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Abstract
Arabic language curriculum has been undergoing reforms across the Arab world to improve
Arab students’ acquisition of their first language. Reform initiatives including internationally
funded projects have been aimed recently at reforming and modernizing the teaching
and learning of the Arabic language. Many Arab countries have adopted a standards-
based instruction model. However, there is a lack of vision regarding how this model
can be successfully implemented at a national level. This article examines how standards-
based curricular mandates have been translated into practice and how teachers perceive
implementing the standards-based Arabic curriculum in public schools in Abu Dhabi. The
study employs qualitative purposeful sampling and an exploratory methodology to collect
experiences of Arabic teachers who implemented the curriculum from 2010 to 2017. The
findings of the study uncover the main characteristics, successes, and challenges of
the standards-based teaching model as perceived by teachers. The findings also display
a consensus for implementing the standards-based Arabic curriculum among teachers.
Additionally, the findings show that the educational model requires intense professional
development that is rigorous, continuous and collaborative, mentorship and coaching in the
classroom, integrated reformative efforts to change ineffective pedagogical practices and
capacity building in the UAE.

الملخص
بادرات ا ذلك ا –

ً
مؤخرا بادرات ا دف و م. ا م للغ ب الط كتساب ا س أجل من العر العا اء أ فة حات ص ضع بية العر اللغة اج م إن

نقص هناك ذلك ومع . عاي ا ع ا قا تعليميا وذجا بية العر الدول من العديد اعتمدت حيث ها. وتع بية العر اللغة تعل ديث و ح إص إ –
ً
دوليا مو ا

إ عاي ا ع ة القا الدراسية نا ا ام ة كيفية الدراسة هذه وتبحث . الوط ستوى ا ع بنجاح النموذج هذا تنفيذ بكيفية يتعلق ف الرؤية

القصدية العينة وذج الدراسة وتستخدم . أبوظ إمارة كومية ا دارس ا عاي ا ع ة القا بية العر نا ا تنفيذ إ ون ع ا ينظر وكيف الفعلية، مارسة ا

صائص ا عن الدراسة نتا وتكشف .٢٠١٧ عام إ ٢٠١٠ عام من الدراسية نا ا طبقوا الذ بية العر اللغة مع ارب ع أجل من ستكشا ا ج وا

اللغة ج م تطبيق ع
ً
اعا إ هناك أن

ً
أيضا النتا تظهر ون. ع ا اها عاي ا ع القا التدريس وذج ها يوا ال ت والتحد والنجاحات الرئيسية

رشاد مرافق ،
ً
وتعاونيا

ً
ومستمرا

ً
وصارما

ً
مكثفا

ً
نيا

ً
ا تطو يتطلب التعلي النموذج أن تظهر النتا فإن لذلك، ضافة . ع ا ب عاي ا ع القا بية العر

ال. ا هذا تحدة ا بية العر مارات ا دو قدرات وبناء الفعا غ بوية ال مارسات ا تغي أجل من م مت حية إص
ً
ودا يتطلب ، الدرا الفصل وتوجيه
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تحدة. ا بية العر مارات ا ، ع ا آراء ، عاي ا ع القا اج ا بوي، ال ح ص ا ، العر اج ا المفتاحية: الكلمات

1. Introduction

In the past three decades, the Arab world has witnessed a rise in literacy levels, as
a result of which millions of youths in the region have gained access to education.
As substantiated by a recent report from the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO, 2017), 89.6% of Arab youth aged 15–24 years
are literate. In contrast, the literacy rate of those over 65 years is as low as 39.1%
(UNESCO, 2017). However, the quality of education in the Arab world has not been
suitable for survival and competition globally that is becoming increasingly automated,
connected, and intelligent (Faour, 2012). Results of international standardized tests
in math, science, and literacy often draw a grim picture of education quality in the
Arab world. Students in Arab countries taking these tests, such as the Trends in
International Mathematics and Science Study, Progress in International Reading Literacy
Study, and Program for International Student Assessment, have consistently scored
lower than and ranked below the world average (World Bank, 2021). Reports analyz-
ing the results of these tests point to students reflecting a lack of higher thinking
skills and weakness in analytical and point to students’ lack of higher order thinking
skills (Mullis & Arora, 2012; Mullis et al., 2012), all of which are key to employment
in the 21𝑠𝑡 century and necessary for economic survival (Karoly, 2010; World Bank,
2004).

