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Preface -

The following papers provide facts as well as observations
and OPinjons concerning English language students at Kuwait
UniVersity, Over 70% of the students in the classes observed
(19 Clas'ses_; approximately 300 students) have been Kuwaiti,
with Most of the others coming fram Bahrain and other Gulf

states.,

The subjects chosen are not meant to be all-inclusive
but @re rather a Ooilection of specific topics. It is the
writers' in,tention‘, however, thét these papers provide an
accuTate perspeCtive of Gulf Arab students studying English

in Kiwajit



. Introduction

~ These papers deal with English language students attending
the Faculty of Commerce, Econanics and Political Scieﬁce, oreof
five colleges which constitute Kuwait Unj.’;\fersity. It is a
| university requirement tl“‘xat all studehts pass three one-semester
oburses in English. Elective English language courses which /
emphasize reading and conversation are also offered. . The English
- language program began three years' ago at the Fa'cﬁlty of Cammerce
\

and expanded throughout the entire university system this year

(with the exception of thé Faculty of @w which requires French)-

Kuwaiti students éntering the University have ha‘d eight
years of prior English language study,lwhile students from other
Gulf states have had less. University English classes are taught
entirely in English with most instructors being native English
speakers having special training and qualifications in English

as a seoond language.

Although English is the medium of instruction in both the
Faculty of Science and the Faculty of Engineering, it is not
vital for Faculty of Commerce students, as all their other

courses are taught in Arabic.
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(1)

Cral Comunication

Spontaneous, Exuberant, Uninhiibited. Gulf Arab students
approach oral language learning in a much different way than
students from most other cultures. Even though they often
speak ungranmatically in Ehglish,_ Gulf Arab students converse
openly and freely. They tend to be spontaneous, exuberant and
mu'.rﬂuibited in their use of English in the classrocm. Because
they are fortunate enough to iack the inhibitions which so
often.impair language learning, these students gi\;e immediate

‘ :’Eéspénses as opposed to slower, more thoughtful answers

characteristic of most other language learners.

: Wiﬁh most foreign .language learners, the willingness to
' make grammatical errors (which are the inevitable consequence
of trying to communicate freely and natﬁrally in the target
language) does not come easily.'. In fact, dne of the most
difficult tasks nommally confronting the language teacher is
establishing an enviromment in which students feel free to
commmnicate orally x;(rithout worrying about grammatical
oorrectness. However, it is not necessary to wcrk at creating

this type of environment in Kuwait, as it already exists.




The willingness of Gulf Arab students to respord voluntarily
to oral questioning is overwhelming. For exanple, when the teacher
asks a question, the majority of the students either immediately
raise their hand- indicatl.g that they want to respond or they
shout out spontaneocus answers. Although one student may have
already answered the question, others may state with equal

authority the response they have in mind.

: I\.loné wi.th unhesitant, free¥flowing oral responses, Gulfi
Arab students use language—aeoanpany'ing gestures to the fullest
without appearing unnatural or stilted. This gives‘. them the
appearance of oorrmmlcatang orally to a greater extent t_ha.rl thelr

words alone might indicate.

We have a Kuwaiti friend who, when he visits us, is always
the center of conversation. We had always considered his oral
English to be quite good, at least until we were asked to write
a detailed evaluation of his English languag-e‘abilities.' Dis-
criminating between grammaticality and ungrammaticality as
opposed to previously being aware of carmum.catmn and non-
comunication, it suddénly became apparent that his gramatical
vuse of English was atrecious. Yet he could cammunicate with

facility.

In short, most Gulf Arab students are willing to part1c1pate
"orally, even though they may not always be adept grammatically.
They speak self-assuredly without pausing to reflect; unaware

(and in a certain sense, not caring) that their .speech is often
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ungrammatical. They are self-confident, gregarious, group-

minded, and enjoy communicating verbally.

}Certain cultural factors: gregariousness, self-assuredness,
unrestricted behavioral freedcni, sexual segregation, and Arabic
diglossia eﬁhance the Gulf Arab student's particular facility
‘with oral English. The following is an elabération of these

conditions.

1. Gregariousness. Aside from the amount of conversing

that goes on in the classroam, both in English and Arabic, there
- are other signs of the Gulf Arab's gregarious ﬁatu.re. While E
Western and Orieﬁtal students are accustamed to individual study,
Gulf Arsb students work better in groups. If there is a problem
to be solved, they prefer to approach it together.. Assignments
done in pairs or by small groups of st_:udents are frequently of

higher quality than those done individually.

The students' preference for worklng together in the
cléssrocm ocould stem fram the fact that they seldom do things
individually in their social environment.. wm1¢ girls often
have tea together, and have mahy occasions for parties (females
only), most men belong to a "dewania", i.e., a social group for

men, which meets nightly. Houses are built with a separate

roamn for the men to have a pléoe'to meet and socialize. Constant
group interaction and conversation are the result of living con-
"diticns which include numerous children and extended families of |

seven to twenty pecopl-= living together under the same roof.

8



This togetherness and emphasis on conversation is a factor
ooritributing to their facility in using a foreign language for

purposes of oral camminication.

2. Self-Assuredness. Self-assuredness, which must be -

encouraged in many.other foreign language students, is already
present in Gulf Arab students. They speak out onnfidently, never
hesitating over grammatical exactness. In fact, they don't accept
criticism well and don't always aéknowledge error as such. Arabs
tend not to adunit whén they doﬁ't]qxwrscnething. For example,
when asking , for directions a person may often be sent to the

: wrong place, but he is rarely told.by the Arab informant that he

. s
(the informant) simply doesn't know where the place in questicn is.

