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Education Trust

CfBT Education Trust is a top 50 UK charity providing education services for public benefit in
the UK and internationally. Established 40 years ago, CfBT Education Trust now has an annual
turnover exceeding £100 million and employs 2,300 staff worldwide who support educational
reform, teach, advise, research and train.

Since we were founded, we have worked in more than 40 countries around the world. Our work
involves teacher and leadership training, curriculum design and school improvement services.
The majority of staff provide services direct to learners: in nurseries, schools and academies;
through projects for excluded pupils; in young offender institutions and in advice and guidance
centres for young people.

We have worked successfully to implement reform programmes for governments throughout the
world. Government clients in the UK include the Department for Education (DfE), the Office for
Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted), and local authorities. Internationally,
we work with educational ministries in Dubai, Abu Dhabi and Singapore among many others.

Surpluses generated by our operations are reinvested in educational research and development.
Our research programme — Evidence for Education — aims to improve educational practice on
the ground and widen access to research in the UK and overseas.

Visit www.cfbt.com for more information.
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Abbreviations, acronyms and key terms

ADEC

Bilingual

Biliterate

CBT

First language
ICT

Monolingual

PPP

Second language

Translanguaging

Abu Dhabi Educational Council

Using or able to use two languages with equal or nearly equal fluency
Ability to read and write in two languages

Centre for British Teachers LLC Abu Dhabi (a part of CfBT Education Trust)
The language which people use most frequently in their home lives
Information and Communication Technology

Using or knowing only one language

Public Private Partnership

Any language learned after the first language or mother tongue

Receiving information in one language and using or applying it in the
other language
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Executive summary

This report discusses the bilingual approach used in schools supported by CfBT in partnership
with ADEC in Abu Dhabi. It is based on research conducted in eight schools during 2010. The
report suggests that the bilingual approach adopted in Abu Dhabi is providing a good environment
for academic improvement, achievement and enjoyment. The bilingual approach is likely to
promote the development of future school-leavers who are critical thinkers, biliterate in Arabic and
English, and secure and confident in their ability to help take their nation forward in line with Abu
Dhabi’s 2030 Vision. The report specifically identifies:

e astrong belief on the part of students and parents that the approach to bilingual learning was
leading to higher levels of student performance and increased motivation

e evidence that students were finding significant time outside school to apply their bilingual skills
and to support their own learning in both English and Arabic

e widespread use of more student-centered teaching, which was providing good opportunities
for bilingual learning

e principals, teachers and parents largely supporting a bilingual approach that improves
students’ understanding in English medium subjects such as mathematics, as well as improved
student proficiency in English

e principals and teachers reporting that bilingual teaching can improve student behaviour and
motivation

e awidespread belief that bilingual teaching supports proficiency in both Arabic and English, with
no negative implications on Arabic proficiency

e aview on the part of most students and parents that bilingual teaching does not weaken
student national identity.
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1. Context

1.1 Education reform in Abu Dhabi

In 2006 the Abu Dhabi Education Council (ADEC) began an ambitious education reform programme.
The first phase involved the establishment of a Public Private Partnership (PPP). CfBT has been

a partner in this public-private reform since its inception. Both ADEC and CfBT have seen year

on year growth as the project has expanded from kindergarten and primary schools to include
middle and secondary schools. The aim is to build capacity within schools as they manage the
transition from one, largely monolingual system of education, to embedding sustainable ways of
working with the new bilingual system. The next phase of reform in Abu Dhabi centres on the New
School Model (NSM). Building upon the achievements of the PPP initiative, this will involve the
establishment of two distinct faculties in each government school; an English medium faculty and
an Arabic medium faculty. The underpinning principles of the New School Model are improving
teaching methodology, developing more active student involvement in learning, and the provision
of greater bilingual education, particularly in the subjects of maths, science and information and
communication technology (ICT). The objective is to develop graduates who are critical thinkers,
biliterate in Arabic and English, and secure and confident in their ability to help take their nation
forward in line with the 2030 Vision.

