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Introduction

The role of English in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) has in the last 20
years surpassed its initial status of a foreign language learned for the sake
of communicating with the rest of the world. Being very much aware of its
increasingly global status and its central place in preparing a technologi-
cally and scientifically competent workforce, the educational authorities
of the country have embarked on major infrastructural, educational, and
financial efforts to put in place a tertiary educational system with English
as the primary language of instruction (Osman, 2009; Troudi, 2009b).
This has now become an established policy in the wider region as other
countries such as Qatar, Kuwair, and Bahrain have also opted for the same
approach. The current research project aims to study how Emirati students
at the tertiary level have reacted to the policy of English as a medium of
instruction and what their views are about their educational experiences
under such a policy.

Perspectives on EMI and the UAE context

This chapter is situated within the wide areas of English language teaching
(ELT) and language policy, and more specifically the field of language of
instruction policy, also known as medium of instruction policies (Tollefson
& Tsui, 2004). We start from the premise that a language of instruction
policy is not ideologically free and is often politically and economically
motivated. Taking on board the main tenets of critical language policy
rescarch such as power, struggle, hegemony, ideology, and resistance, our
study will look into how practices of English-medium instruction in the
(UAE) have come to be seen as acceptable and legitimate (Tollefson, 2007).
'The debate over the place of English as a medium of instruction (EMI) in
acontext such as the UAE needs to be seen in light of opposing views and

S
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schools of thought on the increasingly powerful role English plays arf)und
che world. It is perhaps necessary to state that because of the con:zplexny of
language in society and education there cannot be an of/erarchmg theory
to account for all aspects and areas of language policy.( Ricento, .z006). Ft.)l‘
instance, in the areas of language ecology and linguistic human rights, Phil-
lipson’s theory (1992) of linguistic imperialism was proposed to account for
the hegemonic influences of English on indigenous l'anguages and its effects
on pedagogy in the area of English language teaching around the world.

While “linguistic imperialism” has had considerable effect on the
study and debate over the global spread of Englisht it has bcen‘ challenged
by other theorists like Pennycook (2003), who while c.hallengm'g the ana-
lytical neutrality of the predominant spread of Er‘lghsh ?aradlgms, a%so
rejects the steuctural determinism of some of the critical views on English
in the world. Accepting that ELT professionals are intimately involved
with the diffusion of English, he states “we should be acutely'awarc of the
implications of this spread for the production and reproduction of global
inequalities” (p. 87). The spread of English is not a neutral phc.nomcn‘on as
it serves major economic interests of certain inner circle countries and itcan
contribute to the marginalization of indigenous cultures and languages.

Another critical but less radical view is Canagarajah’s model which
sets the conditions for pedagogy of appropriating discourses. This model
recognizes that language learning is ideological and that learners f:su:e a
number of challenges but the solution is “to negotiate with the agencies of
power for personal and collective empowerment” (1999, p. 173). 'l"he solu-
tion therefore is not to reject English but to appropriate it to one’s needs.
Canagarajah advocates a third way that “avoids the tr:j\ditional extremes
of rejecting English outright for its linguistic imperialism or accepting it
wholesale for its benefits” {Canagarajah, 1999, p. 173.). This “third way
strikes a balance between an uneasy awareness of the potential effects
English can have on local cultures, languages, and learners’ idt:ntities on
one side, and a need for English for social status and economic progress
on the other.

Jenkins’ (2007) construct of English as a lingua franca (ELF) d.oc's,
to a large extent, describe the ways many residents of diffcrer{t lmgmstx.c
backgrounds use English in the UAE for social communication. In this
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mode! Jenkins argues that it is “NNSs [non-native speakers] rather than
NS [narive speakers] who are at the forefront of innovation and change in i
lingua franca English” (2007, p. 4; emphasis is ours). It is beyond the scope 3
of this chapter to see if linguistic and discoursal features of ELF havebeen -

accepted in academic contexts in the UAE. However, based on our expe-
rience teaching in two academic institutions in the UAE, we can suggest
that the situation is typical of English in international contexts where the
native speaker model is the norm or “the point of reference” as described
by Brutt-Griffler (2002, p- 179).

In the UAE, and the Gulfin general, proponents of the diffusion of

the English paradigm employ discourses of social progress, economic and
technological advancement, global communication, and trade as forces
behind an inevitable EMI policy ar the tertiary level, especially for scientific
and a large number of academic subjects. Within this school of thought,
government officials and academics make ideological and practical associa-
tions between the learning of English and through English and economic
viability, competitive national workforce, and an active role in this era
of globalization. Accepting that English plays a major role in the world
cconomy, the UAE “has no choice other than ro prepare its workforce to
function in this economy through a good command of English” ( Troudj,
2009b, p. 203).

There are also wider socio-cultural, political, and educational fac-
tors that helped lay the foundation for an EMI policy in most tertiary
institutions in the UAE. English represents power and success, modern-
ism, liberalism, freedom, and equality. It also represents a departure from
old-fashioned and inefficient educational systems and didactic teacher-
centered approaches where the focus is on knowledge transmission rather

an construction.

