec-
tively in English. 

Arabic script is cursive, meaning that certain 
letters must be connected to others in writing. 
There are no capital letters in Arabic, but a 
letter may occur in more than one form de-
pending on its position in the word and what 
letters surround it. Every letter has four differ-
ent forms: isolated, initial, medial and final. 
However, the basic letter remains unchanged. 
Some Arabic letters are attachable only to the 
letters preceding them, and some are attacha-
ble to letters preceding and following them 
(Awde & Samano, 1986; Saiegh-Haddad & 
Henkin-Roitfarb, 2014). 

The findings of some previous researchers, 
such as Al-Mutawa (1995), Al-Juhany (1990), 
Hansen (2010) and Abdelhadi, Ibrahim and 
Eviatar (2011) have revealed that dimensions 
connected with the letter architecture, and the 
fact that the majority of the letters have multi-
ple shapes, are connected to adjacent letters, 
and are often distinguished from one another 
on the basis of the number and location of dots 
alone, contribute to the difficulty in learning 
the Arabic language. Fragman and Russak 
(2010), for example, examined the Arabic 
spelling accuracy of native Hebrew adoles-

cents in the eighth grade and found ortho-
graphic sources of difficulty. He reported that 
pupils made spelling errors, as they were con-
fused by similar looking Arabic letters, which 
are at times differentiated only by dots. In ad-
dition, they were confused between letters 
with multiple shapes. In some cases, the letters 
looked similar to others. Vanderhoof (2011) 
also reported a lack of improvement in the 
overall spelling performance of 44 adult Eng-
lish as a Second Language (ESL) students.  

Likewise, features of Arabic orthography con-
stitute a major difficulty for the foreign lan-
guage learner since Arabic, in contrast to Eu-
ropean languages, is read and written from 
left to right and uses completely different 
scripts and directionality. It has been found 
that this is cognitively complex and requires 
restructuring one‟s way of thinking (Al-
Juhany, 1990). 

Furthermore, Arabic also has three short vow-
els which may be represented by diacritic 
marks above or below a letter with the same 
sound of alif, waw and yaa. The signs of these 
three vowels are, respectively: fathah    َ) ) a 
small diagonal stroke above a consonant, 
dhammah (   َ  ) a small waw above a consonant, 
and kasrah’ (   َ  ) a small diagonal stroke under 
a consonant (Awde & Samano, 1986; Fragman 
& Russak, 2010). 

Al-Mutawa (1995) found that the majority of 
learners of Arabic faced difficulty in differen-
tiating between short and long vowels which 
created pronunciation, reading and writing 
difficulties. 

In addition to the three vowel signs, there are 
another two significant signs called sukūn and 
shaddah. The former refers to a small circle 
written above the letter and indicates the ab-
sence of a vowel after a consonant; its sign is 
(  َ ). On the other hand, when a consonant oc-
curs twice without a vowel in between, it is 
written only once with the sign (  َ  ) shaddah. 
The letters which have shaddah  are commonly 
called mūdhaaf. This means that the letter 
should be doubled in pronunciation. Attadheef 
 has a great impact on the meaning of ‟التضعيف„
the words in Arabic. For example, if you say 
Faāla, „فعل’ it means „did‟ but with the attadheef 
-it means „activated‟. Therefore, some re ’فع ل„
searchers (e.g. Al-Mutawa, 1995; Abdelhadi, 
Ibrahim & Eviatar 2011) stress the importance 
of helping Arabic students understand and 
perceive the idea of doubling consonants.  
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The positions of Arabic letters and the compli-
cated marks appearing above or under them 
can cause some challenges for Arabic learners. 
What makes the situation worse is that, unfor-
tunately, in most modern written and printed 
Arabic, no signs (marks above or under let-
ters), sukūn „سكون’ or shaddah „شدج’ are used to 
help while reading. This might be one reason 
for the delayed development of reading skills 
of Arabic learners (Al-Mutawa, 1995).    

Another commonly known problem of written 
Arabic is hamzah (همزج). Burj (1978) states that 
the rules governing hamzah are so complicated 
and vary according to its position within the 
word, that they cause problems not only for 
foreign learners, but also native speakers of 
Arabic. Moreover, Al-Juhany (1990) argues 
that the way hamzah is presented to students in 
Arabic programmes and the teaching methods 
used add to the complexity of this issue. He 
further states that this matter needs expert and 
well-trained teachers provided with educa-
tional resources.  

