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Abstract 

This case study focuses on cross-cultural communication of American university students 

studying Modern Standard Arabic as a second language. This research investigates the 

ways in which the discourse of native speakers of American English who use Arabic as a second 

language differs from that of native Arabic speakers. There have been a plethora of studies 

investigating second language (L2) speakers of English, while much less has been done to 

analyze American college students’ integration into an L2 community’s linguistic norms. Since 

little has been done to investigate this particular demographics’ socio-cultural framework in L2 

acquisition of Arabic, the topic is of interest. This paper seeks to uncover very basic things 

about American students’ experience with the Arabic language as well as gain insight into 

how these students are operating cross-culturally. How are students communicating beyond 

grammar and phonetics? How would native Arabic speakers gauge learners’ communicative 

competence in the language? The study will investigate students’ motivations and experiences 

in language learning, L1 (first language) to L2 sociocultural transfer (ST), and linguistic patterns 

exhibited in the realization of requests, apologies and refusals. 

 

The Arabic Language Student: Motivation 

In their analysis of language needs in America, Jackson and Malone (2008) report that 

there are a very small number of students studying “critical languages.” American policy makers 

along with the U.S. Office of Education have defined a critical language as one that, despite the 

need for competent speakers in the country, severely lacks proficient communicators. Yet, for 

more than 50 years, there has been and still remains a lack of Americans with sufficient skills in 

these critical languages. Jackson and Malone (2008) add that critical languages are also 
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“linguistically and culturally very different from English” (p. 4). Arabic is one of these 

languages. Of those students who choose to study a critical language, relatively few continue to 

do so for more than two years, which is not sufficient time for most students to develop even a 

modest level of functional proficiency in these languages. In 2006, it was found that only 11% of 

the 23,921 students enrolled in Arabic courses were enrolled in a non‐introductory course.  

Jackson and Malone note that “languages (and cultures) that are very different from English take 

longer to learn for English speakers than do Western European languages. This is so regardless 

of the teaching method used” (Jackson and Malone p. 11). They envision the end-goal of foreign 

language education to be more than fluent L2 acquisition. Such education should lead to 

competence of communication on a global level (p. 19). 

Many studies have demonstrated the role that attitude and motivation play in language 

learning. Attitude can be loosely defined as “object specific” and motivation as “goal specific” 

(Baker 1992). Some suggest that attitudes are self descriptions or self perceptions (Bem 1968). 

Thus, “language attitudes may be constructed through inspection of one’s own actions (Baker 

1992).” This study will focus on the motivational dimension of attitude, those self-reported 

elements which motivate behavior and have an existing and initial drive state (p. 14). One of the 

methods for this study is a free response section on a survey in which potential participants 

define and articulate their goals and reasons for studying Arabic. 

 

Sociocultural Transfer 

The American Arabic language student is not only required to deal with a number of 

unfamiliar phonetic and syntactic features, s/he must also be aware that the style of 

communication of many native Arabic speakers (NAS) is likely to be different. 
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Sociocultural transfer (ST) occurs when one transfers elements of his or her first 

language, as well as cultural patterns of communication, to their second language. Thus, people 

from different backgrounds evaluate speech based on their native language and cultural (C1) 

paradigms. Past studies have attested to this phenomenon at the discourse level. As a result, ST 

has inexorably led to a significant degree of miscommunication between speakers. 

Kasper (1992) uses the term pragmatic transfer to describe “the influence exerted by 

learners’ pragmatic knowledge of languages and cultures other than L2 on their comprehension, 

production, and acquisition of L2 pragmatic information (p. 207). Examples of negative 

pragmatic transfers are demonstrated by Blum-Kulka and Olshtain (1986) in their study of L2 

Hebrew learners. The researchers concluded that learners of Hebrew, regardless of their 

linguistic background, “tend to embed their requests in lengthy explanations and justifications 

which in turn create undesirable effects if inappropriately used” (1986, p. 26). 