"To enact an EMI policy at the tertiary level, a number of conditions
needed to be met. At the tertiary institution structural, administrative,
technological, and academic facilities were putin place to provide the nec-
essary conditions for teaching to be conducted in English. A substantially
intensive English programme was put in place to help students progress to
their academic departments where instruction s in English. At the start
of the programme students are classified into different levels of English
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i ir achievernent on initial English placement tests (Guefra-
acc.ord*]ljnfssif:;z). This kind of support is available across the country in
chi &ti : in;dtuﬁons. It should be mentioned in this context thar all these
?.U i ;iagxs have put in place English admission requirements demonstrated
- t‘:ernational standardized tests such as the TOEFL and IELTS.

v lI;English as foreign or second language professionals are contracrually

uited to teach in these intensive programmes and to helg studem‘:s
rec:;h the required level of English proficiency to be admitted into the:u'
rc::,spectivc academic disciplines. The trend is to recruit molstly, anﬂd in
spome institutions exclusively, native speaker teachers from inner circle

i ani, 2005).

Counlilzlslc( ﬁ:: !11:) years vci)y few studies informed by two mainly opposing
paradigms, the diffusion of English and the criti'cal stance, },mvc cxpl‘orejI
how English is used as a medium of instruction in the U'AE s educ‘atgon
system. We hope that this study will fill this gap by shedding some light Ion
the issue of EMI and students’ learning experiences at the tertiary level.
On the protagonist side of EMI, perhaps even tnumphahst,'jongsnc;a
and Jongsma (2006) report encouraging results of a small scale }?dot stflil y
to introduce the teaching of sciences and mathematics in English to first
and second grade pupils in the Abu Dhabi educational zone. Pamq'pat-
ing teachers grew in confidence in their ability ro tea{{h Sclcr'ltlﬁc sub)ccgs
through English. The authors also reported pedagogical gains for teach-
ers who embraced collaborative teaching and team work. Pupils were also
reported to be using more English both in the classroom and at home. 'Ihir}ri
were also challenges as some teachers still focused on the whole class wi
lirtle attention to students with special needs and materials were not alwa),rs
used meaningfully. What the authors should have added in their analys%s
is that the teachers’ challenge to teach sciences in the English langu:itgc is
a major problem. These teachers, who were hired ftrom Arfab counm-ctsh to
teach in the primary sector, had no prior training in English and.n'cl er
were they expected to teach through English. Therefore, the dccmon-to
switch the medium of instruction to English will have caused them major
anxiery and even fear of job loss. These teachers have now had‘to undm:g;
language training in order to achieve a certain score on IELTs if they wis
to keep their jobs. This is one of the professional and human consequences
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of an EMI policy at the primary and secondary levels. To our knowledge, 4
no research has been conducted in this area to explore the aftermath of

such a policy on the lives and morale of the teachers.

Furthermore, within the predominant EMI paradigm, Biclcnberg
(2004) argues that mathematics and information technology teachers at the 3
UAE University, where this study was conducted, had to make a number
of pedagogical and linguistic devices to help their students understand the
content. The “special English” they used featured the use of a slow speed
and a focus on selected vocabulary. The students’ learning experience was 3
characterized by major challenges they encountered at the level of “the
linguistic structures in academic textbooks and the ‘normal’ academic
language of a content area classroom” {p. 109). Bielenberg’s study is one

of the very few that delineate in some detail the nature of academic com-

plexities encountered by university students in the UAE. These students |
mostly come from the same primary and secondary school system as those
of our study, except for those who went to private schools where Englishis |
the medium of instruction. Bielenberg stops short of questioning or chal-

lenging EMI and accepts it as a legitimate educational policy.

Relared to one of the main aims of this study, Findlow’s (2006) quali- ;

tative research investigated the role of English langunage teaching in the
UAE and how it is implicated in the configuring of collective identities
especially in higher education. She argues that with all academic, economic,
and political discourses acknowledging the role of English as the language
of globalization, native languages such as Arabic have become “symbolic
of nostalgia and authenticity” (Findlow, 2006, p. 2).

Participants in Findlow’s study argued for the necessity of a dual lan-
guage system in education. Linguistic dualism fits a fluid and dialogic view
of the language-culture relationship where culture is not static but continu-
ally re-defined in a changing world. Students have to learn and adjust to new
modes of communication to be able to adapt to changing circumstances
and purposes. This linguistic dualism, though not equal with English as
the dominant language, is a feature of the current educational system in
the UAE. Findlow suggests that it enables “two identities and cultures to
be claimed at once, [which] can thus be claimed as inevitable, even essen-
tial, for socicties undergoing processes of acure global-local transition”
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2006, p. 22). While linguistic dualism as an educational approach
w, 2006, P-22)-