This attitude works to the students' advantage when using'a
foreign language. For example, when a Gulf Arab student loses
track of the convérsation, or is asked a direct questioﬁ he
doesn't understand fully, he seldom lets on. Instead, he may
say sanething about what he did understand in the conversatign °
and carry on to elaborate his point. Gulf Arabs often have the
~ability to daminate the éonvefsation and, to a large degree, |

determine its direction.

This self-assuredness, sametimes bordering on arrogance,
oould stem in part fram a sense of security developed in the group
ethic. It also appears to be a manifestation of a social prestige

currently felt by the "nouveau riche® Arabs. Kuwaitis, in part--

icular, are proud and ethro-centric.

9



3. Unrestricted Bchavioral Freedom. Kuwaiti children are

relatively free to do as they please. They xrun, .play and talk
seemingly unrestrained in public as well as in private. They are"
| adored and ocoddled by almost everyone. If they break samething,
it can be replaced. If they are too rowdy, the maid can take them
out. Igronet{u’ele‘:ss, there are certain 'lindtgtioré concerning their
behavior in tné{rmsenoe of their father. ‘
This lack of" restraint continues into adulthood within the.
spheres not dictated by tradition and religion. Girls can buy
gold and all the clothes they want; boys can race their new cars
and éo out nigntly. They spend a g?ood deal of £heir time with
members of the same sex within the extended famili/. They are
used to unrestréined verbal expression and are constantly giving

their firm opinion on any number of issues open to question.

4. Sexual Segregation. Young men and women live in

different worlds and are taught sepa.ratel;/ at the University as
well as throughout the entire educational system. The Faculty
of Camerce, Econanics and Politiéal Science is considered by
Kuwaiti standards to be co-educational and verf“progressive.
While men and wamen do walk arov.ﬁ*";d the same grounds, they do
not study together in the same classroams. The Kuwaitis, in
particular, do not feel free (because of tradition) to 'engage
in open conversation with members of the opposite sex outside
the classroam. This sexual segregation may wel’é be a factor

contributing to freedam fram inhibitions which appear to
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develop in co-educational classes in other cultures.

5. Arabic Diglossia. Because Gulf Arab students speak a

lanquage variation wh;'ch they consider not to have a grammar, they

may also think that granmatical distinctions in spoken English are
ummport:ant Grammatical scrutiny is oertainly considéred in

Modern Standard Arabic, but this language variation is used primarily
“in written form and is only spoken by the educa‘£ed in formal situations.
Kuwaiti Arabic, on the other hand, is spoken by all Kuwaitis in their
everyday oonversationé with friends and family. It is this language
variation which is considered to be free from hard and fast )
gramar rules. It's no wonder, then, that students who see their

own language dichotomized into colloquial and standard fommus

(one simple and natural, the other grammatical and rule-bound)

assume that the same framework: exists in English.

i1



(2)
Names

- Mr. Mike. When Gulf Arab students use English, they tend to
call westerners and Arabs aL'i_ke by a proper title (Mr., Mrs.,
‘Miss or Dr.) and their first name. Therefore, I introduce myself
the first day of class as "Michael Meinhoff" and carefully explain

* that I may be called "Mr. Meinhoff" or simply "Michael" or "Mike,
but that "Mr. Mike" should not be used. Although most students
understand the distinction between "Mr.", "Mrs." and "Miss", and

“ are usually able to state the correct title plus last name when
asked directly, they are frequently unable to add.ress or refer to

westerners correctly in their own 'speech.

When investigating the Arabic language, the reaeon for this
consistent error becomes clear. In Arabic, the titles are /salrd/
(Mr.'), /sa&1 da/v Mrs.), and /anrsah/ V(Miss) ‘ (As yet there is no
eqllivaient for "Ms.") These tltles are used with a person 's Llrst
namne in Arabic. For example, a marrled waman named Fatma Abdul\la
Al-Rifai would be called "Saida Fatma", except on formal occasions
when "Saida Fatma Al-Rifai" would be used. On no occasion would the
Arabic speaker link the title with the surname: hence "Saida Al-Rifai
would never be used. It is clear, then, that the confusion in knowing
how to use titles anl names properly in English is due to the fact that

Arabs generally transfer the Arabic rules concerning names directly
-into their English speech.
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The Naming Procedure. The following chart illustrates the

naming process through three generations:

MARRIAGE

(No name change occurs)\

~
WOMAN

- MAN
Ahmed  Abdulla  Khalaf
(first (father's (surname)
name) first name)

Fatma

(first
name)

Abdul-Rahman  Atallah

(father's (surname)
first name) )

Tarek . Almed (Abdulla) Khalaf

(f.n.) (f.£.n.) (grand- (s.n.)
: " father's
. name—
_optional)

Nadia
{f.n.)

{Note:

Atmed  (Abdulla) Khalaf

(f.£.n.) (g£.£.n. (s.n.)

' optional)
There is no continuation of
the wife's name in children)

MAN

/, SCN'S MARRJ.AGE \

WIFE

Sane as son - above

>

Fawzia

Ali  Al-Khalidy "

SN

e

Ibrahim Tarek (Ahmed) Khalaf

Tman Tarek (Ahmed) Khalaf

Fram this chart one can observe the process whereby the father's

family name and first name are always passed on to the children. His

first name is used as a middle name for all of his children—--boys and

girls alike. The g.ran-dfather's" name is optional: it may or may not

be used. When used, it becomes the second middle name.