Research has shown repetition, indirectness, elaborateness, and effectiveness to be among 

the most reported features of NAS’s communicative style in any language (Feghali 1997). These 

features, which shall be discussed at length as they pertain to the results, show evidence of ST 

that NAS tend to make. It is important to note that these features may conflict with the styles of 

other language speakers and cause breakdowns in communication. Studies such as this one that 

investigate L2 learners pragmatic and discourse knowledge are said to be concerned with 

interlanguage pragmatics. 

Thomas (1983) uses the term ‘sociopragmatic failure’ to describe such disparities in 

communication that result from ST. She states that sociopragmatic failures occur when, 

crossculturally, different assessments are made “within the social parameters affecting linguistic 
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choice, size of imposition, social distance between speaker and hearer, relative rights and 

obligations, etc.” (p. 226). Sociopragmatic knowledge, on the other hand, is closely related to 

people’s cultural and personal beliefs and values (Kasper 1998). It is therefore safe to say that 

one must be aware of the cultural climate of a message in addition to its language. 

According to Blum-Kulka (1983), a successful speech act communication requires 

linguistic, social, and pragmatic knowledge (p. 37). Investigating speech acts will provide us 

with valuable information about participants’ awareness of the sociocultural framework 

governing the communicative behaviors exhibited by NAS. 

In Al-Issa’s study (2003) comparing the refusal strategies implemented by students from 

Indiana University and Cairo University, it was found that Jordanian students made frequent STs 

in their English refusals. Al-Issa suggests that “learners’ pride of L1, learners’ perception of L2, 

and religion possibly motivated sociocultural transfer (p. 595).” Such transfers, for example, 

manifested themselves in “choice of refusal strategy, length of response, and content of the 

chosen semantic formula (p. 595).” 

The current study explores the motivations of students’ study of Arabic as well as the 

kinds of STs made by NES in Arabic, their L2. Moreover, the methods attempt to uncover the 

cultural acceptability of the various responses and hypothetical interactions as evaluated by 

NAS. 

 

Research Questions 

 
This pilot study is designed to explore a small portion of the population of American 

students studying Arabic at the university level. Since there has been little and possibly no work 

done to explore communication patterns of these students in their L2, no direct hypotheses are 

tested.  The study, however, attempts to use the insights provided by previous studies as a 
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framework for inferring the possible difficulties these students may experience in using their L2 

with native speakers. This case study aims to answer the following questions through the tasks 

that the students will be asked to perform: 

1. What are the expectations and goals that students have toward learning Arabic as a 

second language? How have they pursued the use of their L2 (outside of the classroom)? 

 

2. Are there observable sociocultural transfers in the American students’ Arabic that is 

observably different from native speech communities’ norms? 

 

3. How might these STs affect students’ Arabic use? Do they lead to pragmatic failure or 

miscommunication/misunderstanding when presented to native Arabic speakers? How 

might students differ in their interaction with native speakers? 

 

Methodology 

An initial survey (Appendix A) was distributed to twenty students enrolled in the 

University of Florida’s Advanced Modern Standard Arabic class during Fall 2009. The surveys 

included several questions about the students’ history in language study and international 

experience. The surveys also inquired of the students’ motivations and goals in studying Arabic 

as a second or other language. These responses were collected and are analyzed in a brief 

summary of the Arabic Language student in the Results section. The survey also served as a way 

to control for certain variables in the selection of students to participate further in the study. The 

ideal candidates for this case study were native speakers of American English who were first 

introduced to the study of Arabic in college. Students without advanced to native proficiency in 

another language were sought as this would limit the number of languages and cultures 

influencing one’s acquisition of Arabic. 

The case study focused on four participants chosen from the same Arabic class. The 
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students chosen as participants were selected based on the initial survey distributed to the third-

year, or “advanced”, class in Modern Standard Arabic. Of the seven students that were selected 

as potential candidates for further participation in the case study, four responded in full 

completion.  Each participant is a native speaker of American English (hence NE in their 

assigned identities) and described their only nationality as “American”. Each of them also began 

their study of Arabic at the University of Florida.  

Those selected for the case study were then given certain tasks that required them to use 

the Arabic language in various "real-life" contexts (Appendix B includes a full English version 

of the testing instrument). This set of tasks was done by compiling a Discourse Completion Test 

(DCT). The DCT is composed of several social situations in which the test-taker is required to 

produce a certain speech act in response to a hypothetical interlocutor. The test was made so that 

each participant would be required to produce the speech acts of apology, refusal, and request. 