(Finilzfiiciaﬂy scated inlanguage policy documents (Clarke, 200 6) chas
isno

 common practice in all sectors of the educational systems of most
becofm tes, albeir an unbalanced kind of dualism. ‘ -
- d (20092, 2009b) problematized and questioned EMI‘ in the
Tmlcli tile ‘Arab world on the premise that students are more likely to
oA ?ln academic subjects when these are taught in the language most
o i @ them. A second major argument was the effect of EMI on Arabic
fani t‘; of science and academia, a topicstill widely ignored by educa-
- 1:11} gtu aicd ELT professionals in the Arab world, except for some efforts
b xlsas;: scholars (Al Askari, 2002; AL-Dhubaib, 2006; Mohamed, 2007)-
> AI;; work however, did not delve into the experiences of thi: students
e EMI and its effect on the quality of their educarional experience. The
e ¢ study is an attempt at filling this gap- Overall, we c?o not cspouse
Curmsnemialist view about the position of English nor an anti-English posi-
:ir:): but we position our work within a critical and postmodern perspec-

cive on the pedagogical hegemony of English and its effect on Arabic as
2 language of academia.

The study

The following are the main preliminary research questions:

i i jum of instruc-
r. What are students’ artitudes rowards English as med

ion at Zayed University? -
2 %?;:: is t);xe nature of the challenges students face when studying

through EMI2
3. How fil:) students cope with these challenges?
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Metbadolagy

The nature of the above research questions and our theoretical positions 3

necessitate an exploratory methodology, which seeks to understand how

individuals in a given social and educational context make meaning, }
draw conclusions and make suggestions about their own learning and the

language policy being investigated (Perry, 2005; Richie & Lewis, 2003),
Because the study does not seek to make predictions or generalizations
the focus will be on understanding the views of the participants and the

reasons they provide for their choices and actions. This focus naturally

justifies the centrality of qualitative data in this research project. The study
can also be methodologically placed around the middle of the “basic/
applied continuum” (Perry, 200, p. 72). On the theoretical side the study
deals with some abstract concepts such as identity, sense of belonging, and
heritage. The study also has an applied dimension as some of the findings
and implications can be directly related to areas such as language policy,
curriculum development, materials selection, and classroom pedagogy. The
overall design of the study is a sequential exploratory design as we used
“the quantitative data and results to assist in the interpreration of qualita-
tive findings” (Creswell, 2009, p. 211).

The participants

In total, 110 female Zayed university students ranging in age between 18
and 22 years took part in this study by answering a five-point Likert-scale
survey to measure general trends about the constructs of the research ques-
tions. Survey participants represented a wide array of academic disciplines
such as business, communication and media, education, and information
technology where more than 90% of instruction is done in English. For
this research report the focus is on the 10 participants who took part in
the semi-structured interviews,

We received the consent of the 10 students to be interviewed once the
aims of the study were explained to then, They were assured of confidential-
ity and total anonymity. Pseudonyms were used to protect their identities.

irati Students’ Experiences of English as a Medium of Instruction 31
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i i t
ere also guaranteed the right to withdraw from the study and do
W - - » « _
'IhCh:nY their minds about what they said in the interview at the respon
e " » 0 Cn ts
flidation stage (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). The transcn'b'cd m:m;sI p s
entv shared with the participants for confirmation, addmo::x, orde ct:;
o item of their choice. The purpose of this validation is to provide,
of anzfu.ratcly as possible, a real representation of the students’ opinions.
¢ ‘ :
. addition to these ethical procedures, an ethical research form V;:as c<?mt
hll : d and sent to the ethics committee to ensure that the researc prf))ec
tc » . I3 3
D onducted according to the University of Exeter ethical rcguiatmns
. juni i i ’ es
%:s ten participants are all juniors or seniors pursuing bachclo;s e%rcth
c . . * .
in 2 number of disciplines. The participants, all Emiratis, come rorz ob
b obe
: blic and private schools. The secondary school background Provi t 1
P important factor in shaping students’ views of EMI at tertiary level.
an + . * n-
Semi-structured interviews averaging one hour in lcngt%l wcr'c::;c:h
ducted with the 10 participants in a space of four weeks. Keeping w1d e
uc .
dition of naturalistic research, the semi-structured format allowe: us to
beboth i ime. This kind of interview has
be both structured and flexible at the same time. o
i her on the agenda of the study while
the advantage of keeping the researcher g ' iy
being open-minded to account for spontaneous and emerging thcmcfi at
ei - aneou '
fndem:s are willing to share with the interviewer (Kvale, 2009; Radnor,
feSPI) To Kvale (2007) the interview is “a uniquely sensitive and powcrﬁﬂ’
2001). : . ‘
method for capturing the experiences and lived meanings of the suli}cctfi
everyday world” (p. 11). The main items of the interview were deve (g;:[ ;
from the major constructs in mainstream and critical literature on
ndl i ber of prompts were used to elicit data
and learners’ experiences. A number of promp cie daca
(see appendix). The nature of the interview allowed for emerging q

tions to be asked.