Standards-based education is a core idea guiding education policy and reform glob-
ally in recent decades. While standards-based instruction improves teachers’ instruction
and students’ learning through coherent content standards in core academic subjects,
the debates around the vision, efficacy, and implementation of standards-based instruc-
tion continue (Polikoff et al, 2016; Porter et al., 2009). The standards-based curricular
conversation is not new to the Arabworld, andmany Arabic language curricular changes
toward a standards-based model were implemented in several Arab countries (Taha-
Thomure & Speaker, 2018). However, to date, there is no clear vision of how this
approach was perceived by teachers and instructors and, more importantly, how this
model would be implemented on a national level. Studies on the conceptualization
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and implementation of the standards-based curriculum in the Arab region are limited,
and decisions to adopt, implement and/or even reject the use of standards do not
seem to be based on empirical data (Taha-Thomure & Speaker, 2018). This study
examines some of the unanswered questions about the standards movement and the
implementation of Arabic language standards in the context of public schools in Abu
Dhabi, UAE. The study also investigates the Arabic teachers’ perceptions toward the
standards-based curriculum, the challenges, and the successes that accompanied its
implementation.

1.1. Context of the study and research objectives

The study was conducted in Abu Dhabi, UAE. The Abu Dhabi Department of Education
and Knowledge (ADEK) serves over 136,600 students in 256 public schools, including
55 kindergartens, 74 primary, 44 middle schools, and 83 secondary schools (ADEK,
2021). According to the ADEK, the educational districts in Abu Dhabi are divided
into three regions: Abu Dhabi, Al Ain, and Al Dhafra. In the 2013–2014 academic
year, Abu Dhabi, Al Ain, and Al Dhafra regions accounted for 45.3%, 45%, and
9.7% of 10,997 public school teachers, respectively, of whom 69% were females
and 31% males. Nearly 81% of these teachers had a bachelor’s degree, and 19%
had a master’s or a doctoral degree. Teachers from the UAE, Arab nations, and
Western nations represented 37.6%, 38.8%, and 21.4% of the total public teaching
workforce, respectively, while the remaining 2.2% were expatriates of other nationali-
ties.

In its transformation of P-12 education, ADEK revamped the curriculum, pedagogy,
school inspection system, and teacher recruitment and development processes across
all public schools. These were among other quality improvement initiatives to raise the
effectiveness of school teaching (ADEK, 2021). For the teaching of Arabic, a standards-
based curriculum was rolled out in the academic year 2011–2012, emphasizing a
literacy-based balanced approach. To support the implementation of this curriculum,
Arabic textbooks were revamped, and efforts were made to make authentic children’s
literature in Arabic available in schools. The goal of helping every student achieve
fluency in Arabic reading and writing by the time they graduate from Grade 12
was seriously pursued (Hussein, 2014; Taha-Thomure, 2019). To support this priority,
ADEK also rolled out professional development programs for teachers and devel-
oped curricular support materials for teachers, parents, and students (Badri et al.,
2016).
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The reformation of the Arabic language curriculum initiated in Abu Dhabi from 2010 to
2017 provided a unique opportunity to study teachers’ views on the reform. Specifically,
this study answers three research questions:

(1) How do Arabic teachers perceive the Arabic standards-based curriculum?

(2) What are the challenges that the study respondents faced during the transition to
the standards-based curriculum?

(3) What are the successes that the teachers have experienced while implementing
the standards-based curriculum?

2. Literature Review

2.1. Standards-based instruction

A standards-based approach does not compare students’ grades. Instead, it measures
the progress in their learning against consistent and reliable standards that do not
change with the change of schools, textbooks, or teachers (Carr & Harris, 2001; Cham-
bers & Dean, 2000; Reeves, 2004). The United States’ shift to the standards-based
approach in the late 1980s was steeped in a theory that holds that all students are
capable of learning, although they might do so at varying paces, and focused on what
students learned rather than on when they learned it (Chambers & Dean, 2000; Ogawa
et al., 2004). Studies show that pedagogy employing a standards-based approach
helped students achieve more than students taught by the textbook-based approach
and confirm the positive gains of test-based accountability in general (Carnoy & Loeb,
2002; Hanushek & Raymond, 2005). For instance, in some schools in Lake Havasu
City, there was a 15% increase in students’ achievement rates in reading after a year of
adopting standards-based instruction (Stecher et al., 2000). Significantly positive results
were achieved in schools where the curriculum was better aligned with the standards
model, and teachers were more engaged (Stecher et al., 2000).