Moreover, in Arabic, there are two different 
systems for definite and indefinite nouns. 
Firstly, a definite noun is indicated by the def-
inite article, al-atareef corresponding to the 
word „the‟ in English and appearing with the 
noun as one word. Although the definite arti-
cle always has the same written shape, its pro-
nunciation differs depending on the following 
letter, which can lead to some confusion if not 
taught well (Al-Mutawa, 1995). Secondly, 
nouns and adjectives can also be indefinite 
when the vowel signs for one of three case 
endings, called in Arabic tanwīn „التنويه’, appear 
at the end of the word and make double short 
vowels. There are three tanwīn in Arabic: 
tanwīn adham, tanwīn alfatah and tanwīn alkasr. 
This means that they are to be pronounced 
with a final (n) but not written as an (n), for 
example, /kitabun/ اب  كت ,  /kitaban / كتاتا  , /kitabin / 
 .كتاب  

The issue of using the nunation (or tanwīn 
 in Arabic leads to some challenges in ( ’التنويه„
reading, writing and pronunciation if the text 
is not marked, especially for beginner learners 
who are not familiar with Arabic grammar. 
Therefore, learners must know which tanwīn 
they have to use to produce the correct mean-
ing (Al-Tueriqy, 1988; Ibrahim, Khateb & 
Taha, 2013). 

Although the majority of the words are spelt 
exactly as they are pronounced in Arabic, 
spelling has very often been reported as prob-
lematic. Many researchers (e.g. Burj, 1978; Al-
Juhany, 1990; Fragman & Russak, 2010) found 
that students struggle with Arabic spelling. 
Noticeably, spelling problems in Arabic do not 
occur, as is the case in the spelling of English 
or other European languages, out of irregulari-
ties in the sound-symbol relationship. Instead, 
they arise from learner inability to distinguish 
between some Arabic sounds whose pronun-
ciations to some extent look/sound similar to 
non- native learners, for example (ط/ ṭ /) and 
 .(t /خ)

Arabic morphology  

Arabic, like all Semitic languages, is character-
ized by the use of certain morphological pat-
terns. Thus, the majority of Arabic words are 
derived from, and can be analysed from their 
roots, which represent meaning. These roots 
usually consist of three consonants, which 
form the basis for the formation of numerous 
words not necessary. In other words, by using 
the three consonants of the root and by vary-
ing the vowel of the simple root, and adding 
prefixes, infixes, and suffixes, according to 
certain consonants, the actual words are pro-
duced. For example, the following derivations 
can be made from the root KTB, ‘كتة’ (write): 

 maktub/  „something/ مكتوب ,‟kātib/  „writer/ كاتة
written‟,  مكتثح /maktaba/ „library‟, مكتة / maktab/ 
„office‟,  كتاب  /kitāb / „book‟. 

Some researchers found that the characteristics 
of Arabic morphology caused difficulties for 
students of Arabic, as some could not make a 
link between the new word they learnt and its 
official root (e.g. Burj, 1978; Al-Juhany, 1990). 
However, Stevens (2006, p.24) suggests that it 
is “learnable” and can even make acquiring 
vocabulary far easier than might be the case in 
many other languages where derivational pat-
terns are haphazard. In Arabic, it is often not 
necessary to learn vocabulary as a separate 
activity because the general character of deri-
vational morphology makes vocabulary learn-
ing more straightforward. Nevertheless, this 
necessitates using teaching methodologies that 
help familiarise students with these forms. In 
this case, understanding the root system will 
make learning and remembering vocabulary 
easier (Burj, 1978). 
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Arabic phonology 

As stated earlier, Arabic differs from other 
languages in many ways. One of the most cru-
cial differences is the way in which some Ara-
bic sounds are pronounced. It has been widely 
reported by non-native learners that at least 
one of the nine sounds presented below 
caused a problem in their speaking, under-
standing and even emotional attitude in learn-
ing Arabic (Taaima & Al-Naqa, 2006; Mad-
koor, 2007). Theses sounds are (ح/ ħ/), (خ 
/ḫ/), (ص/ ṣ /), (ض/ḍ /), (ط/ ṭ /), (ظ/ ẓā/), (ع/ 
ʕ /), (غ / ġ /), (ق/q/). 

This difficulty mainly results from the fact that 
there is no equivalent to some of these sounds 
in English and most other languages. For ex-
ample, the sound (خ/ḫ/) has no comparable 
sound in English. It is something like (kh), 
pronounced as far back in the throat as possi-
ble. (ح/ħ/) is a peculiarly Arabic consonant. It 
is a (h) but must be sharply distinguished 
from the throat. The same thing could apply to 
the (ص/ṣ /),(ض/ḍ /), (ق/q/), (ع/ʕ/) and (غ/ġ 
/) which have an equal in other spoken lan-
guages (Al-Mutawa, 1995).  