13
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The custom of a womar changing her last name at the time of her
marriage does not exist in the Gulf. A woman keeps her last name
forever, but is not able to pasé .it on. Her last name, tﬁerefore,
remains different from her husband's and children's last name. It
is only formal documents such as her paséport that bear. both her own

name and the name of the man to whom she is married.

The Telephone Book. In the telephone book in Kuwait, names

are listed alphabetically in Arabic according to the first name. For
example, if you want to call Mohammed Ali Mohammed Al-Khalidy, yéu ‘
must first look under the Mohammeds. Then, you nesd tn locate - i
the Mohammed Alis. If there is more than one Mohammed Ali, you

need to check the third or last name.

A Strange New S}Lstem{ Recently in Kuwait a "strange" system of
a g . .

naming has appeared from'time to time in the society page of the local
Arabic newspapers; and it has caused Gulf ;Z\rabs scme confusion. For
: écatple, under a picture of a man'.and woman at a formai gathering, -it
might be said that Sheikha Al-Mandani and Mchammed Al-Mandani were
" present. 'I;his normally indicates to Gulf Arabs that the two peoéle,

Sheikha and Mohammed, are probably brother and sister.’ However,

&, .
the picture shows Mohamned and his wife!

Because Gulf Arab women keep their full name in tact even after
‘marriage, a western man and wife are consistently asked a few seemingly
odd questions when presenting documents with their names an them.- For
example, my name is Michael Meinhoff and my wife's name is Joan.

"Is she your sister?" is the first question I am asked about Joan

id



Meinhoff. If I simply say "no", the second stated assumption might

be "Oh, she's your daughter, then".
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(3)

The Effects of Diglossia

English Doesn't Have A Grammer! When Gulf Arab students speak in

English, they are generally free-wheeling and spontanecus; that is

to say, they ére vocally uninhibited. In addition,they are in full
control of language-accompanying gestures. They speak to cammnicate;
and‘have learned to get by without paying much attention to the
"rules" of the language. Consequently, their ability to communicate
orélly is quite good, as they. not oniiy speak ;ffxeely} but also appear

to understand what is being seid around then. In oomparison, their

ability in reading and writing English i, much lower.. However, what

is the most surprising is. that their scores on basic st.ruc;mré or
grammar tests are extremely low in simple comparison to their

ability to cammunicate orally.
/ ‘ \

For most of us who have studied a foreign language this is
an unusual situaticn. We have learned foreion languages through
believing that we were- disaﬁ\;ering grammar rules which: concurrently
allowed us to develop our ability to master the language. We took
the mastefy of th~ese rules to go hand in hand with our progression
in the tarvet language. |

It is inter;esting to note, then, that Gulf Arab students don‘t

generally follow this line of thinking. In fact, more than one

Arah student has tried to convince me that the mglish language

doesn't really have a gramar; and that if I want to know what a
- |

grammar really is, I should study Modern Standard Arabic!

15
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1o mderst;nd these stleents"reasoning about grammar and
why the developikant of their English language skills diffefs
from Most other language learners', we need to look into their

Arabic language background.

D\i@s_s_i_g An Explanation Of The Students' Arabic Language

l_a_a_gk,‘m\md, Charles Ferguson wrote a paper in 1959 entitled
npiglosgign in\Whic:h l:ie characterized a language e.nvimnment which, -’
~in fact, exists in Kuwait and the other Arab Gulf states with

respect to Arablc Ferguson defines diglossia as

a relatively stable language situation in Wh_‘LCh, ,
in addition to the primary dialects of the language

(thlCh may include a standard or.regional standards),

there is a very divergent, highly codified (often”
grammatically more complex) superposed variety, the

ehlcle of a large and respected body of written

literature, either of an earlier period or in an- ' >

other SPeech cormunity, which is learned largely . .

: : by formal education and is used for most written
d formal  spoken purposes but is not used by any
" sector Of the community for ordinary conversation. 1 |
Applyj_ng' the above definition to the language situation in Kuwait,
we C8l see that ‘Kuwa~iti };rabic ris a dialect of Arabic, or more specific-
ally: the regional standard variety of Arabic. On the other hand,
‘bbdern'Standard Arabic is a superposed variety of Arabic. To say that :
ModeIn Standard Arablc is "superposed"' means that it is never 'the‘
, pﬁmary, native variety of the lancuage learned by 7child.ren in the
honﬂal way a mother tongue is ,,leamed, but is, instead, taught formally

! . 4

lc.A. Ferguson, "Niglossia", Word, vol. 15, 1959.
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in the schools.

Function. Two varieties of Arabic, i;e., Kuwaiti Arabic and
Modern Standard Arabic, are used by Kuwaitis. .Kuwaiti Arabic is
appropriate in scme circu.mstances and Modern Standérd'Arabic in
otiueré. The following chart explains the"situations in which

| each variation is used.

MODERN KUWATTI

IANGUAGE SITUATION STANDARDfARABIC ‘ ARABIC
’ 1. Conversation with famlly . X
and friends - :
2. Oonversation with servants, : X
~ workmen ‘and clerks - »
3. Discussion groups at the - X
University
4. Kuwaltl pla"ys on T.V. : ' ’ X
5. Writiﬁg a letter X
6. %ewspapexs ' : 1 X
7. A formal speech X
8. News broadcasts X
9. Textbooks o X

The Effects Oof chrloss1a On Gulf Arabs Learning A Forelgn Language.