In the Arab world, Arabic has been the language of instruction in most public schools
(United Arab EmiratesMinistry of Culture and Youth, 2020). For as long as there has been
formal schooling, Arabic has been taught in a didactic manner that is teacher-centered,
textbook-based, and grammar-heavy (Taha-Thomure, 2008). Arabic language textbooks
are perceived and utilized as the sole source of educational planning, instruction, and
assessment (Faour, 2012; Taha-Thomure, 2017). In the past decade, some promising
initiatives focusing on improving and modernizing Arabic language teaching in the Arab
world have been taken (World Bank, 2021). Content standards for the Arabic language
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have been developed and adopted by several Arab countries (Taha-Thomure & Speaker,
2018).

The standards movement in the Arab world has been an inconsistent trend that
started in 2000 with Qatar’s adoption of standards, followed by the UAE in 2010 and
Saudi Arabia and Jordan in 2018 (Taha-Thomure & Speaker, 2018).

The UAE spearheaded several Arabic language initiatives, including an Arabic Lan-
guage Charter (Taha-Thomure, 2019) and the Arabic Reading Challenge in which more
than six million children and young adults around the world have participated (World
Bank, 2021). The UAE also introduced a Reading Law in 2016 that requires schools,
universities, and public libraries to increase their annual collections of books (Salama,
2016). The law requires all employers to allow employees time to read during the
workday and treat all reading “goods” and material as tax-exempt. The law also man-
dated that one month per year would be dedicated as a “month of reading” across the
UAE. Consequently, all governmental entities host reading activities that benefit their
employees and the community. These initiatives, including the move to a standards-
based approach, have shaped debates on how best to improve teaching and learning
of the Arabic language. Another urgent issue debated at the region’s educational
conferences is Arabic language teachers’ willingness to give up some of their authority
in the classroom while making the shift from a teacher-centered and textbook-based
mode of instruction to standards-based instruction.

The debates and research around the implementation of standards-based instruction
seem to have matured in some countries, including the United States of America where
the Common Core State Standards were introduced in 2009 as an answer to a schooling
system that needed to do more to address student achievement and preparedness for
college and careers (Halladay & Moses, 2013). Debates on pressing issues linked to
common core state standards, including training and support of teachers, their auton-
omy, and linear learning versus recursive progression, are still taking place (Barlow,
2012; Morgan, 2017; National Research Council, 2008; Polikoff et al., 2016; Porter et al.,
2009; Stecher et al., 2000).

However, few studies have been conducted on the subject in an Arab context
(Faour, 2012; Taha-Thomure, 2008; Taha-Thomure & Speaker, 2018). Although some
Arab countries might have articulated standards documents, implementation of the
approach remains unaligned with the stated standards (Taha-Thomure & Sabella, 2015).
To address these gaps in research and action, this study explores how standards-based
curricular mandates have been translated into practice and how they were interpreted
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and implemented by Arabic language teachers within the context of the Emirate of Abu
Dhabi.

3. Methodology

3.1. Study design

Considering the novelty of the education system in the UAE and its recent curricular
reform, a qualitative exploratory methodological approach was used. This approach
allowed researchers to gather primary school Arabic language teachers’ perceptions
and experiences about the Arabic standards-based curriculum implemented between
2010 and 2017. Focus groups, commonly used to conduct an in-depth exploration
of a topic (Stewart et al., 2000), were used to examine the implementation of the
standards-based curriculum in Abu Dhabi, about which little is known. This method’s
advantage over observations, one-to-one interviews, or questionnaire surveys is that
it reveals the participants’ attitudes, emotions, beliefs, experiences, and reactions in
ways that the other methods do not (Gibbs, 1997). Additionally, focus group discussions
enabled Arabic teachers to discuss their experiences and perceptions in the presence
of colleagues who shared similar experiences.

3.2. Participants

Participants for this study were drawn from a pool of 3,357 public school teachers in
Abu Dhabi, who taught Cycle 1 primary (grades one to five). They were selected based
on a purposive sampling technique to collect rich and in-depth information (Merriam,
2009). ADEK nominated the schools that participated in this study. These schools had
successfully implemented the Arabic standards-based curriculum and had the potential
to provide valuable data.