Data analysis

The interview transcripts were analysed for general content. Wc_fioﬂfow:(c}l a;r:
exploratory approach using the main a}ixns of.thc study f a“iux : o(;r m}:I N
ordering and construction of categories, which iform ¢ “hear i Z(i -
tative data analysis” (Creswell, 1998, p. 14.4). This thematic organ
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ang subsc(.]uent interpretation (Radnor, 2001) were done with a “strateg: |
?;—11 f;zhmcal detachment” approach to the whole process of data an o
of d(»):s:ri?? zoolx P f‘;g)- Qualitative data analysis was conducted in Stage
Ing, classitying, and interpreting, The last st L ¥ |

on tcxtural «the What” andscructum[d . . agcwas mltlally bast =
.. R . escriptions “the how” Th

::c par tlc;pants. experiences were constructed through “seeldngzﬁs;:;zif
canings and divergent perspectives, varying the frames of reference aboy, ;

8
¥

phenomenon, and constructing a descripti
: . ription of how th 2
Wwas experienced” (Creswell, 1998, p. 149). P “phenomenon,

Results

R vt BB b iy
b N e T R G,

EMI and school background

;llr); ;liﬁ; ;ttlo(r; ti;)fnfgrtalblg studying these courses in English rather than
- studiedin English my whole life so if I studied i

Arabic that will be somehow a ch e couses n

. allenge.” This was echoed by Khadiia .
i:hgﬂz;ituns that ;tudyi;lg in bEnglish made more sense to me szncc Iata?; I

even at home. It's a benefit for us to stud in English i
:: watt;lt to cor.xtinue our masters or get a job, mosz of thlzg}l;lsac:seizu;?rl:‘
ising the Enghsh‘ language” Here a reference is made to the use of %ng—

creasingly gaining status as
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Arabic. This was well captured by Maryam who mentions how “there is
something that really affect kids. For example kids have nannies, and my
nanny talks to me in English since I was a baby, because she didn’t know
how to talk in Arabic but through living here and living with us she did
Jearn eventually Arabic”

Some parents also play a significant role in creating an Anglophone
environment for their children from a very early age. In many cases par-
ents with an awareness of the global role of English and its potential for
opening educational and economic horizons for their children, or simply
because of cultural trends in modern media and associations between
speaking English and discourses of modernity and development encourage
English. Arabic, even at home, loses its major role as the mother tongue
and the language of one’s heritage. While this should not be interpreted as
a conscious or a deliberate attempt at marginalizing Arabic, in fact, many
parents are aware of the effect of English on their children’s Arabic, the
obvious result is that these children will grow up thinking English is the
natural language to use for both communication and education. Against
such a sociocultural background English has gained a major status before
children are even introduced to it at school. Arabic on the other hand, is
increasingly introduced as a minor subject relegated to the areas of social
studies and religion. The following excerpt from Maryam shows how par-
ents’ linguistic decisions have affected a child’s ability to speak what is
naturally supposed to be her first language, “My cousin has a small daugh-
ter she talks to her in English all the time so now it’s a problem cause her
daughter doesn’t understand Arabic. But now she started to talk to her in
Arabic and she’s progressing.”

Prior to their transition to university many of the participants were
informed by school advisors, and through visits to higher colleges and uni-
versities, about the system of education and the language of instruction at
the tertiary level. One participant explains her reason for choosing Zayed
University: “Well it [English] was one of the reasons that we chose ZU
actually. I mean I had the choice of going to either United Arab Emirates
University, Zayed University, or Higher Colleges of Technology, and I
knew that some of the courses in UAEU are taught in Arabic. Because
we've been in private schools we started our education in English and we
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of ELE Working within a broader paradigm of linguistic imperialism and

the hegemonic spread of English, Phillipson (2009) prefers to use the term

lingua academica to refer to the international use of English in higher

education. In fact, English is now spreading to primary and secondary

schools in a number of countries both in the private and public sectors,

»s in the case of the UAE. Phillipson challenges the discourse of neutral-

ity and objectivity of ELF and argues that its advocates “falsely assume
that the language is neutral, free of all cultural ties and serves all equally
well” (p- 338). While questioning and challenging the role English plays
in tertiary education, especially in a context like the UAE, is necessary
for a balanced analysis of any language of instruction policy, the forces of
cconomic reality and issues of employability remain too strong to ignore.
Students are thinking of their careers and self-interest and are well aware
of the competitive edge of EMI and the advantage their ability to speak
English fluently offers them in the job market.

Arabic as a medinm of instruction

Views on the possibility and necessity of Arabic as a2 medium of instruc-
tion at the university level varied. Some participants saw no scope for
using Arabic to teach content classes in their academic departments and
were very clear in their positions vis-a-vis English and Arabic. For them
the issue is settled and is not open for reconsideration. Arabic cannot be
used because they are more familiar with English and more comfortable
with its associated approaches and methodologies. Salwa, one of the par-
ticipants from a private school background, expressed her realistic and
functional view on the issue, “honestly we are against Arabic taught in the
university, so I dont know if that's going to help with anything ... because
we are used to English, it’s much easier to write in English than writing in
Arabic ... because we got used to it ... Because we were in private schools,
and English is taught in most of our subjects.”
Given this kind of educational background of students like Salwa, who
come from an English medium private school background, Arabic does
not seem to have a role to play at the tertiary level. It will simply hinder
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the quality of their educational experience and cause
challenges. However, this view was not shared by all th
study. In spite of a consensus on the importance of Ep,
instruction some studenes lamented
level and in the wider socia] enviro,
like Khadija, in addition to being her
tarian purpose, Thinking of employa
job market, Arabic would providea
following excerpe:

