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Integrating Dialects and Dialectology in the Curriculum of Teach-
ing Arabic As a Foreign Language (TAFL)

Preliminary remarks

Until  the  1980s  teaching of  reading  skills  of  texts  in  Modern Standard Arabic 
(MSA) dominated the feld of Teaching Arabic as a Foreign Language (TAFL). As 
new approaches to building linguistic competencies arose in the 1980s and more 
so in the 1990s the curricula of many TAFL programs were redesigned with a view 
to furthering communicative skills in MSA. This lead to the somewhat absurd situ-
ation that students came to learn a language variety for interpersonal communica-
tion which is normally not used to that efectt they learned how to order cofee in 
a cofeehouse, get help with directions, buy groceries, book rooms and so forth. 
The problem with this approach is that no native speaker would ever use MSA in 
any of these situations. Gradually, as if to remedy this absurd situation, universi-
ties started to include dialects in their curriculum. In many cases, however, dialect 
courses were conceived as a mere supplement to the MSA program. They targeted 
mostly upper level students, which led to the situation of both language varieties 
(MSA and dialects) being taught separately. While dialect classes naturally focused 
on developing communicative skills, MSA classes with the same objective were and 
still are being taught concurrently. The obvious choice would have been to have 
the dialect courses (that focus on interpersonal communication) complement in-
struction in MSA (focusing on other skills). This half-hearted approach of imple-
menting  add-on  dialect  courses  to  otherwise  unaltered  MSA  programs  refects 
above all teachers’ and program coordinators’ fear of confusing students or of ruin-
ing their laboriously acquired MSA with a corrupt dialect. 

This state of afairs started to change in the 2000s with universities, espe-
cially  in  the  USA and the  UK (such as  Cornell,  Brigham Young,  University  of 
Michigan,  and University  of  Edinburgh)  which  developed programs tailored to 
fully integrating dialects into TAFL programs beginning with the frst year of lan-
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guage instruction. However, although recent studies and experiences from existing 
programs (v. the contributions in Al-Batal 2018) have shown that the benefts of 
learning both varieties, MSA and a dialect, prevail over the increased efort that is 
needed to learn them, only a tiny fraction of all TAFL programs all over the world 
integrate dialects as a substantial and complementary element in Arabic language 
instruction. It seems that the vast majority of universities still shy away from de-
signing totally new curricula that put into question centuries of teaching traditions 
while not knowing where this change of paradigm might eventually lead.  

A transitional method for the integration of dialects in TAFL programs

The method I will sketch out in the following lines intends to crack a breach in the 
wall of teaching programs that rely heavily on MSA and to facilitate the gradual 
shift towards a full integration of dialects. 

On a theoretical or meta-level (the level of talking about dialects and dialec-
tology) it aims at raising students’ awareness of functional, sociolinguistic and -cul-
tural factors that determine diglossia in Arabic-speaking countries and at motivat-
ing them to learn a dialect by taking away the longstanding fear of dialects and 
lowering their inhibition threshold. This would be done mainly by exposing them 
to real-life audio-visual material in dialect, thus simulating exposure to dialect sim-
ilar to that of MSA students visiting an Arabic-speaking country for the frst time 
(see for details the following paragraph and the section Course design and syllabus 
below). Additionally, the method is designed to familiarize students with the his-
tory of the Arabic language and the basics of Arabic dialectology. Finally it intro-
duces them to important sociolinguistic, sociocultural and pragmatic aspects of the 
usage of both language varieties, thus making them understand that MSA and di-
alects are not mutually exclusive but complement each other depending on the sit-
uations in which they are used.   

On  a  practical  level  (the  level  of  actually  listening to  dialects  and  using 
them) this method hinges on intensive training of two major aspects that help un-
derstand how most Arabic dialects, and in some cases dialects in general, workt 
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1. traits that are common to most of these dialects and
2. traits that distinguish most of these dialects from each other.

For practical reasons the use of following widespread and prestigious subdialects 
are recommendedt Egyptian of Cairo,  Levantine of Damascus, Mesopotamian of 
Bagdad and Moroccan of Rabat.

1. Common traits
Following Ferguson (1959), and Cohen (1970), Versteegh (1984) lists thirty-fve
features that are common to most of the modern dialects and that distinguish them
from Classical Arabic and hence MSA. Apart from the absence of the desinential
fexion, which does not fgure in the list of Versteegh some of the common traits
he enumerates are as followst

1. the loss of the dual in the verbs and the pronouns;
1. the sound shift a > i in prefxes (taltala);
2. the merger of the IIIw and IIIy verbs;
3. the analogous treatment of the geminate verbs, which made them indistin-

guishable from the IInd measure of IIIw/y verbs;
4. the use of li- affixed to the verbs for indirect objects;
5. the loss of polarity in the cardinal numbers 13-19;
6. the velarization of the /t/ in the cardinal numbers 13-19 etc. (Versteegh

1984, 20–21).