Ten primary school principals in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi were sent a formal let-
ter explaining the study’s purpose and requesting permission to visit their respective
schools to conduct focus group interviews. School principals were asked to nominate
five teachers who had five or more years of experience teaching the Arabic standards-
based curriculum and were working in a government primary school. Thus, 29 teachers
participated in five focus groups. Most participants (n = 26) were Emirati. Participants
ranged in age from 35 to 55 years and had an average of 15 years’ teaching experience.
Twenty-five teachers were females, and four were males.
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3.3. Materials

The authors developed 10 open-ended questions to elicit information about the land-
scape of the reform process. These questions focused on participants’ perceptions and
experiences while implementing a standards-based Arabic curriculum in their respec-
tive schools. Questions ranged from demographic ones to those related to personal
behaviors, opinions, values, feelings, and knowledge, as recommended by Merriam
(2009).

The focus group questions were divided into four main categories: (1) teachers’
understanding of the standards-based curriculum; (2) teachers’ attitudes towards the
curriculum’s impact on students’ achievements; (3) challenges teachers faced while
implementing the curriculum; and (4) impact on teachers’ competencies pertaining to
teaching Arabic. To see the range of questions asked in the focus groups, please refer
to Appendix A.

3.4. Procedures

Ethical approvals for this research were obtained from the ethics committee of the first
author’s university and from ADEK. The focus groups were hosted in two schools, one
located in Abu Dhabi and the other in Al Ain. All participants signed consent forms to
ensure the confidentiality of information shared and allow researchers to audio-record
the discussions.

Each focus group discussion lasted approximately 50 min. While the protocol of
preconceived questions was used to help direct the discussion, a semi-structured format
was applied to give teachers the freedom to discuss anything they thought was relevant
to the topic. A trained research assistant moderated the group discussion, and another
research assistant took notes and occasionally asked clarificatory questions. The order
of participants answering each question was constantly changed to allow participants a
fair opportunity to express themselves, to reduce the bias that could have been caused
by strongly opinionated members, and to reduce the pressure on participants to always
answer first (Stewart et al., 2007).

3.5. Data analysis

The focus groups’ audio files were fully transcribed to provide a rigorous and pro-
ductive basis for the analysis. The focus groups’ transcriptions totaled 85 pages. Two
researchers independently coded the focus groups’ transcripts and agreed on a unified
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codebook of themes. The researchers followed a content analysis approach based on
the steps identified by Litosseliti (2003). An inductive approach enabled authors to
identify and define relevant themes from the raw data set authentically and reliably
through content analysis.

First, the researchers read the transcripts for general impressions. Second, they
identified the substantive points in the discussions and categorized them. Third, they
looked for the most important themes, issues, ideas, and new topics or issues emerging
from the discussions. The researchers also searched for trends and patterns in each
discussion, and similarities and differences across the focus groups on each topic.
Themes and sub-themes emerged through the cyclical process of coding and analysis
(Litosseliti, 2003). Last, the researchers further developed the themes; they were then
compared to enhance the trustworthiness of the data through intercoder agreement
(Creswell, 2009).

4. Results

This study explored the Arabic language teachers’ interpretation of their implementation
of the standards-based curriculum at the scale of the Emirate of Abu Dhabi. This study
revealed how teachers perceived their experiences while implementing the curriculum,
the challenges they faced while transitioning to this approach, and the successes they
eventually achieved. The findings of this study are presented below under the following
four categories that emerged from the inductive content analysis of the data:

(1) the key features of the standards-based curriculum as perceived by the teachers; (2)
the standards-based curriculum and content variation; (3) the teacher and the standards-
based curriculum; and (4) the student and the standards-based curriculum.

4.1. Key features of the standards-based curriculum

The description of the standards-based curriculum revolved around four emerging
themes that resembled its key features. These themes were purposefulness, relevance,
quality, and engagement.

Purposefulness refers to the “why” in the learning process and the importance of
having students understand each performance indicator and standard they are working
toward (Ornstein & Hunkins, 2017). Participating teachers viewed the standards-based
curriculum to be purposeful, with the learning outcomes and objectives clearly known.
As a result, the teachers indicated that they knew exactly what to teach during class,
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what the students needed to learn, and the exact academic level the students need
to reach. The teachers knew precisely what the students needed to accomplish, and
consequently, students knew what skills they needed to acquire. A teacher defined
Arabic standards-based curriculum as:

It is the curriculum in which the learning objectives in the form of standards

and indicators are identified and made clear to the teacher, the student, and

the parent.