In order to produce these sounds, the majority 
of learners tend to convert them into other 
sounds that are easier to create or are closer to 
their native language. Al-Juhany (1990) and 
Burj (1978) found that this subsequently leads 
to confusion in student linguistic expression or 
the loss of the intended expression. Addition-
ally, Al-Mutawa‟s (1995) findings showed that 
some learners might be able to produce some 
of these sounds correctly, but this involves an 
unnatural exaggeration in the movement of 
their lips and their articulation in general, 
which distorts their normal communication.  

However, Al-Juhany (1990) proposes that the-
se sounds can be produced by learners if a 
tremendous effort is made by Arabic teachers 
to help them recognize stress points. He also 
argues that the description of sounds cannot 
be understandable without the use of the 
technical phonetic methodology used by spe-
cial Arabic native teachers who have them-
selves received training in Arabic phonetics.  

Additionally, Al-Juhany (1990) suggests that 
the beliefs of teachers might be another reason 
for the difficulties in Arabic pronunciation. He 
states that many teachers think that these con-
sonants are too difficult for foreigners to pro-
duce and, therefore, they do not encourage 

students to learn how to pronounce them. He 
further argues that although adult learners are 
less likely to adopt the right Arabic pronuncia-
tion, they might have other skills which chil-
dren do not seem to have which make them 
motivated to acquire these sounds. He reiter-
ates that these sounds can be produced by Ar-
abic learners if account is taken of the im-
portance of phonetic training programmes and 
the application of new sound technology.    

One of the arguments regarding pronuncia-
tion is whether Arabic sounds should be pre-
sented using the transliteration method (the 
practice of using Latin script instead of Arabic 
script for rendering the language) or by using 
the Arabic script from the early stage of learn-
ing (Al-Juhany, 1990). Supporters of the trans-
literation method believe that it might provide 
beginner learners who know no Arabic with 
some idea of the sound intended. This helps 
them to avoid the difficulty of writing Arabic 
until they are familiar with Arabic script. 
However, as many Arabic sounds are totally 
unlike those of English or other European lan-
guages, the transliteration method can be a 
phonetically vague approximation. Conse-
quently, students relying on any form of trans-
literation will be hindered and delay their ul-
timate grasp of authentic script and the acqui-
sition of sound-script correspondences 
(Beeston, 1968). 

It has also been found that the transliteration 
method confuses Arabic language learners in 
writing, speaking and dictionary usage. For 
example, both the word sāra ‘سار’ (he went) 
and ṣāra „صار’ (to be) are written in the same 
way in Latin script ‘Saara’ despite their differ-
ent meanings. Moreover, using an Arabic dic-
tionary might be more problematic if the 
learners are not sure of the sound they heard; 
they might search for another word and get 
the incorrect meaning (Ibrahim, 2001). What 
makes the issue more complicated is that some 
learners may memorise the word with the 
wrong meaning and when they come to use it, 
either in speaking or writing, they do so incor-
rectly. This confusion has been found to lead 
to some emotional difficulties, as many learn-
ers report that very often they are surprised 
when they discover that the word they learnt 
had another meaning. Their embarrassment 
even increases when they fail to convey a clear 
linguistic message while communicating with 
others (Taaima & Al-Naqa, 2006). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiceless_pharyngeal_fricative
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiced_pharyngeal_fricative
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Despite the recurrence of this problem with a 
great number of Arabic learners, as reported 
by Madkoor (2007), the majority of student 
books that are designed to teach Arabic, espe-
cially for beginners, are still written in Latin 
script. This might help beginners to some ex-
tent, but it does not provide learners with the 
intensive strategies necessary to help them 
overcome the confusion that might appear 
from mixing up sounds. In addition, it will 
delay student acquisition of Arabic sounds 
and scripts (Al-Juhany, 1990). 

Pedagogical factors affecting teaching and 
learning Arabic as a foreign language 

Despite the efforts that have been made by 
some professionals to develop programmes 
for TAFL, there are common pitfalls in some of 
these programmes. These can be summarized 
as follows: 

Programmes lacking clear objectives   

Abboud (1995) states the following: “It is sad 
to note that after all these years there are still 
Arabic programmes, and they seem to be the 
rule rather than exception, that do not have 
clearly articulated objectives for their sequen-
tial language courses” (p.26). In the same vein, 
Abboud (1995) highlights that Arabic pro-
grammes in the Arab world, in general, need 
to be improved to address this issue. This can-
not be achieved unless the goal of learning the 
language is carefully addressed to cover the 
need of each group of learners.  