"Many of thé Gulf Arab students have a problem dete.rnu_nlng the dmfference
in E:ngllsh between grarrmatucelly acceptable language varlatlons and
o iungramnati.call statements. Tilat is to say, whena student makes an
“error in English like "He go to school", he may feel ‘that what he
has said would be ‘quite acceptable in most uzformal spoken situations,

but that the teacher is just trying to teach him a £ rmal language

t , »

e
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variety which he would probably never have occasion to use anyway;
that.is, unless he plans on giving formal speeches or broadcasting
the news in English! » S o E s
This problembf not being abie to recognize the Zdifference
in English between the ®olloquial and the ungrammatical stems fram -
the students' Arabic -language background. Kuwaiti Arabic is
learned as a mother tongue but is not taught :Ln school, whereas
Modern Standard Arabic is taught in schecol but never learned as
a rother tongue. As a.consequence, fram the Kuwaiti students'
point of view, Kuwaiti-Arabic snmply doesn't have a formal grammar,
for it §s never studied or analyzed in the classroan. Modern
Standard Arabic, on the other hand, is seen to have a ccmple.x
grarrmar ’ and everyone must study the chplex_lt:Les of this’ language

\\

in school. ) ' .

Is English a language like Kuwaiti Arabic or a ianguage’ like
Modern Standard Arabic; or is English to be seen as dlchotcnlzed
in temms of function the same way Kuwaiti Arabic and Modem
Standard Arabic are” Because Arab students feel that Modern
Standa.rd Arablc has an :Lntr:m51c prestige and alQOfness like no .
other language, they may see foreign languages in the same way
as they see other Arab dialects, which in their spcken form can ‘vary
one f:xm the other to the degree of mutual m'ﬁhtelligibility.
Following this line of reasoning, Gulf Arabs might conclude that

foreign languages like English have no real explicit grammar when

i9
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simply used for ordinary conversation. 'i‘herefore r.when E:nglish
teachers talk about grou'rmatlcal oorrectness in oolloqu_l.al speedu
- many Gulf Arab students have dlfflculty in understandang this

seemmgly undue concern for sometl'ung that is not rule—orlented

and that should snmply came about natural_ly with time and use.

One of the major obstacles other forei.gn language learners
often face is learnmg to speak freely and natur_ally. Language
students in general are very conscious of grammatical rules and
are always concerned with ap[alying them correctly in their

zsﬁ'}peech. Asvoften.happens, this concern sti.fles their free
| response and causes them to speak in an awkward fashion. As a
result, thelr speech is choppy and language—acoanpanymg gestures
are generally not used. In short, thelr speech is usually qu:Lte .

unnatural .

| In contrast, Gulf Arab ‘students.p“ossess an mportant psych-
llo‘g‘ic.al advantage in language learning :due to Arabic diglossia.
Because Kuwaiti Arahic (which is used for 'ort':h'_nary oonversatigy), |
1s not considered fo have a bona fide gramar and is never ana];yzed
" in school, the students are not overly concerned with making—i A
granrnatically correct utterances whern speaking in English. 2s
a result, they are remarkably spontaneous and un_th_blted in

their use of oral Engllsh

| Q]
(e
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(4"
- What's The Antonym For "Work"?

What's The Antonym For "work"? When flve classes of Gulf

Arab students were asked to glve the antonym for ' 'up", they

all said_ "down". And so it went with "black—white", "near-far",
"nxaﬁied—shugle", "optcrr'\ist—pessimist';'-', etc. But when asked

for -the antonym for "work", most of the students replied'
"unemployment”. Altrbucjh "unemployment" is certainly a legiti-
_ mate antonym for "work", "play" would be the primary response
of most Americans. Could this seeming variat;ion between the
responses by Gulf Arab studénts and Amerlcans .'LI'l general be

due more to a cultural di fference than to a difference in

- English language prof1c1ency?

CQultural Background.- Z}mericans see "play" as belng the
»oppOSite of "work" because of a particular value systern which
not only emphasizes this dichotomy but also gives it an- -
emotive bias. This is due to an early,Puri"tan influence in
Amerlca, and even today work is seen by many Americans as being
morally good while non-work or play is seen as be:an morally

bad .

A criticism which may be made of Americans is that they

- are so work—oriented that they have difficulty occupying them—

A

21
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selves off the jck aud often ext:endthej.r work—week bey_ona
the accepted 40 heurs. When - Anericans are on the job | .
they are supposea to work hard. It is only after a

hard day's work that they may' turn their attention to re-

laxation or to having fun.

Campared to Americans, Gulf Arabs don't generally work

as hard on the job and, therefore may not see work and play

.as being dlchotamzed They are more relaxed at work than

Americans generally are. For example, Arab employees in
Kuwait may be seen reading a newspaper or drinking tea leisurely

at their desks_, while their counterparts .in-America are for-

bidden to read "on the job" and can only "take a break" fram °

work atl a designated time and in an assigned place.

Oontlnous social excha.nges are -another feature of the
Arab's work day Wthh makes it seem less structured than an
American's work day. In American society so‘cial exchanges
with people encountered on the job are kept to a minimum. In
most cases An‘erlcans would oon31der it wrong to "soc1allze"
on the job. In‘ an Arab society, however, socialization is
a vital part of almost evelry encounter. Westemexsl often
make the ﬁﬁ.sta’ke of entering an office or shop and askmg
;m Arab an i.ﬁmediate quesizion ‘oonoer_rﬁjxg’scme bﬁeiness at
band. Their question is usually met with a smile and, "First,
how are you”" " Then after a f£fiendly greeting, "Sit down",

"Take yourjdrest",, "Do you want anything? Tea? Pepsi?". It is

difficult for scmeone brought up on the "work-play" dJ.chotomy

29
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to recognize that nothing seems to be hurried in Kuwait. There

always seems to be plenty of time to do whatever needs to be

done; if not today, tomorrow or "after tomorrow” .