Ithink it’sa good thing
are doing that on the expense of our own
with English but I seill think that we sho
we'll graduate we are going to work in the UAE and notallco
lish language. For instance the gow
am I'supposed to work jn Arabic if I didn study in Arabic, I
maybe more courses in Arabic in
only the Arabic Professional Writd

only courses taught in Arabjc and then there are the t
and the rest are all in English.

op. However, such provi-
sions for Arabic courses in other colleges such as Education of Business and

crment companies use Arabic language, s hoy

too many unwan, g
¢ participants of ¢,
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uld take courses in Arabjc because whey, &

mpanies usc the Eng.

3 E

‘
3
:
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ish i o compete for jobs. Fatma, who is“awarc

as well 2 1 Enghsc}ilc;i:illl)?; :irsstnccd flc:r Emirati Arabic sp.cakc.rs but
of this afivamagc;;n advantage, because again you are the minority t}‘u:l is
also 7S )’Ot‘;l need you to know Arabic so that what tf}cy can't do,

o e f dii workforce, you can do, that is why they hire ‘meiratns.
the ma)o e t” In the UAE, Emirati citizens are indeed 2 mmon'ti; as
Soltl lmponanf' the population is made up of expatriates and Englis s
more zhan e ?ranca among most of the residents of the country. Arszlc,
o, Iilnglll;come a rare but necessary commodity in at'dr‘myxstramonj
cherefof-c - Students are now well aware of how Arabic is in dcx:nan
e busmclsxscs. expressed their concerns about their lack of Proﬂcx;ncyi
ind oy a;:l uggc, especially those from an English medium scdoc:i
Ln Ct:geizuﬁiiit Maiy bemoaned their inability to write dm Moderr; iteasne ‘a;:n

’ ersi i education, and, in some » eve
Anbic e Ymimco:l zfairtibfllcul;:f:liy.f%ime students even cz.d!ed for Arabic
o speak'thelcrosrses similar in nature to the current provision under t:lle
T ish Academi Bridge Programme. The following excerpt from Hala
English Aca'der'mc * nbgt it's not a bad idea having the readiness taken here
iﬂusmt?s o vlllewfgcc-;usl: readiness here in the university is for pc?pic W:.O
i, Am}:.l!(c'asgv:gl.ish why not make it for students who are WCQ’.’k in A1.'a ic
mwfl It": oing to, be difficult of course, but it will help us! R;adm;z
3$fwc ' thcg language preparation programme that students need to t:

i oxder guhc English admission requirement. Hala is suggesting
o iness pr in Arabic should be provided to help students
that a readiness programme in Arabic

with their Arabic.

ke

i i ber of stu-
ile this is a legitimate academic need 1dcr?t1f%cd bya num

Ycr}:tlicfi;ng majo%challcnges with the acad'cmlc.ﬂdc of II:-I:lzl'ent}l Sctatjﬁii
Arabic, it also reflects a larger and more serious issue, whi is Evd A
of the t’caching of Arabic in the UAE and the overall proﬁc.len::i); fovelof
Emirati students in their first language. There ha?c be;n n?a)o:I bates
the ministerial level to put Arabic back on thc‘h-st o x;l::itxor:) ! fmric‘ﬂar
but there has not been any tangible action at dccxsl.on making o cartienla
levels to resurrect Arabic. In fact, while the official discours g
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Arabic as the official and national language and calls for its protection and
dissemination, the trend in education is going in the opposite direction, B
with the continuous spread of English to all levels starting at year one of §
primary school. For some of the study participants the suggested soly. §
tion was an obvious need for the improvement of the quality of teaching
Arabic at all levels and mainly at university, and the introduction of more

Arabic medium content classes. This call for dual language education was
made by Arwa; :

We did personally take some courses in Arabic, three courses in Arabic acrually, Ifind 4
themvery very useful, I am not advocating English all the time. I think ic is imporrant 3
tostudy in English but at the same time to haye these courses that the university has 3
done where you get the terminology translated into Arsbic so youknowboth. Tam 3
aswong believer in being bilingual, being totally, having both. 3

Aysha, another participant, confirms the need for adual language approach
to the curriculum when she describes what can be done in teaching some 1
disciplines.

Tam not against Arabic, and I think there are some courses we need to balance, and
study them in Arabic such as the media writing, and that’s what they are doing now
in the college of communication. I feel that we should take more courses in Arabic,
Iknow that I am weak in Arabic, but still that would help me for later in the future
workforce especially in writing.

Itis worth pointing out that Aysha went to English-medium primary and
secondary schools, but her EMI background did not negatively influence
her views about EMI.