The tests contained scenarios similar to those found in Al-Issa (2003) and Osman and 

Stevens (2004) because their studies have already yielded some implications for the cross-

cultural communication between American students and NAS. Each item on the assessment 

explains a situation in terms of the place, interlocutor, and manner of the interaction that the test 

taker is to have with the interlocutor. After a short description of each scenario, the participant is 

then prompted to respond with a written speech act (and given ample space to do so).  The 

participants were given a maximum of one hour to complete the test.  An example 

DCT item resembles the following: 

 

In your academic advising session, your faculty advisor suggests that you take another 

course in writing, but you do not want to. 

 

You refuse by saying: 
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Past studies (Al-Issa 2003; Osman & Stevens 2004; Al-Eryani 2007; Ghawi 1993) carry 

implications for the NAS L2 English learner in the production of English refusals, requests, and 

apologies. The current study looks at these three speech acts as elicited of NES in their L2. The 

DCT will consequently incorporate items similar to those used in the above mentioned studies. 

The DCT is used as a tool to have the students respond to people in various hypothetical 

contexts. Though this instrument of data collection has its limitations, such assessments allow 

the researcher to control for different variables within a situation such as age, gender, social 

distance, etc. of the interlocutor as well as setting (Olshtain & Blum-Kulka, 1985). The DCT is a 

particularly useful tool to use as most NAS come from what Hall (1982) would call a “high 

context” culture, implying that most of the meaning of a message is “embedded more in the 

context rather than the code…thus the listener must understand the contextual cues in order to 

grasp the full meaning of the message (Zaharna 1995 p. 242).” Thus, the DCT is an appropriate 

instrument to use when intentionally manipulating the social environment in which the test-

takers find themselves. 

The DCT was distributed to the NES participants as well as to each individual in the 

control group of NAS. The control group consisted of a group of five native Arabic speakers 

from the University of Florida’s English Language Institute. NAS participants in the control 

group were comparable to the NES participants in number of participants, age, and sex. The 

group consisted of four females and one male student. The international students lived all of 

their lives in Saudi Arabia save for the time they had been in the states (for many, this was less 

than a year). Each studied Modern Standard Arabic for a number of years and only reported 

English as a second language. 
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Table 1: Summary of the Survey data for NAS group 

Assigned 

Identity 
Sex 

Born/raised in 

Arabic speaking 

country? 

Years spent in 

country of birth? 

Other languages- Self 

assessed proficiency* 

NA1 F Yes 21 English-Advanced 

NA2 F Yes 18 English- Advanced 

NA3 F Yes 23 English-Advanced 

NA4 F Yes 22 English- Intermediate 

NA5 M Yes 24 English- Intermediate 

*All participants studied and used MSA in grade school and/or beyond 

 

Once DCT results were collected from both groups, follow-up interviews were conducted 

with three NAS- two international students studying English from Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, and 

a Palestinian student at the University. During the course of these interviews, the NAS 

informants were asked questions about the comprehensibility, meaning, and appropriateness or 

politeness of the responses of the NES group in light of the responses of the control group. The 

informants were encouraged to speak freely about the acceptability of each response and were 

often asked more probing questions based on their commentary. 

Approval from the University of Florida’s Institutional Review Board was sought before 

any of the said methods were carried out. Each person who took the survey and/or the DCT was 

approached to sign an informed consent form. 

 

Results 

The Students 

Twenty students from the University of Florida’s Advanced, or third year, Arabic class 

were initially surveyed. This group was comprised of twelve females and eight males. 
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Seventeen of the twenty were native speakers of American English. With the exception of three 

heritage speakers in the survey group, all of the students began their study of the Arabic 

language at the University of Florida. The majority of students reported that they have studied at 

least one other language besides English or Arabic. Six students reported that they have studied 

two or more languages other than English or Arabic and eight claimed advanced to native 

proficiency in at least one other language. 

