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ABSTRACT

Recently, research on study abroad has received particular attention. The majority
of these studies, however, involve individuals (typically American) who study in
European settings or focus on studies about Eastern Asian (i.e., Japanese or Chinese)
students coming to an English-Speaking country, such as, the United States and the
United Kingdom. Not a single study investigates the experience of Saudi Arabians’ or
Middle Easterners in a study abroad context. Thus, the goal of this paper is contribute to
the field of Applied Linguistics and Second Language Acquisition (SLA) in exploring the
journey of Saudi students as learners of English in the United States and how they see
themselves changing as individuals and as learners. Also explored is how this experience
of being away from one’s own community plays a role in shaping one’s identity and
perceptions. Hence, the study aims to look at the totality of the Saudi students’
experiences as people who arrived from and with a cultural, educational, and religious
system that holds very different values and beliefs than those imbedded in the American
culture. What would happen to a Saudi learner’s social identity when inappropriate
concepts within his or her culture (i.e., alcohol consumption) are encountered as
appropriate within the host culture (America) or vice versa? How does his or her
perception as individual and as learner change as a result of being exposed to and
acquiring English as a second language in the United States?

In order to answer the abovementioned questions, the following qualitative study
is constructed. The data were collected by conducting extensive, one-to-one,

ethnographic interviews with five Saudi participants (3 males and 2 females) using their
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native language, Arabic, in an attempt to fully capture the nature of their experiences.
The participants were newly arrived, six months to one year, to the United States with
low English proficiency and they were enrolled in intensive English program. The
interviews were audio-recorded and ranged from 45 minutes to an hour and a half,
depending upon participants’ individuality. The data were then transcribed and coded in
Arabic, and for presentational purposes, excerpts were translated into English. The data
were coded using grounded content analysis. Using the grounded content analysis, the
researcher found three super-ordinate categories: 1) educational views, 2) intercultural
views, and 3) comparative views. Each of these super-ordinate categories included a
number of subcategories, ranging from two to four themes, in an attempt to systematize
the data and to better understand the participants’ narrative. After the dissection of the
data, some possible implication suggested for the Saudi English education, specifically,

and for the English as a Foreign Language (EFL) education, generally.

The researcher personal experience as an English learner in Saudi Arabia and,
later, an English learner in the US, served as one of the motivating reasons behind this
study. Learning English in Saudi Arabia, where the system followed a form-based
approach to language learning, focusing on structural features of the language while
excluding the culture associated with the English language, had a major impact on the
experiences of studying abroad in the United States. Thus, the significance of this project
is to inform the Saudi English educational system the relative importance of learning
cultural knowledge about the target culture and understanding English as a social

practice, rather than just grammatical forms to be memorized.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Since 2005, the government of Saudi Arabia has boosted its efforts to encourage
Saudi students to continue their education in universities abroad. Many government, as
well as private companies, scholarship programs, such as the Ministry of Higher
Education, ARAMCO', and King Abdullah scholarships, have been created to sponsor
and support students’ complete education abroad. The usual target countries for Saudis
are English-Speaking countries, namely, the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, and
Australia. According to the Institute of International Education—IIE—(2007), there has
been a significant increase, over the past five years, in the number of Saudis studying in
the United States of America (see Table 1-1). By the year 2009, an approximate total of
12,661 Saudis arrived in the United States to receive undergraduate or graduate degrees
in various fields. The Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission (SACM) asserts that the rationale
behind this increase and the emphasis on studying abroad is that Saudis need to expand
their knowledge and experience of various scientific and educational fields (i.e.,
Engineering, Information Science and Technology, Curriculum and Instruction,
Psychology, etc.) to contribute to improving and developing the economy and education
in their country (SACM, 2010). While this experience may increase the Saudis
educational knowledge and improve their English proficiency, the question remains:

What happens to them as people, that is, does the experience of living and studying

! National oil company in Saudi Arabia
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abroad change their perceptions of themselves and of others around the world? This is the

central question that drives this project.

Table 1-1: Number of Saudi students studying in the USA (IIE, 2007)

Year # of Students from | % of Total Foreign
Saudi Arabia Students in U.S.
2008/09 12,661 1.9%
2007/08 9,873 1.6%
2006/07 7,886 1.4%
2005/06 3,448 0.6%
2004/05 3,035 0.5%

Regardless of the abovementioned efforts for Saudis to study abroad, many Saudi
families worry that study abroad experiences will change their youths’ original beliefs
and ideologies. Such ambivalence and concerns arise from the history of linguistic
imperialism” , colonization, and the political issues around the Middle East region (see
Karmani 2005; Prokop 2003; Mohd-Asraf 2005). Karmani (2005), for example, argues
that English is seen in Middle Eastern countries as carrying opposing ideologies (i.e.,
independent, democracy, opposite gender relationships, etc) that may lead to reforming
the ideologies found in the (Middle Eastern) society. Also, from a historical perspective,
as a result of the British colonization history, for instance, English served as a tool for
linguistic imperialism, cultural alienation, and (for Muslim countries) “de-Islamization of
a targeted nation” (Elyas, 2008, p. 36). Consequently, most Saudis believe that including
English-language culture in the classroom may be a threat to their national culture,
because Western social values, behaviors, and comparisons might lead to personal

dissatisfaction with one’s own culture (Wesche, 2004).

? Linguistic imperialism means imposing a foreign language on the local people due to political and/or
economical power



Despite fears of English-Speaking cultures, English is still used at the national
level, for example, to communicate with foreign residents or to conduct international
business. It has begun to play an increasingly important role in daily life, work, and
entertainment (popular culture). Also, there has been a spread of many popular Western
food chains and stores, such as McDonald’s, Starbucks, and Diesel, thus making avoiding
English-speaking pop culture next to impossible. Figure 1-1, for example, shows
McDonald’s (American fast-food chain) with a Saudi twist, where women and men are
segregated. Even though Arabic is the country’s official language, English is found
beside English on street signs and on store names (Figure 1-2). It is also essential for
science, medicine, and engineering practitioners to learn English and use it thoroughly in
their fields (Elyas, 2008). While the Anglophone culture® (Norton Peirce, 1995) is spread
implicitly in Saudi society for economic and educational reasons, Saudi students have
limited explicit exposure to the Anglophone culture. That is, the current English practices
and the settings in which English is used tend to deny Saudis “access to a world
community” (Wesche, 2004, p. 284). English education in Saudi Arabia includes only
lessons about the structure of the language and excludes lessons about cultural knowledge
and communicative skills. Such limitations in English language education lead Saudi
students to develop biased views of the Anglophone culture (i.e., only pop culture) and
restrict them from the various realities of these cultures. Hence, the question remains:

How do Saudi students’ perceptions of the Anglophone culture and of their own culture

3 Anglophone, generally, refers to English-speaking countries. I chose to use of this term because Saudi
Arabian get expose, implicitly, to different English-speaking cultures and it is difficult to distinguish which
English-speaking culture.
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change as a result of learning English in study abroad contexts, where they are exposed to

a new culture in both explicit and implicit ways?
L VW B,
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Figure 1-1: McDonald’s in Saudi Arabia (women section)

Figure 1-2: A bilingual street sign in Saudi Arabia



In order to examine the issue of learning English as a social practice with
exposure of cultural knowledge, this small-scale study was conducted to look at the
experiences of Saudi Arabians as learners of English in the United States. Having a
clearer understanding of students’ experiences of studying abroad in a foreign country
could aid “in developing reasoned approaches to program design" (Kinginger, 2009, p.
4). Specifically, this study examined how the Saudi students, coming from a Middle
Eastern to a Western society, reacted and responded when confronted with concepts,
values, and ideas embedded in the Anglophone’s culture that are contrary to their own
history, religion, culture, and beliefs (Figure 1-3). Additionally, the study explored how
Saudis see themselves changing as people and as learners as a direct result of being

exposed to and acquiring English as a second language in the United States.
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Figure 1-3: Map: Saudi students going from Saudi Arabia to the United States of America




Thus, the overall aim of this project was to look at the totality of the Saudis’
experiences as people who come from a cultural, educational, and religious system that
holds very different values and beliefs than those imbedded in the English language and
culture. The values and beliefs imbedded in the English language become apparent when
Saudis learn and use English where it is completely different from learning English in the
foreign language classroom. The following diagram (Figure 1-4) summarizes what this
study is about and why it was conducted, starting from the current social and educational
status of English in Saudi Arabia and ending with the anticipated future implications of

this study for the Saudi English educational system.

English No
g- . English-speaking Limited Failure to
Imperialism ) . > ) .
. Culturein knowledge learn English
worries ,
Education
Currentstudy
. Develop
Saudis Understand ) _
} . E> Effective educational
Study Abroad experiences
System

Figure 1-4: Study’s setting



Nevertheless, one might argue that culture is a very broad concept and is very
ambiguous when English-speaking cultures are involved. Culture has long been debated
among applied linguistic scholars and researchers (e.g., Kramsch 1993; Kasper & Omori
in press; Holliday 1999) in terms of whether it should be referenced to as its material
production, social values, or signification (small vs. large culture). However, for this
study, culture is defined from the social scientists perspective as the “attitudes and
beliefs, ways of thinking, behaving and remembering shared by members of a
community” (Young et al., 2009, p. 150). Culture is about a group’s perception of life,
ethics, and other people “outside” and “inside” their community. Such views influence
how people observe and deal with certain situations, and how they interact with others.
Despite this definition, the Anglophone culture is very broad due to the spread of English
around the globe. Whereas the American culture is a wide range—includes various
“mini-cultures” dependant upon one’s region (the South or Midwest) and background
(race, socio-economic status, and even religion)—it is used as the targeted English-
speaking cultures for this study’s context. There are specific values and beliefs that are
mentioned by the participants according to their study abroad experiences. An example of
an American value would be independence, especially when an individual reaches the
age of eighteen years old. Thus, depending on the participants’ experiences abroad,
certain values and attitude of the American culture are raised.

Lastly, this study was also undertaken partly because of my personal experiences
studying English as a Foreign Language (EFL), first in Saudi Arabia and then in the
United States. For me, learning English in Saudi Arabia was not helpful because the

focus was on structural features of the language, devoid of any access to the Anglophone



culture. This experience had a major impact on my journey to the United States, where
initially I was unable to understand the American culture or communicate with others.
After living and studying in the U.S. for a long time, my cultural and religious values
have not changed; however, my perception of myself, my community, and others around
me have shifted significantly. Hence, while there is personal significance to this study,
hopefully the results will inform the Saudi English education system about the reality of
the abovementioned cultural fears. Then, perhaps, this will lead to the development of an
efficient English educational system that considers the relative importance of cultural

knowledge in learning English as a foreign language for all students.



Chapter 2

Literature Review

Unfortunately, there is little research in the field of applied linguistics on a Saudi
or Middle Eastern* experience within the context of studying abroad. In fact, most studies
focus on Western students studying abroad in European settings (e.g., Murphy-Lejeune,
2002; Kinginger, 2004; Kinginger & Whitworth, 2005; Freed, 1995), or Eastern Asian
students studying in Western settings (e.g., Jackson 2008; Churchill 2003; Calvin 1999),
which is very different from Middle Eastern students’ experiences coming to Western
settings. Also, study abroad research, especially in the fields of applied linguistics and
Second Language Acquisition (SLA), tends to focus more on the language development
of sojourners’, rather than the cultural impact of studying abroad. Other fields, however,
such as psychology and ethnography do focus on the development of intercultural
abilities independent of language development. Specifically, in some of the literature
(e.g., Jandt 2007; Byram & Fleming 1998; Hofstede 1986; Carlson & Widaman 1988),
language is overlooked, because it is viewed as an unimportant element of study abroad
experience (mostly from the US) or because students who study abroad (usually from
Eastern Asian countries) are already proficient in the host language and plan to finish

their higher education abroad. Therefore, this study will contribute to the field of applied

* Most, if not all, Middle Eastern have similar views and beliefs. This was intended to make the search
broader in the hope of finding literature.
> Sojourns are people who temporarily reside, study, and may work in a foreign country
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linguistics and the shortage of SLA research on the experience of Middle Eastern
students studying abroad.