Sociolinguistics. In order to help explain why most Gulf.

‘Arabs choose "unemployment" as an antonym for "work", an’ = ¢

analysis of the studénts' own culturail frame of reference could

be helpfui. Some sociolinguists might claim that the students'

. response is due to certain factors related to their society in

general. For exampls » because Gulf Arab society is spa_red

the work ethic stetrming"' fr&n the Puritan l.religion, and because

work and relaxation are both an integral part of life "on the

job", the idea of work being diametrically opposed to play

desit have much cultural ‘support. Therefore, "work" may‘ primarily
be viewed mterms of' ﬂnployment,. i.e‘.‘, having a jcb. And, of
course, the antonym _for'. "work" m the sense of having a job is

"unsnplof/'ment" .

In the absence of more investigation, many theories absut
i&hy Gulf Arabs tend to choose "unemployment” as the antonym for -
"work" could be presented. -Same sociolinguists rriight claim
that these pafticular students' response is due to the fact that
théy are all Fac;ult;/ of Cammerce students and that; they are simply ;

responding within a business or technical frame of xjefe.renée.

Althocugh theré are many possibilities, including the one

that cultural or social factors don't pléy' any siéni-ficant part

3
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in the students' choice of the word "unemplpyment", this pépér
provides an example of how significant social considerations
o i

can be in providing explanations for certain language behavior.
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: (5)

Report On Student Preference

A questionnaire was given to the f;aculty of Commerce English
language students during the middle of the Spring Semester, 1976.
out of approximately 600 registered._students studying English, 408
filled out the questionnaire. This md.lcates that just over two—- - S
thu:ds of the students were given the questionnaire (the rema:.nde.r - |
were either absent on the day the questionnaire was circulated or °
were in a sc—*"c:tion._in which the instructor did not circulate the -
questionnaire) . ) B
, , _ v
The students were asked to choose from four basic language
: skills (i.e., SPEAKING, READING, WRITING, LISTENING) which aspect
of Engllsh they were most mterested in learning. They were also
- asked to md.lcate whlch Sklll they felt would be the most useful

to them in their future careers.

- The Skill The Students Are Most Interested In Learning. More

ttxan two-thirds of the studehts chose SPEAKING (69.2%) as the
4 aspect of English‘ they were most interested in learning. Ba.rély
o over one-tenth of the students chose READING (12.9%) or LISTENING
(11.4%) as the skill they wanted to develop most. WRITING was

omnsidered by only 6.5% of the students as having top priority.

The Skill Needed Most For Their Future Career. Over_ three-

quarters of the students chose SPEAKING (78.4%) as the English

25
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language skill destined to be the most useful to them in their
future careers. The other three skills ware each chosen' by well
under 10% of the ctudents as being of primary inportance on the
job (READTNG and WRTTTNG were each chosen by 7.5% of the students;

LISTENING b;? 6.6%) .

Conclusion. The above figures indicate a breference for -
SPEAKING as the skill the students would like to see emphasized
in their English language courses. The remaining three siulls
vere all preferred by approximately the same low percentage of

étudents. Therefore, no very clear second, third or last choice

N

is indicated by the results. e

What About LISTENING? Tt is i_nterestin.g to find -that LISTENING

rates so much lower than SPEAKING in th; students' estimation,

since from the language teacher's point of view, these twp

skills are seen to be very camplémentary. For example, .when a
_student speaks in class, 4t is hoped that his c}assmatés will

be able to understand What is beiﬁg said, if for no other reason

than to be able to respond. Language teachers tend to‘believé/

£hat half the ability involved in‘speaking a foreigd.langu;ge
. comes from being able to understand what is being said.

¢

Nevertheless, there have been courses aesigned"to give primary
-stress to SPEAKING_élone, but these "have generélly been for
beginners. They stress that the student continually repeat
phrases or sentences, and that thé} work with highlyjstructured

26

21




material often in the foﬁn of pattemn practioeé or ot;_her such

drill aimed at controlled variant word manipulations. Under

" ‘these ooﬁditions, students can at times J:éspond correctly

without knowing what they are actually saying. In this kind

of language learning no real communication-in the target language
actually takes place. A course ‘Of this type would be highly - -

| unsuited to Gulf Arab students who truly seem to enjoy commnicating

in English.

In fact, what the English language students at the Faculty |
of Camerce want and view as being of primary importance is a course
(or courses) in oral commmication; that is, a course which
emphasizes the development of both the speaking and listening skills. '
in this type of course ‘.listening camprehension should be
considered an integral and equal part of a curriculum which exlm-
courages ard, in fact, demands’ student oral éart-icipation.

- If this is the type of English program the stﬁdents want, why
the wide variance between the pe.rceﬁtage 6f students who chose
SPERKING and those who chose LISTENING? First of all, the listening
skill may be assumed to develop when one oohside_xs SPEAKING as the
skill to be enphasized. However, the reverse is not true. In a
listening course it’cannot be assumed that SPEAKING will be em—
phasizéd. Secondly, Gulf Arabs are very gregarious and verbally
uninhibited. Speech is seen by them to be a very positive attribute.
| It oould be that simply listening without speaking (without con- '

tributing orally) is regardaed in their own speech environments as a
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- sign of either disinterest or ignorance.

During several rather formal lectures in English on either
language ueachlng or llngUlSthS, it was observed that the Arabs
who teach English were, by and large, quite vernal either durlng
the lecture, in termms of trying to second guess the lecturer, or
after the lecture, in temms of asking questions. The second
guessing was noticeable in that “he words blurted out so assuredly
were often "off the track". The questions posed to the lecturer
were noticgable in that~théy often seened inappropriate, or to be
statemengs rather than questians. This seems to be an example
of an Arab's tendency to "listen actively". In other words,
responaing to the lecture may have been just as important as :

-+ listening to it.