Each student reported one or more reasons for studying Arabic on the initial survey 

instrument. Over half explained that their reasons for studying Arabic included a general or 

personal interest in the language. Two-thirds of the students reasoned that their studies would  

play a vital role in their future career or job marketability. Five also listed academic reasons (i.e. 

pursuing the Arabic Language and Literature minor, increasing literacy skills, research purposes, 

etc.), as well as other reasons. The students’ goals and expectations for future language reflected 

this reasoning. Twelve plan to be able to use Arabic in their life and work. Some specified that 

they intended to live and work in an Arabic speaking country while others listed that they will 

use it in specific fields such as government and law. Eight wanted to achieve fluency or greater 

proficiency in the language and six intended to use Arabic in their further academic endeavors. 

Nine of the twenty-two  students had already worked, studied, or lived in an Arabic speaking 

country for a period(s) of six weeks or more. Four have international experience in other parts of 

the world and eight have never studied, lived, or worked outside of the U.S. 

Thirteen students described their nationality solely as American while five described 

themselves as having a different nationality in addition to American (e.g. Hispanic, Italian, 

Egyptian, and Syrian American). Two students listed other countries which they identify 

without specifying “American” as one of their nationalities. 
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The following is a short review of the survey information of the four students who agreed 

to participate in the case study: 

Table 2: Summary of the Survey data for NES case study participants 

Assigned 

Identity 
Sex 

Reasons for 

studying Arabic 
Goals/Expectations 

Other languages- 

Self assessed 

proficiency* 

Experience 

Abroad 

NE1 F 
Personal interest, 
better understand 

Islam and Muslims 

Fluency, unsure of 
future use of the 

language 

Spanish-Beginning None 

NE2 M Fun, perhaps job 
Travel, prefer a different 
job [using the language], 

if possible 

No other formal 
Studied Arabic in 
Morocco, 2-3 

months 

NE3 F 
General interest, 

research interest 

Plan to study Islam in 

graduate school 
Spanish-Beginning 

Religion/Women’s 
Studies in India, 2 

months 

NE4 F 
Job marketability, 
general interest 

Fluent by graduation, 

plan to use Arabic in 

future career 

Spanish- 

Intermediate 
Italian-Beginning 

French- Beginning 

Volunteer work in 
Costa Rica, 2 

weeks; Studied 

Arabic in 
Morocco, 6 weeks 

*All of these languages reported were studied during high school. 

 

Each student completed the nine-item DCT (Appendix B) and had his or her responses 

reviewed by native speakers of Arabic. 

 

Refusal 
 

This speech act proved to be the most differentiated in the way in which it was realized 

by the NES and NAS groups.  In response to Situation 4, refusal of a student’s suggestion to take 

a certain course with a certain professor, participants’ strategies consisted of three major 

components.  The number following the description of the key components in parenthesis 

indicates the number of those in the NES group who used it.  

1) offering a “thanks”, “thanks, that’s good” or “no thanks” (3) 
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2) Direct refusal, stating that they did not want or like this professor or subject (2)   

3) A reason for their decision (e.g. I have many classes, I want to take a different course)  

(1) 

4) Asking for another course suggestion (1) 

 

NE5, however, did not use any of the above formulas. The speaker responded to the 

prompted refusal with:   ا��. ر��� 
��    *‘Maybe. I think he will’.  The speaker’s response was 

intended to be something like ‘maybe, I will think about it.’  Spelling and/or grammatical errors 

aside, the use of the verb ‘azhunu’ gives more of the meaning of ‘assume’ instead of ‘to think 

about’ as a contemplative act.  NAS participants commented that this response did not seem like 

a refusal.  It should also be noted that this participant used the exact same response in Situation 6 

in response to a person with a higher status.  One NAS commented that this response does not 

indicate a refusal.  Another suggested that this seems too “short” and that it does not show that 

one has answered or really acknowledged the advice given by the other student.  This may be 

deemed a pragmatic failure from the perspective of all three NAS informants.    