To understand the background of this project, the following section provides first,
an overview of the educational system in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) and then, a
review of the literature that define the notions of investment and motivation within the
context of the study abroad experience. Next, a discussion of the literature on identity and
language socialization is provided. Finally, some information about study abroad is given
to understand what it means in applied linguistics literature. The following diagram

(Figure 2-1) summarizes the literature review section:

Socal
Identity
7
System
. Language
Identity W n o
Y e Socialization
Learning
Style
English - Study .
_ . Education . STUDENT . Abroad: .:\])])l}e(!
Methods | in KSA \ USA == Linguistics
Curriculum
and Motivation
Culture
Investment

Figure 2-1: Literature review conceptual map
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Educational Background

The educational background of Saudi Arabia is discussed in order to understand
the participants’ context before they arrived to the United States. Generally, the
educational system in Saudi Arabia is influenced by their cultural and religious beliefs
(Prokop, 2005). The schools, for example, are separated by gender. Girls have only
female teachers and administrators and boys have only male teachers and administrators
(Baki, 2004). The girls’ schools are enclosed, surrounded by high walls, in order for them
to move freely in their school uniforms without wearing a hijab®. Women are not allowed
to interact with unrelated’ men without good reason, such as seeing a doctor at the
hospital. They are also forbidden from having any pre-marital relationships (Baki, 2004).
Thus, the educational system is integrated with the Saudi culture that is tied closely to
religion and the Islamic history.

The way students have been studying for years influences their English education.
Generally, Saudi culture is more of an oral culture than a written one (such as the
American culture). Thus, parts of the educational system in Saudi Arabia include
religious subjects that require memorization: Quran, Hadith, and Islamic subjects that are
called in Arabic: Jurisprudence, Unification, and Interpretation®(Prokop, 2003, p. 79).
As Aydin Yiicesan Durgunoglu (1998), a Turkish researcher in adult literacy
development, indicated:

[a]nother common verb for ‘to read’—particularly at the beginning stages—is

hafadh, meaning more exactly ‘to memorize’; this semantic linkage seems to

® Hijab is the head and body cover; it is black in Saudi Arabia.
" Unrelated men include everyone except the woman’s father, uncles, brothers, sons, and nephews
¥ Islamic subjects that teach about Islamic manners and beliefs in our everyday life
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provide an emic rationale to many children, parents, and teachers who believe

memorization to be the basic part of education. (p. 175)

There is little emphasis on writing or thinking critically in the Saudi educational system.
Thus, the students’ cultural learning style, memorization, affects their practical abilities to
use English in communicative settings.

The English curriculum is standardized throughout the nation and applies to both
public and private schools. Many teachers use Arabic to explain English; thus, students
remain dependent on their first language to understand the second language. Larrea
(2002), interested in foreign language education, argued that, “There was little (if any) we
could get from using L1 in the communicative language ... students kept translating ...
into and out of their own languages” (p. 2). Since the curriculum follows essentially an
audio-lingual approach, little or no communication and/or interaction with a partner in
English is encouraged. Therefore, the English methodology that many teachers use across
the nation, with the exclusion of in-class activities, influences the efficiency of teaching

the language and leaves no room for cultural inclusion.
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Lesson & Rérvision

(C) Match and copy:
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Figure 2-2: A page sample of a lesson taken from the Saudi English textbooks’

The Saudi English language curriculum textbooks include only images of
Saudis/Arabs, with no images of a Western person or people (see Figure 2-2 and other
examples in appendix F). There is no element of “English-speaking culture,” since it is
perceived as inappropriate and contradicts Islamic culture. The Saudi culture stands in

opposition to most of Western culture; there is no interaction between unrelated Muslim

? Taken from girls English textbook, 6™ grade.
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men and women. Many women cover their entire bodies, including their faces; however
face covering is optional. Thus, the “educational authorities are often anxious to avoid the
clash of cultural values to be found in the Western course books, while simultaneously
embracing the English language” (Johnston, 2003, p. 115). The Saudi education system
does not include Anglophone’s culture in order to avoid sedition, as they are worried
about the impact of Western culture on Muslim youths. However, currently, Western
culture is presented almost everywhere in the media, and the English language is
increasingly needed in our globalized world. Hence, due to the major differences between
the Anglophone’s culture and the local culture, the Saudi society excludes culture in its
English education in the hopes of avoiding a cultural clash. While the above information
is true about the general current status of the Saudi education, it is important to
acknowledge that students have different experiences due to individual and background
variations.

The inclusion of the Anglophone culture in the Saudi English language
curriculum is quite controversial. What is culture? What is included in the definition? As
mentioned in the introduction, culture here refers to people’s attitudes and beliefs shared
by members of their community. The aforementioned definition is still broad, but it is
suitable for the purpose of understanding this paper. Elyas (2008) conducted a study in
which he distributed questionnaires to 65 freshmen university students in Saudi Arabia,
asking them about their perception of English culture, with the result that the students
perceived culture as understanding the “other” without interfering with their “Islamic
identity” (p. 43). The “other,” a term used throughout this paper, is used to refer to

anyone who does not share the same language and/or religion. For the context of this
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paper, this means anyone who is not an Arab or a Muslim. Thus, the best way to include
culture in English education in Saudi Arabia needs to be explored further.

Some socio-cultural elements are necessary to include in language education. As
Kress (2000) argues, it is important to recognize that “theories of language cannot be
developed apart from an understanding of social relationship” (cited in Norton & Toohey,
2002, p.118). That is, learning only language structure leads to deficiency in the proper
usage of the language. While English language education is highly valued in Saudi
Arabia, it lacks many of the important elements of effective language instruction, creating
some difficulties and hardships for Saudi students who must use the language in

communicative settings and, most importantly, for students who intend to study abroad.

Motivation and Investment

Language learners’ motivation and investment in the target language are critical
features in understanding the processes of second language acquisition, especially in the
context of study abroad. Motivation was first studied from a social-psychological
perspective by Gardner and Lambert (1959) and defined as integrative and instrumental.
Integrative motivation is showing interest in learning and having a positive attitude
toward the foreign culture and a desire to participate as a member of the target culture
(effective). Instrumental motivation, however, is just learning a language in order to use it

for a particular purpose, such as career advancement (Gardner & Lambert, 1959).
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More recently, researchers have begun to incorporate more dimensions into
motivation, such as affective'!, linguistic self-confidence, and goal-related aspects
(Dornyei & Clément, 2001). Motivation, over time, “is not seen as a static attribute but
rather as a dynamic factor that displays continuous fluctuation, going through certain
ebbs and flows” (Dornyei, 2002, p. 140). Hence, students’ motivation changes as they
develop intellectually and as they gain more experience over time. The process-oriented
model of motivation (see Figure 2-3), as proposed by Dornyei and Ott6 (1998), has three
different phases. The first phase is called the Preactional Stage, which entails the
selection of a goal or task that the learner will pursue. The second phase, Actional Stage,
is “learning-situation-specific ‘executive’ motives related to the L2 course, the L2
teacher, and the learner group” (p. 52). The last phase is the Postactional Stage, in which
we uncover the “learners’ retrospective evaluation of how things went” (p. 52). While
the literature on motivation is very diverse, understanding how students learning English
are motivated to study abroad is important to understand, because such motivation shapes
their experiences.

Alternatively, Norton Peirce (1995) argued that instead of using the conception of
motivation, researchers should use the notion of investment. In distinguishing between
these two notions, she viewed motivation, on one hand, as part of a learner’s
characteristic—a static personality trait. Investment, on the other hand, shows the
association between the language learner and the dynamic social world, viewing the

learner as having “complex social identity and multiple desires” (p. 18). That is,

' Affective dimension has to do with ‘cultural interest’ and ‘direct contact’ (Humphreys & Smith, 2007, p.
318).
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understanding motivation is mediated by understanding learners’ investment in learning a
language, leading to the constant production and development of the language learners '
social identity.

Norton Peirce’s conceptualization of investment is understood in relation to
Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of cultural capital—‘knowledge and modes of thought that
characterize different classes and groups in relation to specific sets of social forms” (cited
in Norton Peirce 1995, p. 17). Thus, as Norton Peirce explained, if learners invest in
learning a language, they understand that they will append “a wider range of symbolic'?
and material resources'?, which will, in turn, increase the value of their cultural capital”
(p. 17). Investment, therefore, refers to the social and historical construction linking the
language learner to the host or the target language. Such investment leads the learners to
expect they will gain or receive access (goal) to current limitations, such as better
education, work, and friends (social level). Hence, the investment in learning a language
“is also investment in a learner's own social identity, an identity which is constantly
changing across time and space” (p. 18). While students study and interact with others in
the study abroad context, their investment in learning plays a major role in shaping their

social identity, dependent upon their individual and group experiences.

Social Identity and Second Language Socialization

Identity, in the literature, has manifold meanings, theories, and beliefs about what

constitutes this notion. For this study, the terms social identity and second language

12 Symbolic resources — education, language, and friendship
1 Material resources—capital goods, money, and real estate
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socialization are explored to understand, theoretically, what identity is and how it
changes over time. Identity or subjectivity, from a poststructuralist perspective, is
conceptualized as dynamic, contradictory, and diverse. It is established according to
one’s own social community, and it adapts or changes according to new social
communities. Social identity, a relatively new concept, is rooted in socio-psychology,
where Tajfel (1982) discussed the concept in terms of in-group behavior versus out-group
views. That is, a social context has elements through which individuals allocate others to
“membership and learn the valuation applied by the in-group and relevant out-groups to
this membership” (McNamara, 1997, p. 562). Thus, in study abroad contexts, language
learners identify what behaviors or ideologies are considered appropriate or inappropriate
for the host culture (in-group) as well as for their own culture (out-group). The question
remains: What would happen to a Saudi learner’s identity when inappropriate concepts
within his/her culture (i.e., pre-marital relationship) are encountered as appropriate within
the host culture (America) or vice versa?

Norton Peirce (1995) argued that SLA theorists have not “conceptualized” the
relationship between the “language learner and the social world because they have not
developed a comprehensive theory of social identity which integrates the language
learner and the language learning context” (p. 9). Norton Peirce believed that language is
not perceived as a medium of communication, but rather that it should be understood
with reference to its social meaning. She drew on Weedon's (1987) conception of social
identity or subjectivity. Weedon’s theory, unlike many poststructuralists, connects
“individual experience and social power in a theory of subjectivity” (p. 15) and she

includes the important role of language when studying the relationship between the social
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context and the individual. She argues that, “Language is the place where actual and
possible forms of social organization and their likely social and political consequences
are defined and contested. Yet it is also the place where our sense of ourselves, our
subjectivity, is constructed” (cited in Norton Peirce, 1995, p. 21). Thus, language is not
only a tool for communication, understanding the other, and expressing oneself, but it is
also a tool in which social identities are produced dependent upon different social
contexts.

Ochs (1993) discussed social identity in terms of language socialization, where
she argued that “language acquisition is closely tied to social identity” (p. 288), viewing
language acquisition as a social process. Language socialization research aims to examine
“the transformation by which novice participants learn to use language and, in this
process, are socialized through language into the practices of communities as well as the
local meaning of these practices (Ochs, 2002)” (cited in Kinginger, 2009, p. 158). That is,
language learning is seen by Ochs (2002) as one aspect of the larger process of becoming
a person in society; it is not just a process of acquisition, but it is also a process of
socialization. Learning, from a second language socialization view, is “a matter of
participation in the activities of the group and forming identities in relation to the group”
(Kinginger, 2009, p. 159). Hence, through interaction with host members of the culture,
the learner has the potential to become a competent member of the host society. While a
novice (foreign student) learns from the domestic community (host members) how to use
the language appropriately, he/she will take on certain social roles.