Challenges with EMI and coping strategies

Dataabout academic challenges experienced by university students in their
pre-college stage and during their specializations confirmed findings in the
literature about the consequences of EMI on the quality of the students’
learning experiences in content classes, There were major similarities at

the level of linguistic challenges observed by Bielenberg (2002) and those
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icipants. Like most of the students in our

{ccount.cii b}ll:: i}:;:ri‘i)clil;f:;narf the product of public school cducatio.n
soucy Blc;g W}%crc Arabic is the medium of instruction. Upon transi-
inthe U ’v;rsity, the students experienced a total shift in the mcdiufrf of
o o and consequently a different approach to education entailing
ins{mz;;oiions and roles for them. The salient challenges were linked to
il f1'1-1 Im age proficiency and the kind of academic skills rcquired‘to
Englis ar;%luingan EMI environment. Recounting her story of the major
Crform}:: spent on improving her English, Salwa describes how her first
:if:;tcsais atiniversity were marked by a struggle to cope with the demands

of EMIL:

a public school, so that was the challenge because when I fook the
fIirg::dE‘:]zEsdhﬁ;:ooIerf (English 145), I faced a lot of difficulties and CZ{DME t f:;lliiw;
with my peers, and in the first two assignments I got very low grades but
- d to depend more on myself, and on my readings and also the instructor was
r;intcg meon aside, and looking more through my drafts, so that's the way I improved
myself. Bux there was a big challenge for me in writing.

The students” Arabic academic background interfered with their I.earn{ng
of the new mode, a phenomenon observed by Osman (2.009'). Thmé ‘map)é
educational schemata and learning experiences are rooted 1r}1) A;anlc ar:1

its associated models of learning, This is well captured by the following

excerpt from Selma:

The Arabic language was the base in which I get my ideas from 1 didn’thavcla l};ck:
ground in English books so I was more into Arabic even wh.cn 1 am.wm;xlng in hn‘i
lish I try to think in English but it’s a bit hard not -to think in Arabic, z w:g: kain
the ideas in my head regardless of the grammar mistakes. Before I use th:;,k ; rll) o
Arabicand try to translate my thoughts in English bt?t now] somc'h‘ow thi EL: od
English and Arabic. When I used to think in Arabic and try writing it in English,

the outcome was a mess.

i i b) to those who could not
EMI did serve as a gatekeeper (Troudi, 2009 : :
meet the challenge of achieving the required English language p.roﬁmcncy
to be accepted in some colleges. While this has become an cstabhsh_cd edt;
cational practice in the UAE and increasingly in the Gulf the detriment
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effects of EMI policies on students educational and career chojces hs »
largely been ignored. Selma’s quoze illustrates this point: '

like the business major, they use specific terms and &
I think that at the beginning of entering any major,
you try to adapt it will be easier for you to learn
problems uniil you graduare,

you'll face some problems by x ‘
while if you didn't you'll be fagj %

(Abbott, 1992; Hewson 1998; Markee, 2002; Williams & Cook, 2002)
Of equal importance is the argument that EMI policies and instruction 3

n g3
in a foreign medium is not supported by research and does not guarantee

success or equivalent levels of educational achievement as when mother 3
tongue education is in place (Bruthiaux, 2002),

In the case of the current study and the population it Tepresents, stu- §
dents facing academic challenges in their majors, as a result of EMI, reso

reed §
to seeking support from available fesources put in place by the university.
These varied from extra tuto

rials by lecturers to writing centres. Students A
also relied hcavily on dictionaries to understand main texes in their fields,
Students from English medium schools also faced some challenges, bur §
they were not ateribured to English proficiency. Those who were “lucky”

enough 10 go to private schools reported their ease with English and how ;
comprehension of content was rarely a problem.

; Students' Experiences of English as a Medium of Instruction +
Emirats
2

Dl SCUSS ion

ion in atti i between stu-
Jear division in attitudes and experiences b :
The dat:si}é(’:: Ci;:e:;rcschool background and the medium .of instruction.
den b disparity in the quality of experience at univcrsu:'y level duc, 0
'Ihﬂr_e 1513 ige proficiency. Perhaps the concept of a choiceless chal‘ce
Englg};c?ir;)i‘: the situation of the majority of Emirlitl studgnt.s rc_g}a;i 51;15
best & i i i aker of Arabic, an Emirati
f instruction. Being a spe bic, ar : .
the !aniuig:oostudy his/her chosen university subjects in E{xgh-sh. This
choiee ataken—for—grantcd reality and an uncontested practice in many
is now €
mab{; zﬁtzﬁés students’ experiences into consideration am(is Lh; arﬁ:-
i i ir mother tongue nabb-
ts’ rights to be taught in their mo “tong) '
Kone Of::ucfigc)n can E%MI continue to prosper and can it av?ld tl'le image of
ga;lgma;; being an oppressive and dominant ideology isp;:llal‘l%; u:};:;x;ttchx:i
. i d the global? We
i tdifferences between the local an
Wtdllxa};};:zconf the UAE and the Arab world in general, EMI needs to be
o ;ed in self-criticism. To do so the discipline needs to adhere to some
gcg:rctical requirements. For without theorization and g\;f;ouit]:l awarc'nc:z
ilingual education, will contin
role of mother tongue and bilingu .
:f jli:natc the very participants it claims to serve :m;ll cmpz::cf in til:gii;‘
. ang
the students who have no right to choose the
B e liance on received knowledge about
their instruction. Instead of an over-relian 1re nowecge abou
i ionable trends in international e ,
the status of English and fashiona tional educarion,
ionists i UAE need to consider the quality
educationists in contexts such as the : quality of
i i dents. Equally important are
the learning experience of the stu : . Hlects
i lification levels of graduates
of an EMI policy on the overall qua : tcls of graduares in the
lace and their performance. Evaluatfon and researct es 1
::?étpconductcd to investigate these two issues. I;l1 adcggﬁn,v%rﬁﬁq};lsz
i tionalize . e
of scientism were used as a mechanism to ra . - While this
i ini i f educational policies there
is a recognized strategy in mtroductxons'ct : here
:s ::1:1131 ag need for an interpretive and critical approac}.l with q!.:{aht;t;:
n?cthods to uncover the quality of educational experience under
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policies. Without a critical approach to