Situation 6, in which the academic advisor suggests a certain class, elicited similar 

refusals from the NES participants.  The following summarizes the pattern of their responses: 

1) “Thanks [but] no thanks” or “thanks” (2) 

2) Acknowledgement of a good suggestion, “I know that this class is good” (1) 

3) Refusal, “I don’t want to take this class”, “I want to take a different course” (3) 

4) Suggest something different “I like the professor and I will study more in the future” 

(1) 

 

The responses to this hypothetical situation are similar to those in Situation 4, but it is 

worth noting that those two students who included dislike for the instructor or course in their 

response did not use this as part of their reasons for refusing their advisor’s suggestion.   
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In Situation 7, where students were made to refuse a friend’s offer to pay their bus fare, 

two of the responses included a word of thanks and mentioned that they would pay their own 

fare.  One response was more profuse in that it went on to explain “I must return my apartment 

from my money before I go to the old center”.  The language here is not clear in that it contains 

some unexpected grammatical forms (‘min’ translated here as ‘from’ and a misspelling of a word 

translated here as ‘old’).  The response from NE2 was unique in that he did not offer an 

expression of gratitude; instead, the speaker replied “No, no I’m fine.  I will go another way, 

maybe I will walk.”  

  

Apology 

  The DCT contains two scenarios in which an apology was warranted.  The first was 

Situation 1, in the public library.  In this apology, each student began this speech act with “I’m 

sorry” or “I’m very sorry”, except in one case where the first word, exclamatorily written by 

NE2, does not have a clear meaning (or is severely misspelled).  In this unclear response, the 

student, however, goes on to explain, “that was an accident.”  All four apologies include an offer 

to pick up the books that have been dropped by the older man in the library. 

    The second apology scenario, Situation 5 (in the university’s cafeteria), is more 

embarrassing in that coffee is spilled on the ground and on the young woman’s clothes as a result 

of an accidental collision.  Three of the four students said that they were “very sorry”.  They each 

completed the apology by offering “help (in general) with the coffee”, offering to clean up the 

coffee and the floor, or offering to buy a new cup.  One apology, offered by NE2 does not 

include the first element in the expected semantic pattern.  The entire apology states, “This is not 

good.  Come with me and I will buy you the new coffee.”  Interviews with native speakers 
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revealed that NE2 “really should have said sorry.”  The NAS informants acknowledged that this 

student could have meant well, but regret clearly needed to be expressed, even with the minimal 

expression of “asif”, or “sorry” preceding his response. 

 

Request 

In response to Situation 2 (phone request to change a scheduled doctor’s appointment), 

NES requests may or may not have included a greeting.  Due to the nature of the question, one 

could assume you had already greeted the secretary, so we will not consider initial greetings in 

this analysis (i.e. Hello, Peace be upon you, etc.).  The responses of the NE students varied in the 

verb tense used.  For example, some students indicated that they missed their last appointment 

while others informed the secretary that they would not be able to attend the appointment that 

they had already determined.  Despite this discrepancy, three out of the four students submitted a 

short explanation of their situation and a coherent request to reschedule their appointment.  Some 

added a final “please” or “thank you very much”.  NE2 offered a response that was deemed 

“confusing” and difficult to understand by native speakers, saying “I don’t remember my 

appointment.  Please I go in another time again.”  Native speakers commented that the use of the 

language was unexpected and one would likely not be able to make sense of this request without 

seriously reading into it or asking for clarification.   

  Situation 8 (request to miss an academic meeting) elicited similar discrepancies in tense 

used by the participants.  Half requested that the advisor excuse already missed absences while 

the other half requested that the advisor permit a future absence.  The responses offered varied 

considerably, especially in the excuses or reasons given for the absence.  They are translated 

below: 
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Table 3: Summary of Request (Situation 8) 

Participant Request 

NE1 “Salaamu ‘alakum, I was not able to attend the next meeting and I know that it is very 
important, and I ask that you permit my absence.  Thanks.” 

 

NE2 *“Please I was sick these [past?] days and it is necessary to have a meeting like this in 
the future.” 

 

NE3 “I will not be able to attend the meeting.  Will you grant my absence.  I will attend 

with you if I need to, please.”   
 

NE4 “I am interested in this program but I am not able to attend the next meeting because I 

work at the same time.  May I participate in the program?” 