Ochs (1993) argued that: “Speakers attempt to establish the social identities of

themselves and others through verbally performing certain social acts and verbally
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displaying certain stances” (p. 288). Thus, social identity has two elements: social acts
and stances. Social acts refer to any “socially recognized behavior” (p. 288), such as
making a request or apologizing. Stance, on the other hand, means a “socially recognized
point of view or attitude” (p. 288). Social identities develop in the course of “social
interaction, transformed in response to the acts and stances of other interlocutors, as well
as to fluctuations in how a speaker decides to participate in the activity at hand” (Ochs,
1993, p. 298). While social act is difficult to identify using the current methodology,
social stance is emphasized in order to understand shifts in attitudes and values. In the
present study, Saudi participants’ social identity is defined by the context and the society
in which they grew up, and how they position their social stances and acts is dependent
upon their socio-cultural history. Again, the question driving this study is: When they are
placed in a different context—Western/English culture—to what extent is their social
identity influenced?

In the context of this study, the Saudi participants came from an English-learning
system that emphasizes the structural aspect of the language rather than the social
practice. Thus, when they arrived to the US carrying only structural knowledge, they
faced hardship with a new culture, a new society, and different language knowledge
(communication rather than structure). While they live and study among English-
speakers, they need to interact and network with native speakers in order to learn and
understand the language usage as social practice. According to social identity theory, the
Saudi participants’ identity will shift in the host context as a result of their interaction
with speakers of the target language. They will learn to position themselves according to

different contexts, such as the interaction in a classroom versus the interaction in a
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restaurant. They will position their social stance differently depending on various
Anglophones’ cultural settings. Therefore, if one examines the experiences of Saudi
students studying abroad, one can understand how these students experience language
learning in an unfamiliar culture, in the hope of getting closer to creating an improved
English educational system in Saudi Arabia to prepare Saudi students better for study

abroad.

Study Abroad

In order to understand this study, there is a need to explore study abroad (SA) in
the field of applied linguistics from recent perspectives. In Language Learning and Study
Abroad: A Critical Reading of Research (2009), Kinginger examined and provided
critical viewpoints of different SA studies over the past years. First, Kinginger elucidated
the definition of SA within the context of student mobility and international education.
On a spectrum, SA can be found between the two phenomena: migration and tourism.
While tourism is a very short-term stay in a foreign country, for a vacation, migration is a
life-long stay in a foreign country for economical, political, or even educational reasons.

To arrive at a concrete definition of SA, one needs to understand the broader
context of cross-border education'* and student mobility. Cross-border education has four

main national approaches (Kinginger, 2009): 1) mutual understanding'”, 2) revenue-

' Cross-border education means the students’ and/or teachers’ mobility and the mobility of educational
institutions abroad.
13 Attending intellectual programs for academic and research purposes
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generating'®, 3) skilled migration'’, and 4) capacity-building'®. Whereas the SA literature
have students driven by a mutual understanding approach, such as American students
studying abroad in France for a semester or so, the literature excludes students studying
abroad for a capacity building approach, such as Asian students studying abroad for four
years in the United States. Student mobility represents the major part of cross-border
education with its three main categories (Kinginger, 2009): a) full study abroad for a
complete degree, b) an academic partnership within a home degree, and c) exchange
study programs. The international student mobility has increased dramatically in the past
20 years, and the majority, about 85 percent, of foreign students has studied in the
countries of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).
Many of these students, from countries outside the OECD, usually enroll in full study
abroad for a foreign degree in an Anglophone country, mostly in the United States,
Canada, the United Kingdom, and Australia. Therefore, SA meaning varies significantly
according to each student’s “origin, destination, and ultimate goal” (Kinginger, 2009, p.
11).

According to Block (2007), whereas there are numerous studies about American
students experiences abroad in Europe or in South America, there are little or no studies
about the experiences of, for instance, Asian, African, or Latino students studying abroad
in context, such as America, Australia, or the United Kingdom. While the usual type of

student mobility in European, Mexican, and/or Canadian contexts does not go beyond the

' Support country’s higher education program for fee-paying students abroad in order to control a large
share of the market.

' Attracting highly skilled students who could stay in the host country

'8 Encourage the domestic students to study abroad in order to improve the quality of their home
educational and economical system
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duration of one year, the student mobility of Saudi, as well as many Middle Eastern
students, aims for full study of a certain degree in order to improve the economical and
educational system upon their return. This capacity-building approach is
underrepresented in SA research because, as Kinginger (2009) explained that:

[I]n the literature on language learning in study abroad, the limited representation

of these students’ experiences may be due to blurred boundaries between

education and other, longer-term activities, and between study abroad and

migration (p. 10).

However, there does exist documentation of the process of language learning in different
forms within the broader literature of Second Language Acquisition (SLA), but it is not
directly identified in relation to SA.

Keeping the above dilemmas—cross-border education, student mobility, and
blurred views of SA—in mind, Kinginger (2009) defines SA as a “temporary sojourn of
pre-defined duration, undertaken for educational purposes” (p. 11). This definition also
includes students who study abroad for education purposes that encompass language
learning experience, such as attending intensive English programs in an Anglophone
setting. The definition also helps to “situate the field under consideration and to separate
it from the broader phenomenon of more explicitly migration-related student mobility”
(p- 11) and it does not exclude students from any national origin. Thus, this definition
best suits this study because the participants plan to continue their education,

undergraduate or graduate degree, with pre-defined duration.'

19 Approximate duration for Baccalaureate degree is four years, for Master degree is two years, and for
PhD degree is five years.
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Chapter 3

Methodology

The present study focuses on Saudi students’ perceptions of their experiences
studying abroad and traces how their perceptions of themselves, of Anglophone culture,
and of their language learning have changed as a result of their experiences. The
following research questions are explored:

e How are Saudi students’ identities shaped by their study abroad experiences of
living in the United States?
e How do their perceptions as individuals and as learners change as a result of being

exposed to and acquiring English as a second language in the United States?

Participants and Context

The participants in this study were three male and two female Saudi Arabian
students who came to the United States specifically for the purpose of continuing their
education. They were selected from local Saudi and/or Muslim groups in the local setting
under the bases of being Saudi citizens, plan to continue their undergraduate or graduate
studies, and attended the intensive English program for at least one semester. Before they
entered the university, all the participants needed to be proficient in English. All five
participants were learning English in an intensive English language program until they
achieved a minimum score on the TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language). Most
had studied English for an average of one year in the United States when they were

recruited. The participants were asked face-to-face to be in the study. They were also
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given a consent form in Arabic to sign according to the Institutional Review Board (IRB),
acknowledging and approving the use of their recording in this study (Appendix A and
B). The following provides a brief description of each participant with given

pseudonyms.

Abdullah

Abdullah is from a city located in the eastern coast of Saudi Arabia. He graduated
from high school and wished to get his undergraduate degree in the US. He came to the
local town, alone, and stayed for a couple of months. He then moved to another town,
where he attended an intensive English program and lived with an American family for
six months. Currently, he lives in his own apartment and attends the intensive English

program.

Nasser

Nasser is from a small town located in the north of Saudi Arabia. After he
graduated from high school, Nasser attended a technical college for one year and received
a computer diploma. After working at a company in Saudi Arabia for few years, he
decided to obtain a degree in higher education. He came to the USA in order to receive
his undergraduate degree. After a year of attending the intensive English program, he and

his wife moved to another university, where they were accepted to study there.
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Sara

Sara is from an industrial city located on the western coast of Saudi Arabia. Her
family moved many times, dependent upon her father’s work in Saudi Arabia; Thus, she
had been transferred to different private schools in diverse regions. When she reached
middle school, her parents enrolled her in an international summer camp in London that
lasted for two months. She then obtained her undergraduate degree in an international
university in her home city where they used English in most of the subjects. After she
received her Master’s degree, she moved to the United States with her husband and two
children to earn a PhD in her field. To this date, she and her husband are attending the

intensive English program.

Reem

Reem is from a city located on the western side of Saudi Arabia. She completed
her elementary, middle, and high school education in this city. After she graduated from
high school, she attended the local university for three years, earning a degree in science.
She, then, moved to the USA with her two siblings to study. Due to her high proficiency
in English, she only needed to attend the intensive English program for one semester. She
leads her siblings in English and help out in their social and educational needs. Currently,
she is attending a local university in the US and taking courses for her undergraduate

degree.
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Khalid

Khalid is from the same industrial city as Sara, located on the western coast of
Saudi Arabia. After graduating from high school, he wanted to obtain his undergraduate
degree in the USA. His whole family agreed on studying abroad and they all encouraged
higher knowledge. He arrived at the local town with his sister’s family (husband and two
children) and he attended the intensive English program for one year. His goal is to earn
his Baccalaureate degree in the local university and his long-term goal is to obtain both a

Master’s degree and a PhD degree in the US.

Data Collection

The data were collected through ethnographic interviews (Charmaz, 2001) with
each participant in an attempt to capture their perceptions of their study abroad
experiences. Narrative self-report data were chosen, because this study values the voices
of individual student sojourners and because their narratives aid in understanding their
experiences studying abroad (Jackson, 2008, p. 11). The interview was structured so that
each participant was asked the same questions. Also, they were asked to provide
memorable moments or stories regarding their interactions with native speakers. |
interviewed the female participants using their first language (L1), Arabic, since they are
better able to describe their experiences, share their ideas, stories, and emotions when
using their L1. I knew the male Saudi participants would feel more comfortable being
interviewed by a male interviewer. Thus, I trained a male Saudi research assistant to do

the interviews with the male participants with the same questions and manners.
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The interviews contained open-ended questions (Appendix C and D) to allow the
participants to describe their prior and current experiences and interactions with native
speakers in the study abroad context. For more guided structure, follow-up questions
were asked if a participant did not talk about certain aspects of his/her experience. The
specific interview questions were designed to gain a deeper sense of who they are and
how their experiences have or have not changed them as they dealt with different
ideologies embedded in their first and second language and culture. The interviews were
audio-taped, transcribed, and coded in Arabic; however, for presentation of results, the

data excerpts were translated below (the most illustrative data sets) into English.

Data Analysis

A grounded content analysis (Glaser, 1965; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Bogdan &
Biklen, 1998) was conducted on the data collected in this study. According to the
Grounded Theory Institute (GTI), grounded content analysis is an analytic process
involving multiple readings of the data to identify “core variables” of reoccurring themes
that addressed the study’s central research question. The benefit of a grounded content
analysis is that allows for self-reporting information from the participants without
“imposing preconceived categories or theoretical perspectives” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005,
p. 1280). The narrative data collected in the interviews represent stories that describe
“real” life events and are mainly and can be described as “the linguistic form in which
human experiences as lived can be expressed” (Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 17). Thus, the

narrative data act as a representation of the “reality” presented and constructed from each
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participant’s own perspective. In other words, participants retrospectively recounted their
experiences of studying abroad and “told” the interviewer their version of what happened
and is still happening to them.

The themes (see appendix E for early analysis chart) that emerged from the data
analysis reflect the participants’ recollections and perceptions of their education,
intercultural, and comparative views based on their study abroad experiences. Within
these themes the data were also examined to find evidence of changes or shifts in their
views of cultural values, social interactions with native speakers of English, motivation of

language study, and their identities.