1.2 Bilingual education in Abu Dhabi

The bilingual approach discussed in this report is used in all schools supported by CfBT. This
utilises the students’ first language to make instruction meaningful and Arabic and English are
used throughout the day in all areas of school life: greetings; classroom instructions; directions;
assemblies; special events; displays inside the classroom; and notice boards are all in both
languages. In accordance with the ADEC approach to the curriculum, certain subjects such as
maths, science, music, ICT, art and physical education are taught in both Arabic and English
(although science and maths textbooks are in English). The teacher explains the concepts using
both languages and translanguaging occurs in classroom interactions. Other languages are taught
principally in Arabic or English. English, as a subject, is taught completely in English with sustained
English language input throughout the lesson. Arabic, as a subject, Islamic studies and social
studies are taught completely in Arabic. Teachers observed were all female and mostly Emirati
nationals, with the others being expatriate Arabs.
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2. About the research

During the 2010 spring academic term, data was collected from eight schools which had been
supported by CfBT since 2006. The schools were representative of schools in the Abu Dhabi
Emirate in terms of gender, classroom size, location, socio-economic status of pupils, percentage
of Emirati parents, and parental literacy.

Within these schools, Grade 4 students (aged 9 to 10), their teachers and parents were the focus
of the study. Data was gathered from a total of 258 students, 116 parents, 18 teachers, 8 school
principals, 8 school-based CfBT teams and 24 classrooms. Table 1 below summarises the
methods used to collect data from the different stakeholders.

The research investigated the impact of bilingual teaching and learning, looking specifically at
student progression and proficiency. Issues around the impact of bilingual provision on national
identity were also explored.

Table 1: Research methods

Student Parent Teacher | Principal | Policy
Structured focus group discussion X
One-to-one interviews X
Attitudinal and perception questionnaires X X X
Lesson observations X
Document review X X X X

Focus group discussions were held with CfBT staff in each school. Discussions focused on
curriculum reform (mentoring, modelling and coaching), on perceived changes in teachers’
effectiveness and students’ learning, and on conditions required to sustain success.

One-to-one interviews were conducted with school principals. The purpose of the interviews
was to gauge school leadership views on bilingual provision in the school, on students’ Arabic and
English language proficiency progression, and on perceived changes in teachers’ effectiveness
and students’ learning.

Attitudinal and perception questionnaires were completed by students, parents and teachers.
All three questionnaires shared certain themes such as learning progression, self-assessment,
student-centred teaching, home support activities, and views on bilingual provision.

Lessons were observed in each of the eight schools in Arabic, maths and English. The observers
looked at the lesson’s structure, instructional materials and aids used, relevance of activities

to lesson objectives, students’ participation in activities, as well as instances of students and
teachers using English and Arabic languages.

Documents were reviewed to provide data on school level roles and responsibilities, including
professional development practices, curriculum reform activities and support services provided to
the school community.
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3. Findings of the research

3.1 Students’ attitude and perceptions of bilingual teaching and learning

The majority of students and their parents described an improvement in English, Arabic, and maths
(taught in Arabic and English) in the school year. Furthermore, the majority of students reported that
they enjoyed all three subjects, with no significant difference between the subjects. This suggests
that the bilingual model used provides a positive environment that enhances learning.

There were some modest differences between the experience of boys and girls, but on the whole
there were few differences between their responses. Similarly, no significant differences were
observed when responses were analysed by school location, with urban, suburban and smaller rural
schools all showing similar results.

Students and their parents were also asked how much time is spent outside of class undertaking
activities in each of the target languages; English and Arabic. The responses indicated that many
students are beginning to operate in a rich bilingual environment within which they feel comfortable
undertaking substantial activities in both languages. When asked about reading English books
outside school 80% of students reported doing this ‘sometimes’ or ‘frequently’ compared to 91%
in Arabic. The figures for speaking to friends in each language were very similar, indicating the way
in which a bilingual environment is taking shape. There are some interesting gender differences
between boys and girls in their non-school bilingualism. While only 48% of girls reported reading
magazines in English, a much larger number (68%) of boys claimed to read English magazines
outside school. There are also significant differences between the use of English outside school
between urban and rural locations, with more English usage reported in urban settings.