Another factor which may explain the students' strong pre-
ference for SPEAKING over LISTENTNG is that there already exist
two é&nnanly accessible and very popular outlets for listening to
English in Kuwait. One is American progréms on Kuwait television
such as “The.Mysﬁery Movie", "Kung Fu" and "Gunsmoké“. The othér
is Americanlfilms regularly shown at a number of theaters in town.
“"Although the students have these two readily available outlets for
listening to English outside the classroam, many students claim that
they never have occasion to speak Ehglish outside the classroam.
This may account, in part, for the students’ geﬁe:al cohsensus that
practice in speaking is more important iﬁ the classrocm than practice

in listening. %



(6)
"For Nothing!" ’

The Gulf Arab students observed at the Faculty of Cammerce
almbst always respond to "Thank you" with the expréssion "For
fxothing". It is interesting to explore why &nd where ﬂué students
picked up this expression, for it is not one that is used by

native speaker:, of English.

The most common response by native speakers of English to "Than};
.you" is "You're welcame". Same other corrﬁon re;ponses made b‘y |
native gpeakers are "Not at ail", "Don't mention it", "O0.K.",
ard "Sure". The expression used by native speakers that comes

the closest to "For nothing" is "It's nbthi.ng".

A Distortion Of "It's Nothing"? Could it be that Gulf Arab

“Students have distorted "It's hothing", avrela'ltively unoonmon
English response to 'Thaﬂ you", and came up with "For nothing"?
It is douptful. Students who were interviewed claim that they
learned "For nothing” lfrcm their: former English teachers, but

that they had never heard "It's ncsthing" used in their intermediate
and secondary school English classes. This leads one to the con-
clusion that if, indeed, a distortion of "It's nothing" has been
fnade, it must héve been fnade—.by the sj:udénts' previous’ insﬁructors,

who, from the beginning, taught it to the students. The vast majority



of the students' previous English instructors have been Arabs
whose native language is Arabic, not English. It seems highly
unlikely that they would all come across & relatively uncommon
| response to "Thank you",tdistort it, and tea_ch it "en masse"

. to their students.

A "I‘ranslation From Arabic° By far the most cammon response

in Arabic for "Thank you" /sukran/ is /afwan/ , which is most often
translated as "You're weloome" Same other ccmnon, but less
fiQuently used . responses to /sukran/ are /ahlen/, /rnmmun/ and
/yahala/. None of these come close to bemg a literal translation
of "For nothing". ThJ.s leaves real doubt as to the poss1b111ty of

"For nothing" actually . ocnu_ng from a literal Arabic translation.

A Translation From French? ’fhe most comnon response in
French for "Thank you" \,/mE_rsi/ is /deritx/ which can be literally
trarxelated as "For nothing". Could it be, then, that the Arab
non—native English instructors (whe ‘_expose all Kuwaiti students tol
English for 8' years prior to University study) use .."For_ noth.ing" '
due to the fact that it is a literal translation in English of the
French /danm/” It is poss1_ble, since a good many Arab English
teache_rs in the secondary and mtermedlate schonls in Kuwait are
quptian and have a strong background in French. Assumably they
found the literal translation of "derien" more to their liking
(and/or more familiar) than the rather strange English expression

" "You're welcame".
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"You're Welcane" Takeh Literally. "You're welcame", if thought

of litefally, doas not »make as much sense as "For nothing” in terms

of a response to "’I‘hank you", T}'Dl.lght‘ of literally, I"You'.re welconre"
vbuld seém to be what you might' say to sorre.one at the door of your
house when you want to ﬁsher_ him in. The Arab English teachers may
have thought of '"You're welcome" -as "You"re welcare to my h\ouse".
Another possible nearﬁng of "You're welcome" 1s "You have my bermission"
as in "You're welcame to lock around". Therefore, I suggest that

the A.’Sab English teachers .'LI'l the intermediate. and secondary schools
adopted "For nothing™ as a response to "Thank you" because the

literai meani.ﬁg of "You're welccme" does not appear to them to fit

_as well as the literal translation of the French "derien".
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(7)
Two Pronunciation Errors

The Most Noticeable. The most noticeable and cammon error

Gulf Arabs tend to make is.the substitution of /b/ for /p/. For
example, students tend to say /barti/ for the English word "party"

and /bikSar/ for "picture". This is quite understandable far

Arabic does not have the /p/ phonem:.

The graphaﬁe "3" in Arabié script corresponds to the /b/
phoneme. . It is this grapheme which .is used whe.n foreign words -
nomzally spoken with a /b/ phoneme are inciorporated into Arabic.
For example, the word "Pakistan", which is pronounced /beek:cstzo.n/
by Gulf Arabs, is written in Arabic script with the "J" graphene.

Sﬁni'iarly' the name "Paul" must be written with the initial o

. in Arabic and, as you' would expect, is prondunced /bal/.

The Second Most Noticeable.. The second most noticeable

pronunciatibn e.rro*" CGulf Arabs éccasioﬁally'nmke is /nk/ for /7]/ .
In other words a /k/ sound is scmetlmes added to a‘word endLng
w1th /q/ For example, one can hear /me1nk/ :Lnstead of /naezr]/
for the English word "nothing". ThlS is not:l_oeable when the
word nomally e.nd:Lng in /7]/ cames at. the end of an utterance,

or is said in isolation. '

Although all the students pronounce words endmg 'inm/n/

correctly throughout most of their discourse, at times when
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they pause or want to be more emphatic, some of them add the
/k/ sound to the end of the word. For example, in a short

: conversation with a student I heard h:im say /sliprnk/ for
"sleeping", /lank/ for "long", and /dzstbrbxylk/ for "da_sturblng
However, this same student also pronounced these and other
words ending in /y/ correctly during the same conversation. In

other words, /n/ and /nk/ are used interchangeably.