Chapter 4

Results

After conducting the data analysis, three super-ordinate categories emerged which
represent the participants’ general perceptions of themselves within the study abroad
experience. Each super-ordinate category has two to four subcategories. For each
subcategory, there are two or three excerpts from the data. The excerpts were chosen in
order to represent the views of most, if not all, participants. While capturing every single
feature of every single person proved difficult, the data included below presents broad
categories that seem to explain their experiences. See the following figure (Figure 4-1)

for a summary of the categories:

sImportance of
Education
+English Education

Educational
in Saudi Arabia

Views

eUniversality of "
culture

«Clash of cultures
Intercultural || «Tolerance

<

e s Multiculturalism /
*Religious
superiority
Comparative * Appropriating the
views other culture

Figure 4-1: Data analysis results
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Language Learning and Educational Views

Importance of Education: Motivation and Investment

Knowing why the participants decided to come to the U.S. is key to understanding
their study abroad experiences. How they are invested in studying abroad shapes their
experiences and interactions with others. All the participants reported that the value of
higher education was their main motivation for coming to the United States. Thus, they
came to the United States with the goal of obtaining a higher degree, but without the
English language proficiency they needed. The following excerpts show how they felt
about this dilemma and how their investment in continuing their education shaped their
study abroad experiences. The ways in which the participants interpreted their

experiences is a reflection of their motivation and investment in their education.

Excerpt 1: Khalid

L Cua Wl dleldail gl g S s
A: What did you feel and what was your impression of coming
here?
i€ Slag) g ol Cisa saie (IS Lo lia af lal o) e Guanie CaiS il 5 13
sl G gaie G S dadladl Jal 5 4 W) ARl Lyl ) Geesia
Ay el 5 Lalia 13 A eLd o) daalal) Cape ) jiale AA) ) A8 Aaa ey oY
s Ry
K: God. I was very excited when I came here. I was not scared, I
don’t know why, but I was excited to study English here and enter
university. [ was ... I had a goal or I still do, I mean, I want to earn a
Master degree. I know the university, God willing®’, if I enter and
get company’s scholarship.

Jaan

2 God willing, in sha Allah, is used Muslims worldwide to express their desire to do something with God
blessing.
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A: Good ; ;
) us (A gual e oY) A
K: So, until now I feel it is a good thing that I ..

A: Meaning, you were excited

K: Yah, I was excited.

Here, Khalid expressed his excitement about his study abroad experience. He left
his home and family because he was invested in improving his English proficiency and
earning a higher education degree. While most of the participants attended an intensive
English program for one year, they were still invested in pursuing higher education.
Upon their arrival, improving their English language proficiency became the most
important step in achieving their goals. None of the participants indicated a desire to
learn about the culture or meet new people; their first priority was, and still is, education.

In looking at the participants’ desire for education in terms of the process-
oriented model of motivation, suggested by Dornyei and Ottd (1998), the participants
chose the goal of higher education in the Preactional stage. In the Actional stage, they
tried to attain this goal by studying abroad and tolerating the new culture. Lastly, the
participants have not reached the Postactional stage yet because they did not achieve
their desired goals; thus, they cannot evaluate their experiences. This model is very
simple, limited, and it does not expand upon the learners’ experience, identities, or
perception of themselves and others. While this model may work for looking at long term
learners, it does not provide sufficient insights on the learners’ subjectivity. Therefore,
the notion of investment, put forth by Norton Peirce (1995), seem to be more applicable

for the current study.
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The participants use their “symbolic resource” (Norton Peirce, 1995, p. 17),
education, as the main reason for living and studying abroad. Their investment in
receiving a higher education played a major role in the participants’ experiences abroad.
They positioned themselves as learners of English and students in their chosen fields,
rather than as tourists or sojourners, and this positioning shaped how they viewed
themselves and others. They were all determined to continue, regardless of the hardships
they faced and will face in the future.

In addition to Khalid’s general perceptions, Sara makes a statement about learning

in general, not just higher education, and how she strives for new knowledge.

Excerpt 2: Sara

Caina Cilaal | Caoa (8 a1 5eY (pad dlaad ) iy !
A: What encouraged you to come to the United States, [ mean, is
there a goal ... certain goals?
ks Gla
S: Of course, of course.
PeTy 1
A: Ahhm...

Al S A s dala J) alall alafi le e (e s i Jiny (5 )85 Le 2
S: You cannot, [ mean, live a life without learning. Knowledge, first
thing, is progressing in every second.

C...a C...a :‘

A: Right, right.
il (S e i€ Lo i 13) oY f ool aui g oot a0 i 1
L‘ﬂJYJiY}LﬂM&AY}dJ&JYJL‘ﬂh\

S: So, I mean, you want to benefit yourself and want to benefit your
children. If you are not literate, how would you benefit your family,
your country, your society, or your children? ;
pat| aal 2]
A: Ahmm, ahmm...
iy el 4l uald g ool Lol s 135
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S: And if you stay home ... I do not know I feel that your brain ...
goes...

While the participants were invested in studying abroad because of their desire to
learn and gain further knowledge, how they chose to invest shaped their experiences and
their perceptions of those experiences. Sara believed that gaining more knowledge does
not only benefit her but also her family, community, and country. Norton Peirce (1995)
stated that investment should be viewed alongside the learners’ effort “expanded on
learning the second language” (p. 17). Whereas the participants are invested in learning
the language to receive access to a higher goal, their efforts in learning the language
shaped how they learned the language. Abdullah, for example, chose to live with an
American family and these experiences created a different sort of investment for him.
Unlike the other participants, his close personal connections with a host family led him to
develop personal as well as educational investments in his study abroad experience.
Hence, while all of the participants described education as their main goal, some held
more personal reasons for investing themselves in their study abroad experience. Such
individualist investment shapes their interaction and, thus, leads to a reconstructed

perception of the other.

English Education in Saudi Arabia

All of the participants were critical of the experiences learning English in Saudi
Arabia. Their struggles with English in America, meaning they had to learn English

again, made them see how the educational system in Saudi Arabia failed to prepare them
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to use English to communicate effectively during their study abroad experiences. Every
participant described why and how the system failed to prepare them for their study
abroad experiences. Such views came from their experiences in the United States and
how much time they needed to spend learning or “relearning” English. The following
excerpt from Nasser indicates just how critical the participants were of the English

educational system in Saudi Arabia.

Excerpt 3: Nasser

) e iy Cag o b ) Y Caaled L Ll o Caaladi La Ul A0 a2
QS iy G ale 0S5 a0 Gl oS Lided agll) | aey o) i1 e ) s
.o 18 Lialad La Y 2y (3l (o ay (3hail) A (e Sy e ale JS0 (8 jad

N: In Saudi Arabia, I did not learn anything at all ... I did not learn
except that I learned alphabets, I even do not read ... we only
learned how ... how we take in general ... I mean how we know in
general not even speaking or pronunciation. We did not learn at all
A el Al aled o ale Sy adedll (e aas il ]
A: You are talking about education in general or just English
education?
ol le JS adal) 3 3alai¥) Al ades Y 1)
N: No, English education ... education in general ah ...
Laid o jal W) 8 Le sl (of 8 Le A0 gl 8 4 3l Balll agled imy
A: Meaning that English education in Saudi Arabia has no benefit
except the alphabets only.
0 5o L W) A SularI AR alaty ey aa) 8 e Jixg it i al W) L g
Oyl s salaie ) SN S iy W g 0 3aliall 5 Liilatal Al Ulalie
i 2y 53 YT 2 ) A i) il 5 s amaie Lo A g (e jiia g
AV Al 4 8 sl aavic g sua sl
N: There are only alphabets I mean there is no one, [ mean, learn
English except I do not know about others areas, but our region and
the surrounding areas, I mean, all of the educated students and
scholars who graduated from high school have nothing in English.
Till this day, even my siblings are in the same way; they do not have
anything in English.
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In Saudi Arabia, students are required to study English for a minimum of six
years during their middle and high school years. Nasser, as well as the other participants,
recognized that this was not sufficient, once they started studying abroad. They criticized
the English educational system in Saudi Arabia, because it did not provide them with the
adequate skills they needed to survive in the United States. They questioned why their
English proficiency was so low, even though they had been studying the language for six
years. Their initial experiences in the English language program shaped their views of
both their prior experience of learning English in Saudi Arabia and also the experiences
they had studying abroad in the USA. They also questioned how students could pass the
English courses without knowing English. Abdullah, in the following excerpt, discussed

this issue:

Excerpt 4: Abdullah

A alasV) ARl b e i€ (oS (g g g T siall 8 S L ey o
A: I mean, when you were in middle and high school, how do you
succeed/pass in English?
el pald as) 813 ey as) 8 Lo g saaiy A DUl S 4 5ulasI AR g
Caall (e dued |
Ab: the English subject passes all students who succeed. There is no
one, I mean, if there is anyone who understand, maybe four or five
in class.
Lo Dl Aoy s i 4l (g Ja = iy Ll Clamtiany 2l o DN WlE gl cpla |
Slia agdll e dacly
A: Ok. If we say for example, how does the teacher explain? Do you
feel that his explanation is rudimentary, for example? It does not
help you comprehend, for example?
o (a5 TTaald g W 5 Al 0 iay o ) ye T9F dlng () sealy (a5 $9A 5 V) 1p
e Pl

Ab: Yes. God?? And they detract right??? A lot, I mean, talks and
not understandable?? And at the same time talks in Arabic.
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Al ARl Gy 5 () oS5 e g el sl ) gl el as ) o e
A: Ok. If you go back in time, what would you wished you had is
better English?
el Juadlly iy Caally e V) alSH Loy (S s clind 4 ) il
138 5 () 5l guay
Ab: I wish, uh, if there was listening and speaking. He does not
speak except in Arabic in class, I mean, in class you find them
chatting and this...

i (o 8 A OIS A 5alas Y ARl LIS i )
A: Uh, meaning, English classes were chaos, | mean...

Baliid 4 Lo e s (el e agid 13] gansi Lo liiad 4 Lo (ppdny s ouin 58 5
Ab: Chaos and there was not listening, you do not listen. If you
understand, you understand the teacher and in Arabic. There is no
benefit.

When asked what he had hoped for in the English educational system, Abdullah
expressed an interest in having instruction in all aspects of English, including listening,
speaking, and using English to communicate. Other participants felt the English
educational system failed to help them use English effectively and as a result they had to
relearn the language. This view, consistent among all participants, implies that the current
English educational system in Saudi Arabia relies on memorization in the same way as
other academic subjects are taught. Thus, the curriculum fails to prepare these students
adequately for their study abroad experience. Coleman (1998) indicated that, “socio-
cultural and intercultural competence is an essential element of true linguistic
proficiency” (p. 18). Language learning is not just about sitting in a class and
memorizing; it needs to have some elements of socialization in order to improve the
students’ language skills. While the participants’ experiences of being abroad and
studying English shaped their negative views of the English educational system in Saudi

Arabia, it also shaped how they understood what it means to study a “living” language

that is to be used.
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Intercultural Views

This super-ordinate category deals with a broader view of culture that the
participants now seem to hold in terms of attitudes, values, and behaviors. The
participants’ narratives show an increase in their tolerance toward others, an awareness of
multicultural issues, and the struggles of having positive and negative feelings toward

their own culture and the host culture.

Universality of Cultures

Universality of cultures means recognizing the common and general elements of
all cultures and avoiding biases and unrealistic perceptions. The participants shared a
broader understanding of culture, recognizing that every culture has positives and
negatives. When a student comes to a new place to study, the student will be in contact
with aspects of life different from one’s own culture, identifying both positives and
negatives in each culture. As a result, students may show an increase in tolerance and a
greater awareness of multiculturalism. He/she starts to live and observe some of these
distinctions between one’s own culture and the host culture (Saudi Arabia and the United
States). Hence, seeing the good and the bad in both cultures may result in an individual
capable of helping one’s own society in ways familiar only to that society. Additionally,
by using the tools one learns from the host society, that person can help others in his/her
own society understand the host culture. The implication here is that new students who
want to go abroad to study in the United States can benefit from students returning to

Saudi Arabia to help them understand the American culture, before they leave for the US.
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Excerpt 5: Nasser

Sy e SN Caa g da L 4K e AEN Coa g aS Cula L dues
A: Good (long pause)... OK. How do you see the American culture
... do you find the American culture pleasing?
Clalag) 8 alladl S gl 8 Gl 5 bl 48 Lada Ul 28E 4y ) 2
Sl
N: Ahhh for the culture I am of course, there are positives and
negatives. In any place in the world there are positives and
negatives.
e dien ]
A: Good, good ‘
) Sl 4y Glale (8 A axiay) 10
N: Yah, yes, so of course, there are positives and negatives.