Abboud (1995) refers to another significant 
challenge resulting from not having clear ob-
jectives in Arabic teaching and learning pro-
grammes. He found that students of Arabic 
courses complain that when they move from 
one level to another, or even from one semes-
ter to another in these programmes, they are 
often passed along to teachers who are una-
ware of what they did in previous courses. 
Moreover, they can often be presented with 
materials and methods that have nothing to do 
with those previously used.  

Lack of coordination between Arabic pro-
grammes  

Lambert (1992) considers the lack of coordina-
tion between Arabic programmes as one of the 
greatest weaknesses of Arabic language edu-
cation programmes. He argues that these pro-
grammes normally work essentially in isola-
tion from each other. This leads to problems 

for students who cannot be transferred from 
one programme to another, and those who 
begin to study Arabic in one Arab country and 
cannot carry on their learning in another.  

The present dilemma in Arabic teaching is 
complicated further by the varied quality of 
language training available in overseas Arabic 
programmes. Although, as stated by Al-Batal 
(2007), the Arabic study-abroad experiences of 
American students tend to be positive in terms 
of cultural exposure, such programmes fre-
quently lack curricular articulation with their 
corresponding U.S. institutions, and teachers 
experience poor faculty training in language 
pedagogy to assist the needs of American 
learners. Batal (2007) refers also to the finan-
cial issues linked to this. Study-abroad pro-
grammes have no funding to bring about cur-
ricular changes or provide in-service teacher 
training and professionalization.  

Lack of experienced or qualified teachers  

There is almost complete agreement between 
professionals that a good teacher is the fun-
damental element of the TAFL programme. A 
good teacher can give life to the curriculum 
and language resources, attract student 
awareness, raise their curiosity and enthusi-
asm, and make learning an enjoyable process 
(Belnap, 1995; Nahla, 2006). However, quali-
fied teachers are still in short supply in the 
field of Arabic instruction, as pointed out by 
several researchers (e.g. Nahla, 2006; Nash, 
2010). They all agree that many teachers are 
not equipped with an Arabic teaching meth-
odology that leads to language proficiency 
and some are not even qualified to teach Ara-
bic to native speakers. Nash (2010) contends 
that being a native speaker of Arabic is not 
enough to be able to teach it. Similarly, Belnap 
(1995), in his evaluative study of Arabic teach-
ers in some Arabic institutions, indicated that 
none of the teachers at these small institutions 
had formal training in Arabic teaching. He 
says that this might be a major reason for the 
limited number of students achieving high 
levels of language acquisition in the Arabic 
language.  

Unfortunately, even as late as 2006, the field of 
Arabic was still lacking in trained profession-
als. Ryding (2006) states that there are only a 
small number of people that can be considered 
professional teachers of Arabic as a foreign 
language and that “the active membership of 
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the American Association of Teachers of Ara-
bic [AATA] currently numbers about 130” (p. 
13). Therefore, this has led many universities 
in the US to not be able to accommodate the 
increasing numbers wishing to enrol in Arabic 
programmes.  

This challenging issue seems to be associated 
with the lack of programmes that prepare 
teachers of Arabic as a foreign language. Ac-
cording to Al-Batal (2007), only one program 
at the University of Michigan offers a graduate 
degree in TAFL and, even there, the pro-
gramme employs only one Arabic specialist.  

In Arab countries the situation is similar. 
Nahle (2006, p.76), for example, states the fol-
lowing: “There is no university in Egypt that 
has a programme for preparing teachers to 
teach Arabic to non-native speakers except the 
American University in Cairo.” This is also 
applicable to other Arab countries (except the 
Khartoum International Institute in Sudan 
which began some work on this in 1974). 
Madkoor (2007) evaluated the few valid pro-
grammes in the Arab world, such as those in 
Egypt and Sudan, and states that they struggle 
to provide teachers with the skills needed for 
Arabic teaching. One of the major recommen-
dations was the inclusion of creative modern 
resources and varied materials in Arabic 
teacher education. 