S
This problem stems from the fact that Arabic doesn't have
the /31/ sound. Because words ending in /y]/ in English are'
written with a final "ng", they are scmetimes over—pronounce@
by Gulf Arab students. For example, the word "sing" may be
pronocunced /stng/, although the’ /nk/ ending is much mote common.
So it seené that two steps are gﬁeneralyly involved in the mis--
pronunciation of n/ - Fifst, the /g/ phoneme is added to the’

end of ‘the word. Second, the /9/ phonene is changed to /k/.

The mispronunciation of /‘q/ can carry over into the.
writing of English. For example, in Kuwait there is a store
selling househiold goods which has a sign above the door in

English reading "STORE FOR HOME THINKS".

1
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(8)
Empty-Space Fillers

/x> /.'_../§Isma/.../yaeni/ «... These three Arabic words,

/hxd>/, /\s'lx‘sma/ and /y&ni/, are used by ‘some Gulf Arab speakeré

of 'English as empty-space fillers. Wheh7 there is a break in their
speech, or when there might otherwise have been a b'reak- in their
SpeéchL Gulf Arabs tend to insert-one of the above expressioris.
/hx’$2/ means "this", /Sisms/'might best be translated as "what

you call it" and /y®ni/ means "I mean" or "that is".

These words are used in English to varying degrees depending,

in part, upon the level of oral fluency the Arab stude.nt\has attained.

It appears that the less 'able students in English conversation

use all three expressions; but the first to disappear as English

fluency increases is /hxde/. The next to go is /Stsmy/,
the last is /yani/. It is interesting to note that samne Arabs, -
whose oral4 fluency is extremely high, still frequenf-ly‘ use/yae.ni/

in-their. Eh’iglish conversation.

/y®ni/. /y®eni/ 1s the most cammon empty—sﬁace' filler
used m Gﬁlf Arabic, so it's not too surpriSing that it is also
used frequently by Arab students speaking in English. Aside from
functioning as an empty-space filler, it also functions as an .
expression: signifyiné elaboration. These two separate functions
of /yaani/. can be idantified in English. ?or example, in
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/y®ni/ 1 have a test, /y®ni/ I can't came to class today,
~/y®ni/ you must help me /yani/.

the first and last:/y®ni/ can be considered as empty-space fillers,
| while the middle two seem more to be used to signify an elaboration
or continuation of thought. The second and third /y&ni/ can be
considered as an untranslated éxpression meaning "I mean" or "tha':
is", whereas t-}xe first and fourth /yao_n‘i/ can not. In other words,
if translated into English, the second énd third /yseni/ would '

be acceptable, but the first and fourth would not. /y&®ni/ is

also used in” response to such questions as, "How was your

weél;end?" c;r "Was the .'lectu.re .;ntéregting?". In these .cases,

/yeni/ means "so-so", "not good, but not bad".

What's the significance of all this? Simply that a large
number of Gulf Arab ‘students use the Arabic word /yaeni/ a

gbod deal of the time when speaking in English.
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(9)
Domant Reasoning Abilities

Introduction. Gulf Arab\studehts tend to do poorly in courses

whlch require ‘them to reason out or analyze problems on their own.
When students do poorly on examinations which test reading com-
prehension, many people assume that what is needed_ is more work
on reading skills. However, what Gulf Arab students generally
need is work on how to reason. Reasoning -out problems. or

situations is a skill which can be taught and learned.

b

Readmg Gulf Arab st.:udents‘.often read a passage believing
- that, theyl understand &emﬁm about it. While they are able to
answer questions taken directly fram the reading, they seem to’
ilaye much more difficulty in answering questions whlch require
mak.mg inferences or drawing oonclusioné. " Canprehension
questions are oftan taken lightlf, and subtlieties m wrltten

materials are often skimmed over and missed.

Writing. Teachers in the Facuity of Science, .where Er{glish
is the medium of instruction, often cdrplajn that the students
a.nel unable to write on the specific subject asked _for on reports
or essay exarni_nations; Unless they are allowedlto. wfite on sane-
thing they have s't;_udied dlmost: verbatim, they generally have trouble

responding to the assigned topic. BAgain, the problem doesn't

' H
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center around the students not being able to express them—
¢
selves in writing in English, but rather around the fact
- that they are generally unable to transfer knowledge from one

specific or general example to certain similar cases.

Background. The primary reason for the students'’ in-
ability to make inferences or draw conclusions on their own is that
they have never really been}, required to do so before entering ‘
the'University. The emphésis in their previous schooling has"
been on retaining facts and memorizing answers. - Even at the
university level many students don't actually read the as'éigned
material. They expect the professor to dictate the important
material to them during the lectures. As long as the professor only
asks them to regurgltate sane of the materlal back to him, they
are quite able to survive. However, if the professor suddenly asks
.studex;lts i.nciividually, as on.a writt;en examination, to respond to
a sitmation ﬁot actually el_aborated‘c beforehand in> class, they

are at a loss.

Behavior Indicative Of Dommant Reasoning Abilities. Same Gulf

‘Arab students tend to behave in certain ways in the English language .
classroom which indicate that they are not thinking analytically.
‘ Students often lac}; patieﬁoe in answering written questions, fail
to read inst_:zuctiorfxs and/or base,conclusions on hunches or intuition.