When asked about the American culture, Nasser responded with the general view
that every culture has positives and negatives. Nasser, as well as the other participants,
shared this understanding of how culture works. After moving to the United States to
study, they faced both the positives and negatives aspects of their host culture. On the one
hand, they shared stories when the others were nice and kind to them. They also shared
stories, on the other hand, when people were mean and discriminatory against them.
Therefore, when they were faced with negative interactions, for example, they accepted
these as an individual act, not as a general act that covered the entire society. Their
encounter of the positives and the negatives of the host culture shaped their social
identity. They established their social identity by verbally displaying the universality
stance (Ochs, 1993), where they socially recognized the attitude of commonality toward
all cultures. They have positioned their social stance to accept similarities across cultures.

This experience of living abroad and interacting with others resulted in a shift in their
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views of their own culture, as well as the American culture, with the avoidance of bias

generalizations.

Excerpt 6: Khalid

QA3 Lo sl jUaalls o g OS5 Y Jalad iaa 5 S Vg il s

A: OK ... I will ask you a question ... How did you find the
treatment of Americans, either in the airport or after that, [ mean...

O el Jalad o) J 585 a8 Le sl (1S pe Y] Jalad ad) J 85 Ha8ila imy Al 525

Ol gl g o 3 o gy aly JS (8 (o

K: God (w’allah: word use for positive swearing—it does not carry
any negative connotation), [ mean, you cannot say that the
Americans’ treatment is good. You cannot say that the Americans’
treatment is bad. I mean, in every country you will see good and you
will see the bad.

Throughout his narrative, Khalid talked about his interactions with Americans and
other international individuals and how fond he is of their cultures. After his experience
studying abroad, he also expressed a much more universal view of society. Hence, it
became impossible for him, as well as the other participants, to accept what might seem
like the bias perception of others. Some participants, unlike Khalid and Nasser, did not
explicitly bring up this sort of universal view, but their stories of both the positive and the
negative experiences demonstrated how much impact their interactions had on their
perceptions of others. The participants became much more aware of how all world
cultures are similar to their own. Therefore, their interactions with others in the host

society and their encounters in which they were faced with good and bad treatment

shaped their unbiased view of a different society (USA), leaving them with a more
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holistic sense of themselves as individuals. Hence, as the participants learn the language

in a study abroad context, they are constructing their social identity.

Clash of Cultures and the Importance of Interaction

Many of the participants shared stories of how they came to recognize a more
universal ideology of cultures. Stories that carried negative and positive views evolved
from their interactions with others different from them. From the analysis, the higher
number of interactions with others, the more stories they shared and the longer the
narratives became. From their stories, it appears that interactions with anyone outside of
their community (not Arab or Muslim) were key elements in helping them develop
different suppositions about others. By working through and learning about different

cultures, they seemed to change some of their misconceptions about Americans.

Excerpt 7: Khalid

grall & AEE Cualed (oS
A: How did you learn about the culture? in the intensive English
program?
bl o pdlaa Jiay (e Leialad) Al 15
K: I learned it through my interaction with the people . ;
el oyl -]
A: Interaction with the people?
O yatill LJJJJMA‘;\QMG«WY\ b&&yﬁb;\ﬂ\ oMﬁXu\ja;\‘)ﬂ\ :z
@HM Jaa c.og_\laﬂak_uh\j\c‘u"_ﬂ.dbc\ uau@;h\.ﬂgugsu»\_mu}dﬂ
o (o S o Y Ay V) ASED alat 6 1S jal A Lia il Aald adlisal) clalEl)
K: Reading. God. I mean reading is one the things that teaches you,
I mean. For example, when you watch television, you see people.
How they interact with each other ...ahh going out/hanging out with
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foreigners [meaning everyone other than Saudi] going out with this,
teaches you, I mean, different cultures. Especially that we came to
the US and we learn the US culture. It is something important, I
mean.

daex . daan
A: Good .. good

Khalid learned about culture from reading, the visual media, and most
importantly, his interaction with others in the host society. He utilized his time to
understand others’ cultures by interacting and communicating with them. Other
participants’ experiences of studying abroad and living with people who are different
from them seemed to shape their daily interactions. Drawing upon their symbolic
resources, they resisted the subject position as non-proficient English speaker or learner
who cannot interact with others due to a language barrier in favor of the subject position
friend. While their interaction with others were entirely voluntary, their choice to interact
with and develop friendships, regardless of these differences and language barriers,
demonstrated how much they wanted to understand others’ culture.

In the following excerpt, Khalid provided an example of this interaction

between these two very different cultures.

Excerpt 8: Khalid

i g AN e il paZi A W Gy oyl
A: OK. What made you feel that you are an outsider, meaning....
Uams i S 18 Gl Gy i A colalall GDUA) | bl s sl F

Ul aadie Il e calias Uaie ) Slie sa Sl e g O3l (5 ) Da  Jay s Y]
cLudi¥) (gda ey ) Al 5 laladly JAaS 995 2y 038 5 gegdile p aglagila
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K: Ahh. God ... differences in habits and traditions between me and
between the people. This is a big thing, I mean, sometime, [ mean,
for example, jokes and what jokes. This, for example, our jokes is
different from theirs. I do not understand theirs and they do not
understand mine. And this is within habits and traditions .. ahh I
mean, these things.

As a result of his interactions, Khalid shared an example of a common cultural
clash: jokes—when it is appropriate to laugh and what makes a joke funny to him or to
others. His contact with others taught him how they view his culture, jokes, and how he
should view theirs. His acknowledgement that Americans might not understand his Saudi
jokes and vice versa—due to different backgrounds—suggests that his experiences in a
study abroad context played a major role in shaping his social stance toward both
cultures. He resisted the subject position of an arrogant learner for the subject position of
a modest learner who is willing to learn about the other’s culture. Hence, how the
participants see themselves and position their social identity shape the interaction and
experience abroad. While many of the participants struggled due to their limited cultural

and linguistic knowledge, they described themselves as emerging from this experience as

more competent members of an intercultural society.

Excerpt 9: Abdullah

Leialad o | Ay pa¥! ASED Calat CaS Cula o
A: OK. How did you learn about the American culture? How did
you learn it?
48 d) A e i
Ab: From what I see... ;
ad g
A: From what you see?
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e sall olall i

Ab: Everyday life
e b e ) oLl

A: Everyday life ... OK

G o OsSing Vs asll Joba pramy e adldli | sany Le B 6 ASia 1p
ile il bl iy i)
Ab: Interaction ... but some students do not change... You see them
with each other all day long and they do not interact with anyone
who is different and the bad habits stay and does not change.
s il Mia Ja ) dpadid s e iy
A: I mean, depending on the student’s personality ... do you, for
example, feel that you have changed?

Lo Did g CuSialle day (e i Ul e
Ab: I have changed after I interacted.

Despite the many stories the participants shared, some of them stated explicitly
that their interactions with Americans and other international learners was the main
reason behind their current views. For instance, Nasser did not interact very much with
international people outside the classroom; consequently, he had fewer stories of
intercultural interactions. Abdullah, on the other hand, had taken the time to challenge
himself in order to learn the language and accelerate his goal of higher education. He
chose to live with an American family and to move to another city that had no Arabs, in
the hope of learning more about Americans and improving his language proficiency. He
stated, as it is clear in the above excerpt, that he learned about culture from everyday life
and from his interactions outside his comfort zone. He also realized that change is not
possible if a student does not interact with anyone different from his/her own people.
Different here means people who are nationally, linguistically, and even spiritually

dissimilar from one’s own.
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As a result of such interactions, many of the participants saw themselves as
changed from what they used to be or thought to be. Ochs (1988) noted that participation
in language activities helps construct learners’ worldview as they acquire the language.
Therefore, interaction is an important aspect of study abroad, because it can change or
broaden students’ views of themselves and others. Spolsky (1989) argued that the
language learners are exposed and have opportunities to practice the target language in
two different settings: “the natural or informal environment of the target language
community or the formal environment of the classroom” (cited in Norton Peirce, 1995).
The participants’ choicees of whom and how to interact seemed to enable them to

construct broader identities and develop wider trajectories about the other.

Tolerance

As a result of the participants’ interactions and how they came to understand
cultural differences and similarities, their narratives showed more tolerance of the other’s
culture and a greater acceptance of such differences. They observed aspects of American
society that are considered inappropriate, but they expressed a willingness to tolerate it.
The following excerpt demonstrates how Sara felt generally about other cultures, in spite

of extreme differences from her own.

Excerpt 10: Sara

& OIS sl e cpiliae 43S agil (ppan Ja ASladll 2 LA all (e elilaliies cula
Slagass
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A: What were your beliefs about the people outside of Saudi
Arabia? Do you feel that they are different from us or are there
similarities?
DBl sy aallii g agilale JS o yial Ul Lie jie aillés s lale L ad oo JS S
e i) 5 138 JSlale 4y il aaY J 1 4a) juay g jecle iy SIS CaS 2
e (sdie \SLad o2l 5 adlole a il sl ible ajing I sl Ul agilile
ol (ams Gilale (e @ prial G il
S: Of course, every country has its habits and traditions that are
different from ours. I respect all of their habits and traditions
regardless of how they were, I mean. I never in my life, truly, say to
someone why your habits are like that and make fun of their habits. I
love the ones who respect my habits and traditions; I respect their
habits and traditions. So there are not .. true that there are odd habits
that people do
i e (g priast A iy S ]
A: OK. What makes things odd to you, for example?
aal laly 51 L oyl Leada IS Laly (8 JSU L 4l (68 aa) ixy 1
Lidie 4a jaa (538 ClEMal) Lixie Ui aadie sole Bl | # la uli 4 il
Jul .\;\@4.\;)\;&.1\5):; bmuumuau@.\z_u\_\;c.\;‘a
S: I mean, someone tells me that we, in our country, eat dog. Of
course, [ would be peculiar, you imagine. And when someone asks
me why do you wear scarves ... the relationship is ok for them; for
us, this kind of relationship is forbidden. True that we sit down
together, but we don’t have outside relationship with anyone at all.

Sara summarized what most of the participants believed or felt about other
cultures. Their experience studying abroad placed them in the “stranger” position, where
they saw themselves as a minority. Their encounter of living in a different majority, the
host culture, shaped their social identity. They verbally display the tolerance stance,
where they socially recognized the others attitude to their cultures and their own attitude
to the others. In order to establish mutual respect, they accepted the subject position of
minority. They became aware of their own differences and learned to appreciate others’
tolerance of their values and beliefs. Wesche (2004) argues that in order to be open to
“otherness,” one needs to distance “oneself from one's own cultural assumptions and

seeing oneself as also possessing a learned culture” (p. 279). Sara, as she stated in
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excerpt 10, reported aspects of Saudi Arabia’s culture, such as wearing scarves and
prohibiting pre-martial relationship, which might seem odd for Americans. Nevertheless,
many of the participants expressed a sense of respect for the American culture and they
did not ridicule others’ habits in the hope that others would have mutual understanding
and respect for them. While they found aspects of the American culture to be odd or
bizarre, they were willing to tolerate such differences. This suggests, at least for these
participants, that studying abroad and living with a majority that holds different values
and habits from one’s own habits shape their social stance and may lead to reconstructing
both their interactions with others and their willingness to tolerate behavior different from

their own.