Students will be introduced to the main common traits of dialects at the beginning 
of the frst practical lesson and learn to single them out in texts during the frst ses-
sion and the ensuing sessions in which they will listen to and transcribe audio and 
video material in one of the above-mentioned dialects. By doing so they will un-
derstand that a great number of dialects share many features and that by learning 
one dialect they will be equipped with the tools to follow conversations in a di-
alect they have not yet learned more easily.  Finally,  frequent comparison with 
MSA features will help them grasp the phonological, morphological, morphosyn-
tactic and syntactic rules that operate in the dialects as opposed to MSA.
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2. Distinguishing traits
The second approach relies on the defnition and intensive teaching of a basic set
of idiomatic, lexical and grammatical items that display marked diferences among
individual  dialects  and  dialect  groups.  Interestingly,  these  distinguishing  items
count among the most frequently used items in any dialect,  especially function
words such as prepositions, pronouns, auxiliary verbs, modal verbs, serial verbs,
conjunctions, prefxes, adverbs, verb markers etc. (see Buckwalter/Parkinson 2011,
144–147) but also very frequently used verbs such as Lev. Irq. Gulf sawwā, Maghr.
dār  (“to  do”)  and  fller  words  such  as  the  Levantine  šī,  or  the  Egyptian  ḥāga
(“thing”). On the idiomatic level students will be introduced to the omnipresent
politeness formulae (e.g. Lev. Allāh yaʿṭīkǝ l-ʿāfye = “may God give you health”),
curses (e.g. Eg. qak ʾawā = “may starvation befall you”) and emphatic verbal com-
mands (e.g. Eg. fzz = “jump; get up”; Syr. iṣṭafl = “deal with it”) that often vary
depending on which dialect one uses (cf. Stewart 1997 and numerous dictionary
entries of various dialects on httpt//www.livingarabic.com).

Course design and syllabus

Organizational setting
First  trial  runs of  this  course at  the Westfälische Wilhelms-Universität  Münster 
have shown that the most appropriate organizational setting for this type of course 
is as followst

(a) Total course durationt 3 to 4 one-day sessions (one session per day prefer-
ably in successive order OR at least one session per week)

(b) Duration of a one-day sessiont 5 to 6 hours
(c) Minimum MSA experience of participantst one year (4 to 6 hours per week)
(d) Min./max. number of participantst min. 6/ max. 20–24.

Detailed description
Based on the two-fold method (meta-level and practical level) outlined above the 
frst session begins with the meta-level by introducing students to the basics of di-
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alectology and Arabic dialects, detailing geographical, historical, functional, soci-
olinguistic, and sociocultural dimensions of diglossia and its implications in Ara-
bic-speaking countries and between speakers of diferent dialects. The meta-per-
spective will be taken up repeatedly during the practical lessons, which constitute 
the larger part of the course.

These practical lessons are conceived as immersive, high-exposure listening, tran-
scribing, and mimicking exercises that require at least one year of prior MSA train-
ing. Recent studies show that it is not brain plasticity (peculiar to babies and chil-
dren) but high exposure to language (in our case listening and viewing) that is cru-
cial to the improvement of language skills no matter what the age of the students 
is. Actually, adults even tend to respond better to high exposure than children, see 
Hartshorne/Tenenbaum/Pinker 2018, 264t 

Studies that compare children and adults exposed to comparable mate-
rial in the lab or during the initial months of an immersion program 
show that adults perform better, not worse, than children. 

To ensure this high exposure and the consequent benefcial efects of immersion 
(similar to real-life situations) the course should be organized as a three or four 
day intensive workshop of fve to six hours per day.

On the frst day, after the meta-level introduction, students listen to audio 
material or view short flms. Ideally, teachers give contextual, cultural and other 
background information to the material presented. Afterwards the students per-
form various listening and transcription exercises that will be analyzed along the 
lines of the two teaching approaches described above (common and distinguishing 
traits). At a later phase of the daily session students are asked to perform ludic 
team exercises, enactment and mimicking practices etc. in order to become more 
familiar with the specifc dialect and dialects in general and accustom their speech 
apparatus to unfamiliar cadences, accents and sounds of the new dialect. 

The second day starts with a one-hour review of the dialect taught on the 
frst  day  (an unknown short  audio/video sequence will  be  presented and ana-
lyzed), followed by lessons on the second dialect, similar to the modus operandi 
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described in the preceding paragraph. 

The primary focus of the practical  lessons lies  on the development of listening 
skills and to a much lesser degree on the development of speaking skills (for obvi-
ous reasons reading and writing are not as relevant here), although students will 
be given some strategies to “dialectize” their MSA. Developing higher speaking 
skills would demand focusing on one specifc dialect over a prolonged period of 
time. The primary goal of this method, however, is not to acquire profciency in a 
dialect, neither in the “traditional way” by learning grammatical rules and apply-
ing them nor with an emphasis on communication skills but to provide as much 
exposure as possible. This will prove efficacious starting with the 2nd and follow-
ing days or after the course has been completed when students get in contact with 
native speakers. As with children given the opportunity to experiment with lan-
guage, learning operates not only on a conscious and analytical level but also on 
the level of the subconscious and by looping trial-and-error processes (here mainly 
regarding listening comprehension and pronunciation skills). But, analytical meth-
ods, too, play an essential role in this course, namely constant juxtaposition of di-
alect features with features of MSA and active teaching of highly frequent, com-
mon and distinguishing traits of dialects. This novel method of dialect integration 
in MSA-centered TAFL curricula should therefore improve listening comprehension 
and allow students to converse more easily in real-life settings with native speak-
ers.
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