by educational policies such as EMI wj

by those who underwent an EMI model.

Contrary to how it is neutrally and “scientifically” presented EMI is not

ideology free. What is missing is a healthy dose of self-criticism, scepticism,
and contestation, which are central to the scientific approach, to avoid the
fragmentation of bodies of knowledge (Macedo, et al., 200 3,p-76).Ifand
when research studies are conducted,

the picture which serves their ideological agenda (g Jongsma & Jongsma,

2006). When linguistic challenges are mentioned they are reduced to nec-

essary developmental stages in need of pedagogical interventions.

Can we afford to see EMI isolated from issues of socio-cultural and |

continue to exert a lot of power =
and influence on the lives of generations of students, An analogy can be
drawn to the debate over bilingual education in the US, which at present §
is still “dominared by positivistic and management models which hide §
their ideologies behind a demand for objectivity, hard data and scientific §
rigor” (Macedo, Dandrinos, & Gounari, 2003, p. 69). In fact, the claim ¢ %
scientificity and neutrality used by proponents of EMI can itself be used 4
by counter-discourses calling for interrogating such an approach. There |
arc, up to now, no empirical studies in the Gulf region which prove tha; |
graduates of mother tongue educational programmes are outperformed 3

EMI proponents show one side of |

q

linguistic identity which ultimately shape the students’ learning expe-
rience at the tertiary level? Neutra] and pseudo-empirical discourses in
education, especially in matters of language policy, can distort reality. In

pursuit of performance, achievement, and employability students’ faces
are dehumanized and their voices silenced and
reality of the students’ learning conditions. A critical reading of this real-
ity is needed so we can engage with the various effects of the EMI policy.
Some critical writers like Macedo, Dentrinos and Gounari (2003) warn
that the wrong language of instruction policy can cause fractured cultural
identities which “usually leave an indelible psychological scar experienced
even by those subordinated people who seemingly have ‘made it’ in spite
of all forms of oppression” (p-77). The participants in this study expressed
major concerns about the constant onslaught of English and its potential

the result is 2 distorted

kS
i
it
3
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issues of education, the nome. g
thetic and at times erroneous nature of the claim to scientific objcctivity‘ 7

1
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s effects on Arabic as a language and a cultural symbol. Winle
disamo]u ing the major role English plays in helping them secure employ-
acknow fidg::ageer, they were aware that this is taking place at thC. expense
g s of Arabic, which is undergoing a perpetual rcducuor.x in its
of d?e et educational experience at the tertiary level. Besides being the
roe mlth:‘l:hcir cultural, linguistic, and religious heritage Arabic was, fo‘r
symbo o the language of instruction in their first twelve years of pri-
the majjuyc’:ondary education. They have experienced its rapid fall from
T ii race and an almost total devaluation at tertiary level. The
cduCﬁUO‘:)f c%iucation was not anymore the language of their culture. For
langua‘genal and pragmatic reasons English was widely embraced and even
educm(l)w experience language difficulties often manage to seck and f:Ind
Chojc Wic su iort. But this linguistic dualism, which characterizes the situ-
i the %AE (Findlow, 2006) is fraught with uncertainty and unease.
Ther l?a):ionship between English and Arabic is not based on equity or
T}:ftur:l coexistence and harmony. With respect to language use, thl!; rela-
e hip remains asymmetrical with English being the d.ommant orce.
Then :c local and regional voices calling for the reassertion of the lo?al
Esrric indigenous in an attempt to resist impr:f'ialistic and. nco—xc:lolombal

ultural hegemony (Al-Dhubaib, 2006; Messidi, 2..010). jIhls needs to ;
i ithin the wider socio-cultural and political climate in the regionan
f‘e‘:trlllzznaft<:rmath of the recent political conflicts in Iraq and Palestine. In
gc context of this study the participants anfl thch.r c.:olleag}zcs tr}a;ns[:;lcd
their dissatisfaction with the status of Arabic into (;ilru;al action when they

i iversity-wide campaign to protect Arabic. .