Excerpt 11: Khalid

Ol aalaa el L) AN GG i) ey allasl) o el S dgad
i ot phlan ey $0AL ey aabiule ST laaald ) Si U ey pUad) juaila
K: So I try to know all the traditions, I mean, the traditions of people
that I go out with so no mistakes, I mean, I do not mean it but I do
not want them, I mean, to be upset, [ mean....

Khalid, expanding on what Sara has stated, felt that he needed to know his
friends’ culture, because he did not want to upset or make them uncomfortable by
anything he did or said. This asserted Ochs (1993) assumptions in regard to social
identity and language socialization that, through interactions with host members, students
desire to become competent members of the host society. Ochs believed that students

have an obligation to learn about differences in order to avoid unwanted or unintended

conflicts. Such desire, to understand the other, shaped Khalid’s social identity, where he
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resisted the subject position of an illiterate friend in favor of the subject position of an
understanding and considerate acquaintance. Wesche (2004) also stated that people who
speak more than one language and experience living in a different social environment are
more tolerant of differences. The experiences of living abroad and the daily interactions
with others could “lead one to understand and accept other world views better” (p. 282).
While the participants encountered dilemmas in which the inappropriateness of their
cultural intersected with the appropriateness of the host culture or vice versa, their social
stance has become constructed to accept the others’ cultural values.

Whereas the participants were willing to tolerate aspects of the American culture,
the way they approached tolerance shaped their social identity. For instance, Khalid’s
willingness to tolerate meant that he needed to learn more about the American culture.
Other participants shared different points of view in terms of how they tolerated aspects
of the American culture or what it meant for them to be tolerant. Nasser, for example, did
not like overt relationships between men and women, but he acknowledged that this is
their culture and he can just look away. His way of practicing tolerance was by avoiding
what he felt was inappropriate, yet accepting others’ habits or beliefs. Hence, the study
abroad experience, and the participants’ interactions with people who hold different
values, played a role in their emerging understanding of and tolerance toward what it

means to have mutual understanding and respect of others.
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Multiculturalism

One of the major characteristics of many intensive English programs in the United
States is that it has a diverse group of students from around the world. Therefore, the
Saudi participants had the opportunity to meet and talk with other international students.
This context supported the development of greater understandings of cross-cultural
differences and increased their intercultural awareness. Accordingly, their
misconceptions about people from around the world changed. The following excerpts
describe how two participants shifted their perspectives about others and why such a

change took place.

Excerpt 12: Reem

Allall o sl @l lar ) Dlie ) (a0 gl 0 53 ]
A: Yes, yes, so you feel that, for example, your view of the world
has changed?
e — Sl Cuvo sl
R: Yah, I started to see the ...
O e DAY \
A: Differences not just ...
4l ) sl Ca gl ¢
R: I see the other worlds
o5
A: Yah.
o YL smo A il ae a2 Ul Y faal 54852
R: Number one, because I study with the girls in the intensive
English program
o5 <l
A: Yah..
s alile LuagdS ol gy | L slS B | 3 obial) Die Caglid ;)
R: So I see, for example, life in ...for example Colombia ... he says
that Colombia is full of wars and ...
(:.A_Q :i
A: Hmm..
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o pa ALY i a4l allall S LSy pal (55 Alb Lusa 1S 5 48 LIS Smaal S ;
Ol sale o e saly (ge Al Glilie 1S ) (8 Gl | il U5 (i () sala
JSlia s g5 0n
R: I thought it was full of fun and Colombia is cool like America.
All the world is cool. He says to me, no, the country is not at all
safe, he says, and I wish I could live in America so I can get out of
my country; it is not at all safe, wars and problems.
eAAA :i
A: Hmmm...
i Ul gy
R: He say, [ wish ...
Agh pled (o 0S5 S (o S o inll (55 48 s )l s 505 2
R: Yah and ...I mean the world is not fun/cool like what we think
that everything is cool and everything is cool (laughs).

Reem explained how she once perceived Colombia as a “cool and fun” place just
like America, yet after she met a classmate from Colombia, her views changed
dramatically. All of the participants acknowledged that they and others in Saudi Arabia
carry mistaken conceptions of people around the world. Before going abroad, they were
part of the majority, Saudis and Muslims, where they shared common views—everyone
the same. However, while living, studying, and encountering others during their study
abroad experiences, they discovered different conceptions of the world and this helped to
broaden their intercultural knowledge.

The data suggest that the participants’ experiences in a multicultural context
helped to reconstruct their social identity. Their perceptions of, what I would call, the
“Global Other,” has shifted their social stance, which helped in shaping their intercultural

awareness and led to an increasing interest in staying updated on the world’s social

reality—from friends they met in the English language program.
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Excerpt 13: Abdullah

LosSs Oladl s aeall () @853 S Ly A J8 g dilual Dlad () 5alSSy 3
saa 5 42 () salSy
Ab: I learned about countries that we did not know about and we
learned about cultures and languages I did not know before. There

are people who speak Latin languages and ... before I came here, |

assumed that China, Japan, and Korea speak one language. ;
oA g 4zl :\

A: One language.

Ab: But now I discovered .. that all speak in different language

Abdullah reported a different aspect about others that he discovered during his
study abroad. Because of his interactions with others in the intensive English program,
his social stance of others has shifted. He recognized that not everything he thought or
heard is true about other people around the world. He accepted the subject position of
cultural learner rather than the subject position of arrogant learner. All the participants’
narrative data showed an increase in intercultural awareness, where they discovered new
knowledge about how different people live and interact, what their values and beliefs
were, and what kind of languages they used. The study abroad context gave the Saudi
participants exposure to a multicultural setting in which they observed and interacted
with people from diverse backgrounds and, as a result, this helped to increase and to
correct their intercultural awareness or misperceptions. Although the participants studied

in a multicultural setting, they had a choice of whether to interact with different people.
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Their choice to interact with others played a major role in constructing their social
identity led to different social acts and stances. It also shaped their perceptions of the

world and, according them, increased their intercultural awareness.

Comparative Views

Religious Superiority

Moving from the social level to the spiritual level, after studying abroad, the
participants described becoming more observant Muslims than they had been in Saudi
Arabia. Their narrative data highlighted how much their perspectives shifted in terms of
their religious practices. Prior to coming to the United States, they never questioned or
thought about how Islam played a major part in their lives, because the majority in Saudi
Arabia is Muslim, which raised the assumption that the domestic population of the US
was the same. After they came to the United States, however, they started to view the
positives of Islamic rules, such as drinking prohibition, and as a result, became more
attached to it. The following excerpts are examples of how the participants’ views toward

Islam have changed.

Excerpt 14: Reem

400 ganally 48 gl (A Cudall 23V ol
R: I started to see the good side of Islam that we do not see in Saudi
Arabia.
M :i

A: Hmmm
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Claadl ool Lal da yine ailsl (Jiay $99 5 680 Gilaa i Gl S 5
R: Not everyone wears Hijab, you don’t ... I mean, be respectful
person ??? when you wear the hijab [head scarf] ;
agea
A: Right, right.
L 1Syl b cadiele 3l dineall Clas 4l 3l 4da gnse 31 )5 L Com W 1
o 880U 0y ) 5¥1 alihoal 5 il Co gl Wl iny | a0 sk S
i m Ala el ) ilia gle ) daal g dalise il g 1 b deal) J g agaiae
L..s‘)J\LA
R: when I came here, God, I became very happy that I wear the
Hijab, thank God, I did not live in America when I was little, I mean
... I mean, when I see what the people have came to is really bad in
their society. So I say, thank God that I was born a Muslim, and
thank God that I did not arrive at this phase without knowing. ;
YR
A: Yah.
Liale ey Liadi€) ) 5o pe Leanl 23S 2Dl o jpiall o LY Casdil o :
R: So I started to see the small things in Islam that I really like and I
discover them after we came here. ;
O dbaandl Gl 685 Laghy (3 59 iy Qalill (3 55 Gl Dia (L)) 95 e ) sl e ]
Mia jadll aa a3
A: Hmmm, good. Like what things, for example, you see people
always drink and you say than you God that Islam prohibited
drinking, for example.
Ja Ml g ol pall (s cilElall Sie San ) A0 £ LLEY) g 4 ASusaia Ul 05l -
Hliaca (i) s 30 A aal s o et el e U il o sLIY)
48 485 e a5 55 Ll ey ol ol gy oyl lillajla 4l saa 5 4
m&ﬁoﬁcésdﬁh\ﬁﬁbulﬁug)&
R: Yah, and I am attached to it and what other things that, for
example the relationship between the men and women is from these
things ... What makes you sure that when you know someone that
you will get married? .... What assures you that another woman?
Get divorce ok cheat on you ok ok, I mean, I do not want someone I
will not trust. I will never trust someone who knows ten before me.

After living and studying in the United States for a short time, Reem expressed
more attachment to Islam. Like the other participants, living abroad made her observe life
without Islam; how people interact and what their non-Islamic way of life appeared to be.
Hence, as Block (2007) asserted, study abroad experiences did not just lead to “greater

intercultural awareness, but to an enhanced sense of national identity (p. 171). However,
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in this case, the participants reported a sense of, what I would call religious identity
instead of national identity. Before the participants came to the United States, there were
many aspects of Islam that were part of their routine and everyday life, and they never
explicitly thought about or came to appreciate these aspects. After they were confronted
with a very different lifestyle, they started to notice and value their own. Reem, for
example, shared her opinion about pre-marital relationships; in Saudi Arabia such a
relationship is prohibited, and if someone broke the rule, he/she would face major
consequences. Reem discussed such relationships from a social standpoint rather than a
political one, where she sees it as unethical and unfair treatment for herself as a woman.
She resisted the subject position of being an oppressed woman in turn of the subject
position of free and dignified woman. Her social identity has shifted to one in which her
social stance of men’s and women’s relationships have become stronger as a result of her
studying abroad.

While the participants were confronted with an opposite way of life, they saw the
negative consequences of some aspects (i.e., drinking) which made them appreciate their
past religious beliefs and values. These experiences clearly influenced their reattachment
to many religious values that were previously not in their consciousness. Their social
identity has been reconstructed by establishing new experiences that make them more

attached to their Muslim social stance.

Excerpt 15: Abdullah

s ol K S Cannal gl & yaat Ja axall auall)
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A: From the religious side have you changed or have you become
more adherent of the religion or ...

ot g aaiaall o W ) jum Cagdl g (g (e pgdlale (o gl e (o jed D g
Ab: Yes, you know, I mean, you see their habits and from where and
you see its harms on the society and you know...

Llal I Cangal iy o
A: You mean, you have became more faithful?
el
Ab: Yabh, yes.