 *ungrammatical 
 

    In comparison to the four out of five native Arabic speakers who asked their professors 

permission to be absent because of an unspecified “emergency situation (which is out of one’s 

control)” or “personal reasons”, the responses from the NES group are varied indeed.  NA4 

simply stated that she would not be able to attend the meeting and asked to be granted her 

absence.  When interviewed, NA4 explained that she expected the advisor to ask her to explain 

her reasoning behind such a request.  She also commented that asking permission for an absence 

because of a personal emergency is the only acceptable reason by which one would not need a 

further explanation or reason for missing such an important meeting or occasion. 

 

Evidence of ST 

 

    The L2 learners’ speech mainly differs due to the absence of certain elements found in 

native Arabic speaker’s speech acts.  Review of the NES responses showed the absence of 

certain elements that past studies (as well as the control group) have shown to be characteristic of 

NAS speech.  These differences can be attributed to sociocultural transfer as the absence of such 

elements has been shown to be characteristic of NES speech act formation strategies when 
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similar tasks have been required of NES in English versions of similar DCTs (used as control 

responses in studies such as Osman & Stevens 2004, Ghawi 1993, Al-Eryani 2007, and Al-Issa 

2003).  The following is a summary of some of the most notable differences in the responses of 

the two groups that are all likely motivated by ST. 

    Define the relationship (DTR) is a semantic formula often employed by NAS as it, 

according to Al-Issa (2003), reflects a native Arab cultural norm. This formula is typically found 

in response to an interlocutor of a higher status. NAS informants commented that it is always 

best to acknowledge the interlocutor’s position or the weight of their advice (in the case of the 

following example), as significant. The following shows some differences in the refusal 

strategies of the two groups. 

 

Table 4: Refusal of a suggestion by advisor (Situation 6) 

American Students Native Arabic Speakers 

NE 4- “I don’t want to take another course- I like the 

teacher  and I will study more in the future.” (DTR 
absent) 

 

NA2 – “Thank you for your valuable advice, but 

I do not desire to take this additional course.” 
(DTR present) 

NE1- “No thanks, I don’t want to take another course 
in writing.  Maybe I will take classes about another 

subject.” (DTR absent) 

 

NA 3- Thank you my dear professor for the 
advice, but I do not prefer to take this class.”  

(DTR present) 

NE 2- Thanks [but] no thanks.  I know that this class 
is good, but I want to take another class.” (DTR 

absent) 

NA1- I do not think that I will take another 
course in writing, I think that one is enough.” 

(DTR absent) 

 

The NAS speakers were more likely to acknowledge the position of the interlocutor 

and/or esteem his/her suggestion as valuable before rejecting it.  When asked about responses 

like NA1’s, the Saudi informant replied that such responses, devoid of DTR, probably express a 

strong opinion and a more casual relationship between the interlocutors.  Table 5 contrasts the 

responses of the same participants when a peer is making a similar suggestion: 
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Table 5: Refusal of a suggestion by a fellow student (Situation 4) 

American Students Native Arabic Speakers 

NE 6- “Thanks you but I took a class last 

semester with the professor and I don’t like 
him.  Maybe another subject.” 

 

NA2- “Excuse me, but I don’t want to take this class.” 

NE1- “This is good, thanks for the suggestion, 
but I cannot take this class.  I have many 

classes.” 

 

NA 3- “Thanks for the advice, but I prefer the class 
with another professor.” 

NE 2 –“No thanks.  I don’t want this professor.  

Is there another class without her?” 

NA1- “Thanks for the advice but I prefer to take this 

class with another professor.” 

 

    The refusals between NES and an interlocutor of roughly the same status seem to be 

more elaborate.  The same length of response is not observed in NAS data.  

The apology in Situation 1 (elderly man in the library) also yielded some instances of 

DTR.  NA1 follows an immediate apology with “ya ‘am” (literally “uncle”), a form of address 

much like “sir” while NE1 uses the formal form of this address, referring to the interlocutor as 

“ya sayyid”.  NE1, however, uses “ya said” and “ya sayyida”, or “sir” and “ma’am” respectively 

in contests other than those with a higher social status. She proceeds to use this strategy in 

Situations 1, 2, 5 and 7.  NE1 does not, however, use the form of address in the same way that a 

native speaker would; she uses it in the less-formal situations with those who could be 

considered friends, acquaintances or peers, and fails to reserve it for higher-status individuals, 

thus rendering her use of this term unspecific.  