Table 2: Time spent studying outside school

0-2 hours

English Arabic Maths

Subject

[] Parent I Student
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3.2 Students’ active involvement in their learning

One of the key principles of student-centred learning is that learners take responsibility for their
learning; therefore data was gathered to investigate the type of activities students engage in
outside the school environment in order to support their own learning. Information was collected
from students and evidence was corroborated by parents’ views.

The research showed that in general, students support their own learning of English and Arabic
outside the school environment via different means. Both parent and student responses indicated
that although both English and Arabic are used outside the classroom, learning support activities
are more frequently carried out using Arabic, primarily though reading and speaking. This was true
of both male and female students.

Interestingly, male students reported using English outside the classroom more frequently than
female students. Given the earlier findings that male students were less confident than female
students in their reported improvement in English and less likely to enjoy it, this suggests that male
students may benefit from use of more informal approaches to learning English.

Understandably, using English outside the classroom was reported less frequently in rural schools
than urban. This is likely to be due to minimal opportunities for exposure to English beyond the
school environment.

3.3 Student-centred teaching and classroom activities

Student-centred teaching is directly related to the ADEC strategic objective of improving the
quality of teaching and one of its indicators, which is the introduction of new pedagogical concepts
(see ADEC strategic plan June 2009 available from www.adec.ac.ae/en/default/historic-
transformation-for-education-adec-outlines-10-year-strategic-plan.html). In order to investigate
student-centred teaching, 24 lessons were observed and sections of the teachers’ questionnaires
focused on pedagogical elements including lesson planning, managing classroom environment,
teaching and learning techniques, monitoring and assessment.

The majority of lessons observed were rated either satisfactory or good. This was true regardless
of whether teachers were working in rural or urban areas. Furthermore, it is interesting to note that
during lesson observations, the same teaching practice and methodology was applied in rural and
urban locations. This standardised approach is an indicator of a successful teacher training and
continuing professional development programme.

In the great majority of lessons there was a clear structure to the learning with an effective start
involving clarity of aims, and effective conclusion emphasising the consolidation of learning. Effective
use of paired or group learning was seen in many classrooms. Some of the most effective practice
related to the way in which teachers related to their students and the use of key words. Priorities
for further professional development include the way teachers provide students with opportunities
to apply their understanding and skills to everyday life situations; and the use within lessons of a
variety of instructional strategies.

However, the teacher observation also revealed some variations in quality and a small number of
areas that require ongoing development. These include: behaviour management; explaining or




Students in this
school use Arabic
and English
languages in
learning subjects,
So they now study
maths and science
in English and
they study Islamic
Studies and social
Studies in Arabic...

The effectiveness of bilingual teaching and learning s
CfBT )

Education Trust

referring to key words; providing students with opportunities to apply their understanding and skills
to everyday life situations; and using a range of instructional strategies.

Observed student-centred classroom activities also included techniques such as:

e students sharing ideas with other students (and not worrying about making mistakes)
e together with classmates, students solving problems and puzzles
e student self-assessment or peer assessment.

During lesson observations, many of these activities were seen and carried out satisfactorily.
Students and teachers were also asked about student-centred classroom activities in their
respective questionnaires and the majority agreed that a range of regular activities occurred. When
given opportunities most students were effective in such activities as commenting constructively
on each others’ work in a group setting and discussing with each other how to approach a task.

3.4 ‘Translanguaging’ in the classroom

‘Translanguaging’ is a common phenomenon in the bilingual classroom. This is when the student
or the teacher receives information in one language and uses or applies it in the other language.
The research found examples of students and teachers translanguaging between English, regional
dialect Arabic, and modern standard Arabic.

Regional dialect Arabic was used predominantly in English and maths lessons. Modern standard
Arabic was used primarily in Arabic lessons:

Students in this school use Arabic and English languages in learning subjects, so they now
study maths and science in English and they study Islamic studies and social studies in
Arabic... Students deal with both languages positively and effectively. The teachers are keen on
improving their language skills so that they relate the language better to students.

(Principal)

Some patterns begin to emerge from the research that indicate the language used for different
activities, as shown in Table 3 below.