What follows is an elaboration of fhese three indications.

- 32



1. Lack Of Patience. When faced with reading comprehension

questions requiring analytical thinking, Gulf Arab students generally
lack the patience to isolate the correct answer. In answering

multiple choice questions, for examnle, it is important to not only

' know what you think the ocorrect response is, but also why you

think the other responses are incorrect. Same students try to
short—cut this thinking process, or are simply not oconsciously

aware of it.
v

When asked to choose the best answer. to the follcwing question,

many students chose either "A" or "B".

"Mass commuter transportation” refers to a .
A) big machine that oontrols heavy traffic

B). large traffic jam in an urban area
C) large number of people traveling together

The students who chose "A" claim to have confused the word "ormmuter"

* in the question with the word "camputer". They knew the meaning of

both words, but since at first 'glance a "mass cammter" seemed to re-
fer to a "big machine", they felt there’'was no need to look further.
The students who chos=z "B" also claim to have made t;heif choice on
the basis of matching a few words like 'mass" 1n the question- w;lﬂu

S

"la.rge in the answer, "transportation" with "traffic", and "commuter

with "urbah".— It seems that the majority of the Students who missed

this question did so, not because t.hey Lciidn't know the'rrearij_ng of the

mdlwdpal words, and not because they dldn t know the- Engllsh

sentenoe structure, but because they didn't take time to read the

‘question carefully and reason ocut the oon:ect answer from the in-

correct ones.
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Evidence of 'lack of patience in looking up the spelling of
a word, and of negligence in making sure the word discovered has
a suitable definition is openly displaved for all to see. A
restaurant in Kuwait.which specializes in chicken proudly ad-

vertises "Fright Chicken".

2. Don't Read Instructions. Many Gulf Arab students tend

not to read. the instructions before doing a written assignment or

‘taking a test. They often do very badly simply because they don't

‘understand what's required of them. Even when directions are clearly

written at the top of a worksheet, quiet .mutterings of /S1nu hads/
(Wl'ht's this?) or /Sun sawi/ (}Affxat do we do?) are scattered thrcugh-
out the room. This does not occur because the students can't read -
what's before them. All one needs to do in response‘ to the students'
questions is point to the word "directions" on t-._he; paper and the
students ‘make an understanding ad&owledg@nent. But even then the
directions may only be looked at }ong enough for the student to

th_mk he probably knows what to do. In cother words, directions

. are rarely read completely for total comprehension.

3. Respond On The Basis Of A General Impression. When asked

" - to choose from two or more altérnatives, Gulf Arab students tend

‘to be passive, in their thinking. That is to say, they spend little

time actively reflecting on the possible choices, but instead choose

one on the basis of a few clues, a feeling, or a guess.

When asked to choose the best paraphrase for the following

sentence, many students chose either "A" or "C".
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Botswana's future seemed as empty as its arid oountryside.
A) Botswana, a hot and dry county, had a barren ocountryside.
~ B) The years to come in Botswana appeared to be hopeless.

C) Almost nothing grows in the desert in Botswana. .
A nurber of students who chose "A" maintained that they did so
on the basis of knowing that the word "arid" in the main sentence meant
"hot and dry" which ﬁhey‘found in response "A". The students who
chose "C" claimed that because the main sentence says the countyside
is arid, this.means tﬁat "nothing grows" as is indicated in "C".
Also, sane maintained that they knew "C" to be factually correct
because Kuwait is an "arid" oouﬁtry and "nothing grows" in the
desert in‘Kuwait; énd this is 'why they choée it.

¥

As indicated by the students' explahétions above, the key word
in their minds was "arid". This is because "arid" was included as
a new vocabulary item and was discussed at length in class before
fhé examination. The students assumed, therefore; that any qdéstion
with "arid" in it on the examination wbuld (and should) be testing

this word directly.

Another example of students, choosing an answer on the basis
of an iﬁpreSsion or feelinéyrather than on the -basis of sound
reasoning is the following. The’students'heand the song "Listen
to the Rain" by Jose Feliciano played‘several firos. They were
then asked same. true and false questions, one of w%ich was "The man

singing probably likes the rain": Everyone agreed that the answer
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i; "true"; however, the reaséns for choosing this answer were in-
teréstipg. A few studenté said that the song had a ggod beat and
therefore must be a happy sorg and thus the man singing must like
the raiﬁ. Another student said the singer wouldn't sing abqut
the rain unless he liked it. Of ocourse, there were also sawe
students in the class who were able to cite the lines in the song

that indicated that the singer did, in fact, like the rain.

A good number of Gulf Arab students seem to put little value
on reasoning as a.ﬁeang of solving problems. They don't appear_to'
view academic problems aé being susceptible té aﬁalysis. They
'~ either know the answér almost immediately or they don't; and if
they don't, they simply use their intuition; i.e., they guess.
When given written tasks which are quite challenging, the students
may at first try with interest to work‘them throuéh, but then same
of the less motivated readers simply give up, getting the answers from
sarecne else. Also, dictionaries or other aids are rarely used un-
lesg required by ﬁhe teacher. Generally students would rather

guess at a needed word than spena time looking it up.

‘gbnclusion. Gulf Arab students score poorly on assignmehts
and tests reqﬁiring reasoning not because they are stupid, but be-
cause they don't know hocw to use the intelligence they:have. .How
to reason, i.e., how to think analytically, is.a skill that can be
taught. Who should teach it to students in Kuwait, and when, are

questians open for disciission.
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