Nga;;ed(::; (r;.oos) tc?;scribcs hovF:r a tension between global a'nd loc?,l mtcl:
ests has characterized the UAE higher education system. '[I}xs tensxor;; sle
argues, “mirrors the global-local tensions that und'crpm society as baw oer;
with ideas about ‘cultural authenticity’ formed in tj’lﬁ tension V;t:e
imitation of and resistance against colonial models” (p. 2.96).1 /e (I?ae
to pursue this issue further in future research to explore thc_: relationship
berween EMI and students’ sense of linguistic and cultural identities.
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Conclusion

Hewson (1998) argues “learning a subject in a second langnage is particy’
larly difficult when the first language is inherently very different from§
western-based languages. Specialized terminology, which is not necessarily 8
congruent between the two languages, poses considerable problems for the §
teachers and significant learning difficulties for the students” (p. 318). This §
view resonates when applied to many of our study’s participants. 4
However, as demonstrated through the data excerpts used in this§
study, students have managed to appropriate English to their own needs i
and udilitarian agendas (Canagarajah, 1999). Their sensc of agency was not 3
affected by the powerful status of EMI. In fact, an interesting finding in this @
study is that those students who did not see a role for Arabic as a medium §
of instruction did not do so on the basis of a conviction that Arabic was
not a language of academia or sciences. They did not compartmentalize 3
Arabic to certain classical domains such as Islamic studies and English to
other more current or contemporary subjects like technology and sciences 4
the way Findlow reported in her 2006 study. For our participants, Arabic
was not considered an academically inferior language. The issue was more 3
to do with the quality of education the students received in their schools §
and their language ability and overall comfort with Arabic. It was clear that §
the way these students were taught Arabic has, to a large extent, shaped §
their attitudes towards using it for instruction at the tertiary level. While
the message of the educational system is that Arabic is not the best con- §
duit for scientific and other academic subjects because of the demands of
the global market, the students’ stance on the issue is informed by more
practical considerations of language proficiency and ability to comprehend 3
and produce academic discourse without major challenges while keeping
a realistic check on employabilicy.
This study shows the complexity of EMI policies and some of its
effects on students’ educational experiences and career perspectives. Fur-
ther studies are needed to look into how EMI shapes the students’ sense §
of linguistic and cultures identities. |
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Appendix

Semi-structured Interview itemns:

General introduction: name, where from?
£ study? Year of stady? ‘
g:y(;fs}ing;’ish: When did you first learn that you would be studying for your degree
in English? '
lWhatgdid you think about it? How did you feel about it?

. . . . ar
At the end of your secondary education: did you reccive any information aboutyo

degree? Whether you would be studyingin English or in Arabic?

How would you describe your experience of studying your degrec/specialisation in
English?
Prompts:

How do you deal with the langnage of the specialisation?

Any issues of comprehension of lectures?
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Any issues of comprehension of materials/ textbooks?
Any issues with writing your assignments in English?
Any challenges in oral activities [ participation in class discussion] and prcscnsation;:"

Any other challenges?

Ease and confidence in English?

When you have difficulties in any of th .
y of the above areas how d k-
Can you get help? How? areas how do you solve the pmblcm;L

What about Arabic?
Prompts:

What role does Arabic play in your studies?

Do you think your specialisation can be taughe in Arabic?
Do you think scientific subjects can be taught in Arabic?
Ifyou had a choice berween studying your specialisation in Arabic or English whar §

you chose? Why?

In general does studying through Engli i

gh English have any effect/b i
What do you speak ar horne? ’ Feringon Arsbic
Language used in following: internet, social interaction
What does Arabic represent to you?

Your relationship with English? What docs English represent to you?

In general whar do you think abour EMJ?

What English variety do
ish? Australian? Are you

you think you are using at your universiry? American? Bric-
aware of any other variety?

LYNNE RONESI

Who Am I as an Arab English Speaker?
Perspectives from Female University Students
in the United Arab Emirates

3

ABSTRACT

This qualitative study, undertaken at the American University of Sharjah in the United
Arab Emirates (UAE), investigates how female university students — undergraduate
writing tutors with very strong English proficiency — understand their identity as Arabs
and maintain their native tongue of Arabic cven as they are immersed in English on
a daily basis. This research examines the studenes’ perceptions, in part, through the
analysis of their written response to the prompt “Who am I as a writer in English?”
This response was a required assighment in a course that prepared thesc students to
be writing tutors at the university. To expand and verify themes identified in the text
analysis, interviews were also conducted with the students. Informed by scholarship
in critical applied linguistics and second language acquisition and grounded in par-
ticipants’ accounts of family and educational experiences, this study contexralizes
the participants’ linguistic atticudes and illuminates how they negotiate the discourses
and perspectives of Arabic and English to benefit their agency. The students’ educa-
tional experiences and insights resulted in suggestions for changes in the instruction
and promotion of Arabic that would help support its maintenance ~ a matter of
grave imporeance to these young women even as English dominates their lives — and
provided a strong argument for a movement to two-way bilingual cducation. These
are significant considerations for language leatning policy in the UAE and for other
Arab countries in which English operates as a lingua franca.