Abdullah, on the other hand, was asked explicitly if he became more attached to
his religion. In his experiences living abroad with an American host family, he observed
some of the daily life family habits. He shared a story about how the father in the family
was an alcoholic and how the family struggled with this. Abdullah noticed some of the
consequences of drinking and learned how the American family dealt with it. After
seeing and interacting with this negative aspect of the American culture, he appreciated
some of the values that Islam requires (i.e. Drinking in Islam is prohibited). His social
identity has been reconstructed due to his observations and interactions with the
American family members. Whereas Abdullah was free to choose or reform his social
stance on drinking, he chose—not just followed the Islamic rule of not drinking—to be
positioned as independent individual, because he found reasons to adhere to the value of
not drinking. Therefore, the data suggests that learning and living within another culture
may not necessarily (too small a sample to say it happens with everyone) change a
person’s original religious beliefs; instead, it may actually lead to more adherence to
certain religious values. These participants’ experiences abroad played a major role in

adding value to their personal and religious beliefs, thus, reconstructing their religious

identity.
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Appropriating the Others

Finally, the participants expressed a desire to “tailor” the American culture they
were living in so that it did not conflict with their religious beliefs. Bakhtin (1984) calls
this phenomenon close to this as “appropriating language practices of others” (cited in
Norton & Toohey, 2002, p. 117). However, this occurrence is not related to language, it
is more related to appropriating the others’ culture practices. The following excerpt

highlights this practice:

Excerpt 16: Khalid

aallal) @l 3 SN (Kan 4Ky jo ) 48ED Do 18 ga 5o can I il g -
A: And you also like, not just the American culture, but also your
fellow students?
LBl 5 Ay 8 9l 5 aa U8 g agllale g ey (bl AllES alat) ey W& Cal 4l 5
28 Can 35 1) A el O ) Gl Al (5 ey Cmea W) (i Lgd gl s lalally
) i saladl a'.‘\ﬁa‘é_'u.gmg_hjﬁ\ Lﬁd\]}\
K: Yah, I like the cult .. I mean learn peoples’ habits and traditions
and see, | mean, compare it with my habits and see which is better. I
do not know which is better, God wills, if I get married, I will raise
my children. I see, I mean, this habit for example. ;
A |
A: Bad?
ol 4al pay Ul iy a5 A8 sl goeale A5 L) Jlale Glale De saa 4w 17
Laxie ey V)4, as Jies 538 40 18 ) o 3 128 o538 (gie U
danb e da A IS i G aaals 5 Sing Y15 QY 40 sl Lis)
K: Bad or good, for example, habits, my habits. And there is one
good habit [ mean truly .... For me the law of 18 yrs old [where
persons 18 and older be independent], is a very nice law ... why? ...
First we have in Saudi Arabia the father and mother control their
son, I mean [ mean, extremely controlling..................

el Ul g al alS 4 an ) abia 4 iy 0 (Sloon g allag a3 s Va5
e A gl Ll 5
K: This a good thing [the law of 18yrs], under one condition, but, |
mean, there has to be kinship with his parents. I call and stay
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connected with my family, like I am now with my mom and dad in
Saudi Arabia

Khalid expressed an interest in learning about different cultures if it would
provide him with options for where he might raise his children in the future. He claimed
he could compare each habit or tradition and then choose those that aligned with his
ideals. In addition, he shared his approbation of the American value that individuals
become independent when they reach the age of 18 years old by comparing this with the
current view in Saudi Arabia, where, in his view, parents are controlling of their children,
even after they graduate from college. Interestingly, even though he expressed a more
positive view of this aspect of American culture, he added the Islamic principle in which
children need to be in touch and connected with their parents—kinship ( #>_ 4ba-Selah
Rahem). Like Khalid, the other participants’ social identities were reconstructed because
he and they learned different, or maybe better, aspects of the other cultures. They formed
a holistic social stance that perceived the positives of the other and replaced them with
the negatives of his own culture under the criteria of his religious beliefs. They resisted
the subject position of Saudi individual in favor of the subject position of holistic
individual.

Overall, the participants seemed to accept the best of both cultures—not rejecting
a culture that is vastly different from their own—but attempting to create their own
hybrid identity. Thus, the data suggest that the experience of living and studying abroad
enabled the participants to reconstruct their social identities which then broadened their
perceptions of their own values, beliefs, and attitudes. In their minds, this reconstruction

enabled them to become more knowledgeable, hybridized, and holistic individuals.



Chapter 5

Discussion

This study started with two major questions that drove this analysis. In answering
the research question: How are Saudi students’ identities shaped by their experiences of
studying abroad in the United States? As the data suggest, the Saudi participants’
narratives indicate three super-ordinate categories (educational, intercultural, and
comparative views). In analyzing these themes, the data implies that the participants’
social identities changed according to different social contexts through interactions with
others. Now, as in the abovementioned literature, identity is dynamic, contradictory, and
diverse. Social identity is designated to understand the participants’ identity shift, where
their subjectivity changed depending upon social interactions with others. While the
participants recognized and encountered social-cultural differences through interaction,
they show different positioning of their social stances and acts (Ochs, 1999). Hence,
through English language socialization, the participants not only communicated and
understood others, they developed different social identities depending upon different
social contexts. For instance, the participants’ experience of studying abroad placed them
in a minority position. Although their interaction with others was entirely voluntary, their
choice to interact with and develop friendships, despite these differences and language
barriers, demonstrated how much they wanted to understand others’ culture—displaying

a different social stance.
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Furthermore, the participants’ investment, rather than motivation (Dornyei, 1998),
using their “symbolic resource” (Norton Peirce, 1995, p. 17) of education, shaped their
experiences of living and studying abroad. The participants’ social identity shifted,
because they were invested in going abroad to study and receive a higher education,
which led to a range of different experiences and interactions. While the participants
were invested in learning the language to receive access to higher goals, their efforts in
learning the language constructed how they learned the language and interacted with
others. As Kinginger (2009) argued: “the extent to which study abroad offers occasions
for language learning also depends upon how students opt to position themselves with
respect to these communities” (p. 203). They displayed different social stances (Ochs,
1993) according to their interactions and experiences in study abroad contexts. For
example, although the participants encountered dilemmas in which the appropriateness of
their culture came across as inappropriate in the host culture or vice versa, their social
stance allowed them to accept the others’ cultural values. The way Khalid, for instance,
viewed and expressed tolerance—by learning more about others—is different from the
approach Nasser reported tolerance—avoidance of the inappropriate. Thus, the
experience of study abroad complicated the participants’ identity because they received
many different perspectives on how they looked at their own and others’ culture.

This leads to the second research question of this study: How did their perceptions
as individuals and as learners change a result of being exposed to and acquiring English
as a second language in the United States? For the participants in this study, the
experience of study abroad, in general, changed their perceptions of themselves, the

world, and others. Their investment to earn a higher education in the study abroad context
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shaped their interactions with others. Such experience exposed them to many different
ideologies and cultures, which, in their words, increased tolerance and their intercultural
awareness. The study abroad context gave the Saudi participants exposure to a
multicultural setting in which they observed and interacted with people from diverse
backgrounds (i.e., American, Colombian, Chinese, etc.) and, as a result, helped to
increase their intercultural awareness. Regardless of how the participants differed in their
investment and in their interaction with the others, their study abroad experience in the
intensive English program created negative views of the English educational system in
Saudi Arabia. They recognized the flaws in their previous English education—where they
had studied for a minimum of six years—and how it did not prepare them for “real
world” practice. Their criticisms of English education in Saudi Arabia played a major
role in how they understood what it meant to study a “living” language.

In addition, what is evident from the aforesaid analysis, is that being abroad and
learning more about other cultures did not change their ideologies or religious beliefs,
and in fact, they found themselves adhering even more closely to those values. They were
placed in a context in which they became a minority and they started to see the small
aspects of their religion that they never noticed before. In their minds, living and studying
abroad helped them become better people. The study asserts the assumption that
“multilingualism is a key prerequisite for global awareness and that language learning,
especially when it involves ‘a personal stake which extends one’s identity’ (Murphy-
Lejeune 2002, p. 104) and offers unique forms of insight, empathy, and creativity”
(Kinginger, 2009. p, 222). As the participants learned English and developed a

multilingual self, they seemed to develop their multicultural self. Namely, they appeared
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to absorb some cultural aspects in the United States from English native and non-native
speakers, while at the same time they became ambassadors of their own culture. They
expressed a plasticity of the human’s identity, where the study abroad experiences
enriched their own perceptions and identities.

For this study, it is safe to say that “to become able to communicate and
understand it seems essential to actively participate in the life of the target culture”
(House, 1977 p. 61). Students who study abroad receive a:

deeper understanding of the diversity—yet commonality—of human experience,

the stimulation of new ways of thinking and problem-solving, and international

friendships that demonstrate the possibility of simultaneously experiencing
difference and inclusion ... respect and trust across differences are possible, and it

becomes increasingly difficult to conceive of “us” and “them” (Wesch, 2004, p.

284).

From her review on social psychology and language learning literature about learners’
change in attitudes towards the others, this study also supports Morgan’s (1993)
conclusion that attitude change, if it is to be effective, will involve higher awareness and
understanding towards many aspects of the communication process. Therefore, studying
abroad goes beyond educational gains to influence students’ social identities in a positive
manner, thus, becoming better people.

While the common themes in this study can be generalize across the participants,
there were also many individual variabilities that seem linked to personal socio-cultural
histories, proficiency in English, and an understanding of culture. Lantolf and Pavlenko

(2001) argue that “students are endowed with human agency; they consciously and
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actively contribute to shaping their own learning experiences in which they may accept,
accommodate, resist, or reject the communities and practice they encounter” (cited in
Kinginger, 2009, p.156). In the end, each participant is a different individual and what is
very clear is that their own lived history shaped the way they experienced what happened
to them when they arrived here, what is happening to them now, and what they will
experience in the future. Indeed, it is unrealistic to say that all Saudis experience or will
experience the same nomenclatures; it is actually very individualistic and depends on a
host of experiences that one has over the whole course of one’s life—the reality of this
world. The studies Kinginger (2009) reviewed (e.g., Hashimato 1993; Wilkinson 2002;
Cook 2006; Dufon 2006) suggest that language learning is a “socio-historically situated
activity in which learners interpret their experiences through the lens of their history” (p.
202). Such individual differences are, for example, socioeconomic status (SES), the
privileges that they have been afforded, the kind of struggles they have, and even their
travels to other countries. All of these factors play a role in shaping the way people
experience a new culture and the way they change their perceptions of themselves and the

world.



Chapter 6

Implication for Future Studies

How can the English education system in Saudi Arabia benefit from this study?
Due to the homogenous nature of the Saudi culture, Saudis are rarely exposed to
intercultural settings. Consequently, when studying abroad, the participants in this study
became more aware of intercultural issues. One of the reasons students study abroad is
“to release them from the confines of the classroom and the protective but limiting
oversight of their teachers” (Kinginger, 2009. p, 221). Hence, both explicit instruction
and social activity are needed. One implication of this study might be to integrate these
intercultural experiences into the English language educational system in Saudi Arabian
classrooms. Many scholars (e.g., Holiday, 1996; Atkinson, 1999; Morgan, 1993) support
the idea of having an intercultural approach to language education. This approach
supports “a critical, relativistic orientation to the familiar and different, and so aims to
avoid superficiality and stereotyping” (Young et al. 2009, p. 165). By implementing the
intercultural approach, students may become more interculturally aware and be ready to
accept different values and beliefs, choosing intelligently what best align with their
beliefs. Becoming an “intercultural speaker” may be, “better, more productive and
attainable goal for most learners of English worldwide” (Young et al. 2009, p. 165).
Nonetheless, research is still needed to examine the general appropriateness of this
approach in the context of Saudi Arabia. On the other hand, changing the English

curriculum in Saudi Arabia is essential, but insufficient for full transformation. The
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misconceptions that Saudis hold about other cultures—for example, learning about
different cultures will hurt their identity—need to be dispelled, especially since it is no
longer possible to block other cultures in a world that is increasingly globalized.

One challenge that the Saudi educational system must address is how English
language teachers are prepared to teach. Including a study abroad experience in teacher
education programs would most certainly enable new teachers to understand how
learning a language, while living in a new culture, is different from learning it in Saudi
Arabia. Similar to the experiences of the participants in this study, teachers might benefit
from a study abroad experience in order to develop a greater sense of intercultural
awareness, recognize the challenges their students will face, and better prepare them for
learning and using English in whatever settings they find themselves. If prospective
teachers bring these experiences to bear on their instruction, their students’ understanding
of the language may be enhanced and their motivation may also increase (Young et al.
2009, p. 162).

Several studies (e.g., Lazaraton 2003; Atkinson and Ramanathan, 1995) provide
examples “where culture and cultural difference can be used as a resource to foster
language learning, rather than as an obstacle to overcome” (Young et al. 2009, p. 164).
Bringing comparisons of cross-cultural values and beliefs into the Saudi English
educational system may be an important first step. Giving future educators the
opportunity to study abroad has the potential to enable them to act as mediators of both
language and cultures and may enable them to have a positive impact on the English
educational system in Saudi Arabia. From the Arabic old beliefs and original poem,

teachers are seen as messengers.
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Stand to the teacher and show veneration
He almost be a messenger

Have you known a superiority or nobility from the
One who erect and construct selves and minds!