Al-Mutawa (1995) argues that both native and 
non-native speakers find challenges in the 
field of teaching Arabic. She found that alt-
hough non-native speaking teachers have 
good education and training, they have prob-
lems with the pronunciation of many Arabic 
sounds. Secondly, some native teachers were 
found to use their dialects in the classroom 
and some did not or were not able to pro-
nounce some sounds, either because they do 
not have those sounds that sound in their dia-
lects or they used different pronunciations.  

It has also been found that the majority of 
teachers of Arabic use traditional teaching 
methodologies such as memorization, and 
grammar-translation. Additionally, most of 
the Arabic courses, including the communica-
tive Arabic courses, are not designed to serve 
communicative purposes. The focus has al-
ways been to understand Arabic grammar and 
comprehension (Siti Ikbal, 2006).   

Shortage of materials and resources  

Although some Arabic programmes in the 
West and in some Arab countries such as 
Egypt have introduced materials and re-
sources to support the learning of Arabic, the 
lack of appropriate materials is a major con-
cern for many professionals in the field. For 
example, while there are various textbooks, 
supplemental materials and E-learning pro-
grammes available to teach other languages 
such as English, all these resources are almost 
completely absent from Arabic programmes 
(Alosh, 1997; Stevens, 2006; Taaima & Al-
Naqa, 2006). 

This has led Arabic teachers in many Arab 
countries to be more dependent on materials 
available to teach Arabic as a first language. 
This issue was reported to be one of the major 
worries of many Arab educators. For example, 
Al-Batal (2007) found that Arabic teachers 
have to choose very difficult texts, which are 
only suitable for native speakers with a high 
level of Arabic. His findings showed that this 
matter has made learning the language a chal-
lenge and has led learners to suffer psycholog-
ically. They go through difficult experiences of 
disappointment, anxiety and, even worse, they 
form a negative attitude towards learning Ar-
abic. 

This problem was reiterated by some re-
searchers (e.g. Allen & Allouche, 1986; Al-
Batal, 1992) who found that it is difficult to 
find appropriate teaching materials in the 
Western context. This forces many AFL teach-
ers to develop their own curriculum and mate-
rials to suit the particular needs of American 
students of Arabic 

Versteegh (2006) added that there is a need for 
a reliable grammar reference. He found that 
most students had to make use of the old-
fashioned grammar of classical Arabic. He also 
stated: “lexicographical tools are still a prob-
lem; the dictionaries that are published in the 
Middle East, especially in Lebanon, tend to 
focus on the classical language and are less 
practical for beginner students” (pp.9-10). 
Therefore, the only option available for stu-
dents is an Arabic /English dictionary, which 
does not help those who do not speak English.  

Additionally, the limitation of educational re-
sources for developing is another major con-
cern. The dialects of Arabic are not written 
down, and as they are different from one 
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country to another, it is very difficult to pro-
duce dialect resources for all these different 
dialects (Al-Batal, 1992, 1995b; Wahba, 2006).  

Insufficient presentation of Arab culture  

It has been widely agreed that culture and 
language are entangled. Many researchers in 
the TAFL field (e.g. Al-Batal, 1988; Suleiman, 
1993; Elgibali & Taha, 1995; Taha, 2006) have 
emphasised that cultural competence is one of 
the important factors of language competence. 
Therefore, they highlighted the significance of 
building a curriculum that helps students to 
understand religion, history, politics, and oth-
er issues related to Arabic culture. They found 
that students with knowledge of these im-
portant aspects of Arabic culture were  more 
able to get involved with people and more 
confident in using the environment surround-
ing them.  

Belnap‟s (1995) findings confirmed that cul-
tural proficiency has regained prominence as a 
primary objective of language learning, as the 
majority of students in his research placed cul-
tural understanding among their primary rea-
sons for studying the language. Similarly, 
Nahla (2006) found that many students believe 
that learning Arabic in Arab countries is more 
helpful than learning it in non-Arabic speak-
ing countries. The learners believe that learn-
ing Arabic in Arab countries gives them the 
opportunity to learn valuable information 
with regard to Arab society in terms of how 
people live, how they deal with each other, 
what interests them, and what makes them 
happy, sad or angry. In addition, this presents 
a good opportunity for learning local stories, 
anecdotes, and the views of Arabic-speaking 
people towards the world around them.  

Anghelescu‟s (2006) work indicates that stu-
dents who studied Arabic in a programme in 
which cultural understanding was ignored 
faced challenges, even at advanced levels. She 
states that the issues of cultural and linguistic 
discontinuity hinder potential learners from 
the outset. She also cites Killean (1997), who 
argues that the difficulties of learning Arabic 
in the West pertain not only to the language 
system, but also to the cultural foreignness felt 
by the learners.  