   Return favor is another strategy employed by NAS, as referenced in previous studies, 

which reflects a native cultural value in Arab society. In refusal situation 7, three of the fours 

NES participants offered thanks for the gesture, but none offered to return the favor.  Upon 
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thanking his hypothetical interlocutor in the same situation, NA5 submitted that he would ask to 

return the favor by paying the interlocutor’s bus fare as well.  

    Refusals performed by NES in the same situation were deemed appropriate to indirect 

and unrelated.  While two of the participants refused saying, “thanks but no. *I will pay myself, 

thanks” and “thanks a lot but I have money to pay”, the other two went around the offer by 

saying they needed to go another place or would prefer to travel by another means. Perhaps this 

indirect way of refusal was an attempt at a polite refusal.  Of the later responses, one informant 

commented, “it’s not obvious that you don’t want the payment…just say yes or no”.  The 

informant indicated that such indirectness could result in misunderstanding of the refusal.  He 

further remarked that, though expectations may vary by region, it is common in Arab countries 

that “one friend pay for the other, and the recipient makes it up later.”   

    Excuse and explanation differed greatly between the two groups. The array of excuses 

and specificity provided for each can be seen in Table 3 in the results section.  NESs might 

submit that the “personal issues” or “emergency situations” offered by NAS as the only 

justification for an absence as vague. As Al-Issa (2003) noted in his study, NAS explanation and 

excuses tended to be less specific in regards to place, time, and parties involved (p. 592).  The 

NES requests featured much more specificity in their request strategies, as this is perceived as an 

acceptable appeal to request absence in American culture.   

    Speech act components found in apologies of the two groups also reflected those in 

Ghawi’s 1993 study. He found NES used more direct apologies and a higher rate of repair in 

apologies similar to those given in this study.  The current study suggests the same to be true of 

the NES participants in their use of Arabic.  In the first apology situation, 3 of 4 NES used clear 

and direct expressions of regret. Two explained that it was an accident or unintentional, but all 
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four offered to repair the situation (in this case, offering help with the fallen books).  In the NAS 

group, all five participants expressed regret, four made a statement of the accident being 

unintentional and only two offered a repair strategy.  In the second, more embarrassing situation 

in which participants were prompted to apologize, 3 of 4 NES expressed regret and all four 

offered to repair the situation (here, offering to buy a new coffee or clean the spilled beverage). 

One student even offers more expressions of regret upon her repair.  In the NAS group all five 

expressed regret.  Upon this first reaction, three of the five went on to explain that the collision 

was an accident and/or ask for the interlocutor’s forgiveness (or to be excused).  The three that 

did not offer such explanations added an intensifier to their apologies to express “deep regret” 

for the situation. Only one (NA1), however, offered to “repair” the situation by saying “let me 

bring you some napkins.”  These results are consistent with Ghawi’s conjecture that native 

Arabic speakers use more explanation strategies, perhaps in compensation for the fewer 

apologies and repair (p. 47).  It seems, however, that in their L2, NES apologies were more like 

those of their L1’s communities’ norms. 

 

Conclusion 

In a few instances, grammar, word choice, and other linguistic errors proved to be a 

barrier to effective communication at some points in the use of Arabic by NES.  Despite the 

variability in speech act realization, this study has indicated a few notable differences in the 

common strategies used by native speakers of Arabic and by American students as L2 learners of 

Arabic.  As other studies have shown ST to be the “addition” of semantic formulas to L1 Arabic 

speakers’ speech acts in English, this study suggests the “subtraction” or omission of such 

formulas in the L2 Arabic speech act production of American students.  In most cases, American 
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students’ speech acts did not display every element observed in NAS speech act in similar social 

contexts.  There was also a degree of specificity and indirectness in some of the NE speakers’ 

responses that was not observed in the responses of the NA speakers in the corresponding social 

contexts.  The analysis of NES use of Arabic resembled the way in which NEs used English 

when they were given similar DCTs in English.     