Poet: Ahmed Shoqy
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Appendix A

IRB consent form: in Arabic

PENNM Informed Consent Form for Social Science Research
% The Pennsylvania State University
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Dr. Karen E. Johnson

Department of Applied Linguistics
The College of the Liberal Arts
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University Park, PA 16802
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Appendix B

IRB consent form: in English

PENNSTATE Informed Consent Form for Social Science Research
W The Pennsylvania State University
Title of Project: Shifting Views:
Saudi Students Living and Studying Abroad
Principal Investigator: Assma Al Thowaini, Undergraduate Student
1140 W. Aaron Dr.
Appt 201

State College, PA 16803
(814) 880-2036; ama267@psu.edu

Adyvisor: Dr. Karen E. Johnson
305 Spark Bldg
University Park, PA 16802

(814) 863-2346; kejl@psu.edu

1. Purpose of the Study: The purpose of this research study is to explore the
journey that you, as a Saudi, and your experience as a learner of English in the United States,
in which you are being confronted with concepts, values, and ideas embedded in the English
language that are different to your own history, religion, culture, and beliefs. It explores how
you are managing and/or coping with this experience, if at all, and to find out what
conflicting messages and ideologies are issues for you. How do you see yourself changing as
a person and as a learner as a result of being exposed to and acquiring English as a second
language in the United States?

2. Procedures to be followed: I will audio record two interviews with you. The
interview will be in your native language, Arabic.

3. Benefits: You might learn more about yourself by participating in this study.
You will have a better understanding of yourself and how your views changed over the time.

The study will be beneficial to ESL teachers and study abroad administrators; they
will have a better understanding of the Saudi students experience studying abroad, especially
that Saudi culture and beliefs are different from western beliefs. Thus, this study will help
teachers and administrators develop better programs accommodating these differences.

4. Duration: It will take about an hour to complete each interview.
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5. Statement of Confidentiality: Your participation in this research is confidential.
All reasonable efforts will be made to protect your confidentiality in all communications
involving this project. Information that could be used to identify you will be excluded from
all data sources: i.e., interview transcripts. Pseudonyms will be used at the point of
transcription, coding, and the storage of data. The data and audios, digital, will be stored and
secured at the Principal Investigator’s computer in a password protected file. No one will
have access to the audios except the Principal Investigator and they will be destroyed by June
2010.

7. Right to Ask Questions: Please contact the Principal Investigator, Assma Al
Thowaini, at (814) 8802036 or ama267@psu.edu with questions or concerns about this study.

Also, Dr. Karen E. Johnson, my advisor for this research in the Applied Linguistics
Department, will serve as an arbiter in case of complaints or concerns about this research.
Participants can also consult her for any other concerns related to this project. Her contact
information is as follows:

Dr. Karen E. Johnson

Department of Applied Linguistics
The College of the Liberal Arts
305 Spark Bldg

University Park, PA 16802

(814) 863-2346; kejl@psu.edu

6. Voluntary Participation: Your decision to be in this research is voluntary. You
can stop at any time. You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer.
Refusal to take part in or withdrawing from this study will involve no penalty or loss of
benefits you would receive otherwise.

You must be 18 years of age or older to take part in this research study. If you agree to
take part in this research study and the information outlined above, please sign your name and
indicate the date below. You will be given a copy of this consent form for your records.

A. I give my permission to be AUDIO taped.
I do not give my permission to be AUDIO taped.
B I do give my permission for portions of this interview to be directly

quoted in publications/presentations.

I do not give my permission for portions of this interview to be directly
quoted in publications/presentations.

Participant Signature Date

Person Obtaining Consent Date
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Appendix C

Interview Questions: In Arabic
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Appendix D

Interview Questions: in English

Before

1) How did you live in Saudi Arabia? Tell me about your life back there.
a. Were you religious or hold certain beliefs and values?
2) How was your education? Tell me about your experience with the education in Saudi
Arabia.
3) How was your English education in Saudi Arabia? Did you like it? Tell me about your
experience learning English there.
a. How was the pedagogy?
4) What were your thoughts and beliefs of the “outside” world?
a. Tell me about your perception of America before you came. How these views
came? From the media?
5) How did you decide to come to the United States to study? Why?

After (beginning of the vear)

6) When you arrived at the airport, how did you feel? Tell me about your trip to State
College.
a. How was your interaction with the American?
7) How did you find the IECP?
8) How do you find the American culture? Tell me what you like and/or dislike about it.
a. How did you learn about these aspects of their culture?
b. Did your teachers/professors help you understand the American culture? How?
9) During your first weeks of your study, how did you find your learning experience here?
a. Do you have any incidents with the Americans or the international in terms of
education or culture?
10) Did you feel, at some point of your staying abroad, that you are an “outsider?”
What made you feel that way?
a. What do you miss here?

After a year

11) Did you feel that your beliefs and values are changing because of the new culture? Why
do feel that way?
a. What changed in your personal values? Cultural? Or religious?
12) Did your goal in studying abroad changed?
a. How? And what is it now?
13) How about your perceptions about the American culture—what changed?
a. Do you feel that you understand them very well?
14) Do you have American or international friends?
a. Tell me about them and how you met them.
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15) When you go back to Saudi Arabia, what would you say or tell your friends about your
experience in the United States?
a. Would you encourage others to go through what you been through?
b. What kind of advice would you give your fellow sojourners from Saudi Arabia?
16) Overall, would you say that being a student here change your views of the world? Of
yourself? If so, how?
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Early Analysis Chart
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Participa | Spirituali | KSA | Vie- | Ed USA | Clashof | Universality | Tolerance | Multicul | Friends | Adherence | KSA | USA
-nts -ty in Engl | ws Eng Cultures | of culture tural to Islam Cult | Cult
KSA Ed of Ed
USA
Abdullah R [ | x| % | & x| x| x| & *
Nasser * * * * * * * * *
Sara * * * * * * * *
Reem Y || x| K Y ¥ - S I A ¢ | ¥
Khalid W OW | W | W ¥ | X w A | ® w | W
3 4 3 5 3 4 4 5 4 3 4 4 5+
NOTE:

ﬁ indicates the occurrence of that theme in the participant’s narrative

KSA: Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

USA: United State of America
Engl: English
Ed: Education

Cult: culture

* The two last themes (KSA and USA culture) are interconnected they produced the major them “appropriating the other’s culture?”
For this paper, only themes that occurred among at least four participants were selected (the shaded ones).




Appendix F

Saudi English textbook: Page samples

Sample I: Boys’ 10" grade English textbook (first semester)

Hnit 5 - Cessomn =

75

Belore 1952 AD, there was no Saudi paper money. People used coins. The
impartant one was the silver Saudi Riyal, but there were also gold coins.

i H;a . I nalrﬁl:‘.h:ﬂm"fﬂl.l
, called pi
s @ bt o i oty
used them during Al-Hajj, but then every i
use them because they mmmu%
The first banmknote in 1
i a ten-rival pllgrimsa’ certifizats mnmwamm“a ﬂiﬂ!:a:':mmanhw re

'\

the ones which we use teday. came oul in 1984,

There are eight notes in the new sef: a one-riyal
note, a five-riyal nole, a ten-rival nole. a twenly-riyal
note, a fifty-riyal note, a nnﬂ-nurdmd | note, a @
two-hunderd-riyal note and a five-hundred-rival note.

s Let's look carefully at the newest Saudi one-
hundred-riyal note. It is 16 centimeters long and 7.2 nn-u he
eantimatras wide. Me main ealour is red. On the front, thare is a
on the right and the old part of the Prophets Mosgue at
11-» value (the number of riyals) appears in Arabic in Wo corhars
battam left cormer). The saral number appears, also in Arabie, In Black h
corner, and in red in the bollom right corner. On the back, you can see tha F
Mosque and the value in English bw i

serial no. @ the newes! Saudi 100-riyals banknote

lmm
A. Now answer the fiollowing questions:
1. What was the name of the first paper 3. What are the colours on the Saudi 1

money in Saudi Arabia? note?
2. When did the first banknotes appear? 4. Why do you think everybody w.
paper money and not metal

B. Digcuss with your teacher the latest Saudi banknotes:
. S5

A second set of banknoles appeared belween 1967 amd 1969, and ﬂm newest of
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Sample IT: 11" grade girls” English textbook (first semester)

Unrit 1 - LCessom 1

7 FIRES

A. Look at the SR =
telephone EMERGENCY NUMBERS
numbers on the ﬂ
right. Then answer :EIFEEE m
the questions AMBULANCE g 887
below. TRAFFIC ACCIDENTS * 993
MEDICAL
DOCTOR E
HOSPITAL
PUBLIC SERVICES
ELECTRICITY
WATER
AIRPORT

1. Where does this page come from?

2. What is an emergancy?

4. Can you give some examples of emergencies?
<4, Which vehicle en the page is a fire enging?

B. A boy is talking to a tefephone operator. |+

Try to answer the guestions below as you listen to their conversation,

1. What emergency service does the boy want?
2, What is the boy's nama?

3 Where iz the ameargancy?

4. Complete this sentence from the conversation: Don't waste ..,
5. Who is frapped inside the building?

C. Finally, discuss these general questions about
emergencias in English with your teacher.

1. Who deals with traffic accidents?
2. Who deals with fires 7

4. How do fires start?

4. Where is your nearast fire station?
£, Whiat do you know abeut firemen?



Sample IIT: 12" grade boys English workbook (second semester)

s

| Adrports in Saudi Arabia

A 4 -

International u - Domestic

airports = alrperts
{offer flighte to Burops, (serve mest of the

PL.. Alrica, Asia and Nosth Kingdom's cities)

Internocional Almporn

Eartern Province
My

77
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Sample IV: 11" grade girls” workbook (first semester)

Unit5 - LCesson 2

Different Life Styles

ad is Khaled's grandfather.
ach other very much but
very different. Hamad
farmer but he is retired
lived his whole fife in the
As & boy, Hamad used
< after his father's sheep. The
rarely went away from home.
did, they travelled on camels
They lived in a traditional
ade of mud, wood and chopped
They fetched water from a well,
upplied the whole village.
was done on an open fire, and
as provided by oil lamps.
had any formal schooling.
d to farm by observing and
is father. When someone was
ther used to make remedies
1 trees that grew in the
ening entertainment was to
1o stories told by the older
of the family. These had hardly
for centuries.

: nad's grandson, Khaled, has just
bought a farm in a neighbouring district.

It was not there in Hamad's youth.

The circular figlds have besn made out

of dasert through the use of modern
machinany and technology. Khaled, & 30
graduate of the local agricultural college.,
drivas ta the farm evergday in his car
aleng forty kilometres of a brand-new,
three-lane highway, The car has
air-cenditioning and heating, just like
his modern house, This is & spacious,
Spanish-style town house that Khalsd
has moved into with his family. The
watar is on tap inside the house.
Electricity is used for cooking and
lighting. The children go to the local
government school, They all want to do
different kinds of jobs when they grow
up. The schooling is frea, just like tha
rmedical reatment al the recently
complated hospital nearby. In the
evening. the family can listen to the
radic or watch the lales! programmes
on television.

35

a0

d5

50
Between Hamad's and Khaled's
generation there has been a big change
in people's life styles.
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Sample V: 12" grade girls workbook (second semester)

‘Ut 13} Lesson

u gaing to have soda on an empty
ch? Why don't you have something

A kalija. Here, try one.
: m, i's really good. It's delicious.

: And it's goed for you. IU's rich in fibre.
 eat er you feel like or do you follow the Prephet’s advice? Why?

43 I——
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