Table 3: Translanguaging activities

Activities in English Activities in Arabic
Students e During group work monitored e During group work not
by the teacher monitored by the teacher
e Talking to teachers e Seeking input from peers

® Peer assessment

Teachers ¢ Directions, instructions, e Giving instructions
explication o Explaining difficult concepts
* Inclass observation and e Addressing behavioural issues
feedback

e Praise and evaluation
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3.5 Stakeholder views of bilingual provision

Teachers, parents and school principals were asked about their views on provision of bilingual
education and its impact on students’ learning and teacher effectiveness. Overall there was a very
positive tone to the responses. The parental responses were based on a substantial response.

A key question for parents concerned student proficiency in Arabic as a mother tongue. In any

bilingual programme there is always a theoretical risk that the students’ first language will suffer
from the emphasis on the second language. In fact, of 84 parental responses, only two saw no
improvement in Arabic proficiency:

‘Learning English doesn’t affect my son’s Arabic language. Both are different subjects. The
Arabic teacher focuses on improving the Arabic language skills in her class and the same is
true for the English teacher.’

Parental satisfaction with progress in English was even more positive. Of 86 parental responses,
all respondents saw improvement in students’ English proficiency:

‘I can’t deny improvements in my son’s proficiency, especially in his reading and writing skKills.
This is important, as he has moved this year from a school that follows only Arabic to this
bilingual school. | would like to thank the teacher for her efforts.’

3.6 Preserving Emirati culture and heritage

When bilingual education is introduced on a large scale, there may be reservations that it may not
foster national identity or help maintain local culture and heritage.! To this end, part of this research
was aimed at investigating whether the various stakeholders, specifically school principals and
parents, agree with this view and explored existing ways of maintaining national identity and
cultural heritage. The following comments provide typical responses to the above question and
demonstrate a confidence in the bilingual approach:

e [ think learning any foreign language makes the person more confident and doesn’t affect his
own identity or heritage, but he must keep reading and learning his own language.

e |t doesn’t matter which language | speak, it will never weaken my national identity.

e | wish the English book talked about Sheikh Zayed.

* | provide examples of our heritage, the struggles we went through to become what we are
and who we are now, the role of our great father Sheikh Zayed in building this nation and the
impact he left on us.

e We speak only Arabic at home. We maintain our national identity, our habits and traditions
S0 we can transfer these to our children. English is only at school.

Respondents also shared the activities they use to preserve culture and heritage. These include:
encouraging reading on the topic; watching relevant TV programmes; celebrating national events;
participating in heritage competitions; continued dialogue; and fostering traditions and customs.

" Baker, C. (1998) A Parents’ and Teachers’ Guide to Bilingualism. Multilingual Matters Ltd.
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4. Conclusion

The ambitious education reforms led by Abu Dhabi Education Council (ADEC) to move from a
largely monolingual system of education to a new bilingual system have resulted in successful
learning outcomes for students and are widely supported by parents, teachers and principals.

The principle and process of developing more active student involvement in learning is evident

in classrooms and provides a strong opportunity for bilingual teaching and translanguaging via
activities such as group discussion and peer assessment. In addition, students report that they
support their own learning in both English and Arabic outside the school environment.

Students and parents perceive improvements in achievement and enjoyment, whilst principals
and teachers report improvements in students’ understanding of subjects such as mathematics
and in particular, proficiency in English. Conversely, it is apparent that bilingual teaching does
not have a negative effect on student proficiency in Arabic as a mother tongue: ‘Learning English
doesn’t affect my son’s Arabic language. Both are different subjects. The Arabic teacher focuses
on improving the Arabic language skills in her class and the same is true for the English teacher’.
Furthermore, the research firmly indicates that bilingual teaching does not have a negative effect
on student national identity, culture or heritage: ‘It doesn’t matter which language | speak, it will
never weaken my national identity’.

The bilingual approach taken in Abu Dhabi leads to academic improvement, achievement and
enjoyment. It supports development of independent learners, who benefit from focused learning
and teaching approaches. Sustained and supported, it will, therefore, support development

of future graduates who are critical thinkers, biliterate in Arabic and English, and secure and
confident in their ability to help take their nation forward in line with Abu Dhabi’s 2030 Vision.
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