 These findings are consistent with the implications suggested by Al-Issa (2006), Ghawi 

(1993) and Al-Eryani (2007).  Though these studies focused on ST as it relates to NAS in 

English, this research has demonstrate the reverse of the above mentioned elements, concerning 

features that are omitted by NES using Arabic.  In some cases, such omissions can lead to 

sociopragmatic failure. 

   Avenues for further research might include the motivation for ST in NES responses.  In 

this case, one might give the same DCT in English to monolingual NES and make them a third 

group for analysis and comparison in such a study, much like Al-Issa did in 2006. 

 

Limitations 

This study was only intended to scratch the surface of potential social and cultural use of 

the interlanguage of Arabic language learners in the United States.  As the number of participants 

in this study was small, the results cannot be generalized.  The study is also not proportionate in 

its ratio of males and females, so it lacks any solid insight about gender and language.  I feel that 

the further investigation of students studying Arabic and other “critical languages” is called for 

as the age of globalization has dawned and cross-cultural communicative competence is 

essential.   
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Appendix A 

Survey Instrument 

 

1. Did you begin your study of Arabic at the University of Florida? Y N 

2. How many years have you studied the Arabic language? Where? 

 

 

 

3. Are you a native speaker of American English?  Y N 

 

1. Please indicate any other languages you speak or have learned, along with time studied.  Also 

provide a self‐assessment regarding you level proficiency for each (please use the proficiency 

levels of Beginning, Intermediate, Advanced, Near Native, or Native) 

(Example:  French  4 years/high school and college  Advanced)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Is Arabic spoken in your home or with your family?  If so, please indicate which dialect and your 

level of proficiency in it. 

 

 

 

5. What are your reasons for studying the Arabic language at UF? (Example: job marketability, 

religious reasons, general interest in the language, etc.)  

 

 

 

 

 

6. What goals do you have in learning Arabic or how you expect to use the Arabic language in the 

future? (Example: want to work or live in an Arabic speaking country, want to be fluent in a 

different language, want to work in translation, etc.) 
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7. Have you lived or worked abroad? If so, where and for how long? 

 

 

 

 

8. Have you studied abroad? If so, where and for how long? Briefly describe each situation. 

 

 

 

 

9. How have you used Arabic outside of the classroom? (Example: With conversation partners, 

with pen pals, in an Arabic speaking country, etc.) 

 

 

 

10. Indicate your sex  M F 

11. Please describe your nationality/nationalities. 
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Appendix B 

DCT: English Version 

 

1. You are in the public library and you accidentally run into an older man carrying a stack of 

books.  The man, about 60 years old, is surprised, as he drops some of his books on the floor.   

You apologize by saying: 

 

2. You are unable to go to a scheduled doctor’s appointment so you call the doctor’s office 

because you need to reschedule.  You greet the secretary and ask her to reschedule, saying: 

 

3. You are at a public park on a Saturday morning.  A neighbor woman, who is there with her two 

small children, passes by. 

You greet her, saying: 

 

4. You are sitting at a table on campus looking at the schedule of courses for the coming semester.  

Another student at the table, who you do not know, starts asking you about your major.  The 

student suggests that you take a class with a certain professor that he really liked, but you do 

not want to. 

You refuse by saying: 

 

5. You are at the university’s cafeteria and you accidentally run into another student who is 

carrying coffee.  Some of her coffee spills on her clothing and on the floor. 

You apologize by saying: 

 

6. In your academic advising session, your faculty advisor suggests that you take another course in 

writing, but you do not want to. 

You refuse by saying: 
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7. You are about to get on a public bus to go downtown.  You begin to search your wallet for 

money to pay the bus fare.  One of your friends sees you and offers to pay your fare, but you do 

not want him to pay for you.  

You refuse by saying:  

 

8. You are participating in an exchange program next semester, but you are unable to attend the 

next important student meeting.  You need to ask your program advisor for permission to miss 

the meeting. 

You request absence saying:    

 

9. You are buying a gift at a clothing shop.  The shopkeeper walks over to you and says he will give 

you a good price on anything you like. 

You say: 

 


