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ABSTRACT
OF THE DISSERTATION OF

Rima Sultani-Kanawati for Doctor of Philosophy
Major: Arabic Language and Literature

Title: Beliefs and Attitudes of Students Towards Arabic at the American University of
Beirut and Lebanese International University

A large number of students in Lebanon express negative attitudes towards Arabic. Many
of them try hard to avoid taking Arabic courses in college since the language, in their
opinion has no value in their future professional life. Since the precise nature of this
behavior and its causes are not well understood, this study seeks, through analysis of the
beliefs and attitudes of those students, to construct a better understanding of the affective
factors involved in their behavior. . The dissertationrepresents a qualitative and
quantitative field study that focused on university students at the American University of
Beirut and the Lebanese International University.

The study is driven by four research questions: the first two have to do with the beliefs
and attitudes towards Arabic of university students at the American University of Beirut
and the Lebanese International University. The third question deals with the relationship
between these beliefs and attitudes, i.e., the capacity of the former to predict the latter.
The fourth question takes as its goal a comparison of the beliefs and attitudes of the two
universities mentioned above with those of university students in other Arab countries.

The dissertation provides answers to these research questions in six chapters: In the first
chapterl define the concepts of beliefs and attitudes, and present a historical view of these
two concepts by showing the importance of understanding the behavior of
individuals,especially from a linguistic perspective. As the source of students’ troubles
regarding Arabic language is often attributed to diglossia (Arabic’s stratification into
formal and colloquial registers,) | have proposed an explanation of the ideology of
“standardization” and the problems it may cause in establishing affective relationships
between speakers of Arabic and their language. Also, | present a new view of Arabic, one
distinct from the standardization ideology. This understanding takes shape in the view of
Arabic as One Language, the latter of which forms the basis of this study.



In the second chapter, I present an explanation of the theoretical frame of the study
which takes the form of “Planned Behavior Theory” and which attempts to comprehend
human behavior by studying the relationship between beliefs, attitudes, intentions and
behaviors.

In the third chapter, I discuss in detail the methodology and tools that I used in the study,
and | present in detail the quantitative survey and the personal interviews with students
which represent the qualitative side of the study. | also present eight constructs which
express the sub-scales that came out of the main scale, seven of which assess the different
aspects of students’ beliefs towards Arabic. They are: the importance of Arabic, the
nature of Arabic, the importance given to Arabic, learning and mastery of Arabic, Arabic
teaching, prior experience with learning Arabic, and the approaches to teaching in past
experience, whereas the eighth construct or criteria assesses the attitude towards Arabic.

The fourth and fifth chapters are dedicated to presentation of the results of the study,
which reflected highly positive beliefs about different aspects of Arabic among the
students who participated in the study. The study has demonstrated that the participating
students hold generally highly positive attitudes towards their language. These results
also show that, out of the original seven constructs which served as sub-scales for the
study, four had the capacity to predict participant’s attitudes towards the language:
importance of Arabic, the nature of Arabic, learning and mastery of Arabic, prior
experience with learning Arabic. But at the same time, the results show that three of these
four constructs that predict the attitudes: the nature of Arabic language and learning and
mastery of Arabic, and prior experience with learning Arabic, are the least positive
according to the assessment of students in comparison to the rest of the constructs.

The sixth chapter further provides analysis of the study in light of standardization
ideology and the theory of Planned Behavior. The analysis concludes that two of the
predictive constructs for attitudes may be categorized as beliefs which are directly related
to behavior as per the theory of Planned Behavior, and impact it. These are at the same
time among the three constructs that acquired the lowest rating on the survey. It may be
added here that these two are the most impacted by the ideology of standardization, which
have negative impacts on the beliefs of students towards the language. The results help
to explain the dissonance between the positive attitudes of many students towards Arabic
according to the study and their less positive behavior towards Arabic, which we witness
on a daily basis.
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t (758) = 0.76, p = .224 (one-tailed), t (758) = -0.35, p = .364 (one-tailed), t (758) =-1.52, p
=.064 (one-tailed), t (758) = 1.13, p = .131 (one-tailed), t (758) = 0.31, p = .377 (one-
tailed), t (758) = 0.97, p = .166 (one-tailed), and t (758) =-0.91, p = .181 (one-tailed)
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t (758) = .68, p =.249 (one-tailed), t (758) = 1.34, p = .091 (one-tailed), and t (758) = 1.51,
p = .066 (one-tailed),
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