In the same vein, Nahla (2006) found that for-
eign learners of Arabic studying in Egypt who 
were not provided with any cultural under-

standing in their Arabic course reported social 
difficulties in dealing with unfamiliar social 
customs. This was one reason cited for some of 
them being unable to use social interactions to 
improve their Arabic. To deal with this issue 
in Egypt, another approach was established 
which was to give the students orientation 
lectures to introduce them to the characteris-
tics of Egyptian society and social customs as 
soon as they started the course (Nahla, 2006).  

Conclusion 

This paper has presented a review of the liter-
ature on Arabic language programmes begin-
ning with a brief review of the historical back-
ground of TAFL and its challenges, and fol-
lowed by a description of the Arabic language 
and its characteristics. Additionally, factors 
that affect the learning of Arabic, such as lin-
guistic and pedagogical factors have been pre-
sented.  

The conclusion to draw from this paper is that 
the Arabic language is clearly attracting atten-
tion worldwide; however, enormous problems 
in teaching Arabic as a foreign language need 
to be considered, and scholars in the field need 
to make a concerted effort to improve the pro-
fession.  

It seems that some of the difficulties and chal-
lenges are likely to be due to specific features 
of the Arabic language itself. This is possibly 
due to the radical difference between spoken 
Arabic dialects and the official written lan-
guage taught in school and used for academic 
materials.  

Additionally, having different Arabic pro-
grammes in different universities shows that 
there is no agreement as to what kind of Ara-
bic should be taught in Arabic programmes. 
Even in the case of providing the two forms of 
Arabic, Modern Standard Arabic and a chosen 
dialect, there is no agreement about which 
form to start with and which dialects should 
be taught. This fundamental question still 
needs to be answered by applying empirical 
research that will help our understanding of 
this issue. Although some of the studies that 
have sought to understand students‟ opinions 
regarding which form they would like to learn 
indicate that they prefer learning spoken Ara-
bic (Schmidt, Inbar & Shohamy, 2004; Palmer, 
2007, 2008), it is vital to select the approach 
that will best fit students‟ needs. It is highly 
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recommended that the field strategically eval-
uate these programmes to understand more 
about the strengths and weaknesses of each 
approach and to determine which ones (pro-
grammes) work better for students. Finding 
the best approaches that fit students‟ needs 
will require constant monitoring and evalua-
tion to ensure programme effectiveness.  

It is also vital for students interested in learn-
ing both forms of Arabic, (standard and a dia-
lect), to balance and bridge the difficult gap 
between written and spoken skills by provid-
ing the two forms of Arabic concurrently. Alt-
hough this approach poses inherent difficul-
ties in some programmes, thoughtfully de-
signed and carefully implemented combina-
tions of the two forms can provide a more 
comprehensive and accurate understanding of 
the Arabic language.  

The challenges that face Arabic programmes 
can also be attributed to the lack of a systemat-
ic approach to the integration of Arabic cul-
ture as an important factor for language com-
petence. Developing such an integrated ap-
proach remains one of the most pressing chal-
lenges that the field faces at this time. There-
fore, it is important to consider that teaching 
Arabic should not just be limited to classes, 
but should also involve organizing seminars 
and lectures for students to clarify aspects of 
Arab culture and civilization and to shed light 
on the cultural differences between their own 
societies and Arab society.  

Although the previous research has provided 
evidence enabling one to understand the fac-
tors behind Arabic learning difficulties, the 
majority of these findings have been based on 
studies involving native speakers of English. 
Thus, this research is not necessarily valid for 
speakers of other languages. It must be kept in 
mind that the difficulty in learning Arabic 
might be largely related to other factors such 
as the extent of similarity between Arabic and 
one‟s own native language or other languages 
one has previously studied. Furthermore, dif-
ficulties in learning Arabic could be related to 
what students believe about Arabic culture, 
the learning context, and the quality of the 
programmes and students‟ prior knowledge. 
Therefore, more research is needed in this 
field. In particular, there is an urgent need for 
research that seeks to understand how Arabic 
could be learnt despite these challenges and 
what could be done to facilitate such learning.     

Finally, it is suggested that the field of Arabic 
language education cannot be improved un-
less policy makers in Arab countries are aware 
of the importance of improving the quality of 
Arabic as a foreign language programmes. The 
first step might be by establishing a clear poli-
cy or vision for teaching and learning Arabic 
as a foreign language. 
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