The second commonly mentioned feature was the relevance of the curriculum.
Relevance refers to learning that is contextualized and suited to students’ needs and
interests (Ornstein & Hunkins, 2017). Teachers liked the flexibility and freedom of choice
they were given regarding text selection. They enjoyed finding texts that related to
the students’ interests. Many of these texts were chosen to meet students’ needs
and addressed the issues they faced in real life. Since the texts were not based on
predetermined molds, the teachers described the curriculum as being interactive and
responsive to students’ live environments.

The emphasis on quality was the third frequently mentioned feature of the imple-
mented curriculum.Most teachers asserted that the standards-based approach enforced
a quality assurance cycle as a key component of this reform. Many teachers in the focus
groups described the standards-based curriculum as interesting since it incorporated
various strategies and fostered creative expression among students and teachers
alike. This was considered a key distinguishing feature attributed to a standards-based
curriculum in contrast to textbook-based curriculum. The standards-based curriculum
required teachers to select strategies, develop content, and choose various resources,
as a result of which teachers were driven to research effective pedagogical practices
and deliver lessons in an engaging manner. A teacher noted:

If the standards required the student to identify the story elements, for

example, and if the student was talented in drawing, then they did not have

to only write down the elements, rather, they could draw these.

The challenges facing teachers implementing the standards-based approach
revolved around two themes:

(1) The number of performance indicators under each standard they were required
to teach. Several teachers commented on the number of standards they were
expected to cover in each academic year and felt that these were too many. They
said that there were 50 performance indicators to cover per academic year and
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that these were difficult to accommodate. They also noted that the standards were
repeated during many lessons, which resulted in students feeling bored. However,
other teachers reported that repetition of standards positively impacted student
learning because it helped identify students’ strengths and weaknesses and the
required interventions.

(2) Expectations emanating from the standards.

a. There were too many skills students were expected to acquire and teachers
could not impart these in a consistent and reliable manner.

b. There was an over emphasis on skill development at the expense of knowing
and understanding content.

c. The absence of memorization skills resulted in poor retention of learned
material for creativity.

d. The standards were above the students’ level of understanding. In fact, some
students got confused, and some teachers could not achieve the desired
standards.

e. Teachers felt that the progression of the standards was unclear to them.

4.2. The standards-based curriculum and content variations

During the implementation of the standards-based curriculum, teachers used the Min-
istry of Education (MoE) textbooks and relied on other resources of their choice. These
resources were provided by ADEK and covered material for leveled readers and high-
quality children’s literature. Teachers were encouraged to select multiple texts that
addressed a particular skill. The availability of textbooks was good for those teachers
who did not receive support on teaching the new curriculum.

Owing to the unprecedented autonomy granted to teachers in content selection, a
teacher might have taught a certain text in Grade 1 while another might have taught
it in Grade 5. Some teachers, participants argued, did not make an effort to carefully
select the content that ensured student comprehension. One of the challenges faced
was that the textual level that students ought to access at their respective ages was
not determined or clearly stated. For example, for students in Grade 1, it is important
that texts include diacritical marks or vowelization known in Arabic as harakat, without
which these students would face great difficulty reading texts. Therefore, if a teacher
downloads a text bereft of diacritical marks from the Internet, and if they are not qualified
to add the correct diacritical marks to the text, then reading for students becomes
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problematic, and their fluency slowed down, especially in lower primary grades. Certain
texts selected by teachers might also not have been relevant to the culture of the UAE;
a teacher argued:

Some of the stories were borrowed from the West, including names which

were difficult to pronounce.

Some teachers recalled the times before the advent of the standards-based move-
ment when they used a prescribed MoE textbook that, they claimed, granted them a
fixed curricular mold and a consistent routine. Teachers were forced to teach lessons
as prescribed by the textbook. They were required to finish teaching the textbook by
a certain date, regardless of the lessons’ suitability for students or without necessarily
catering to the varying student levels, since the focus was on quantity alone. The result
manifested itself in producing the same output or product—students who could not think
for themselves and perfunctorily answered the end-of-year summative examination
questions. Participants explained that it was common for students to complete exercises
in their textbooks without necessarily achieving the objectives of the exercise. Teachers
described the textbook-centered approach as boring because of its repetitive pattern.
Because it was static and fixed, it did not allow them to interact with social and
national cultural events. However, the textbook-centered approach was commended
for its strong focus on the affective knowledge and values of citizenship and national
belonging through its inculcation of patriotism.

Participants complained about the lack of unified content or content guidelines along
with the misalignment of assessments as some of the main challenges faced during
the implementation of the standards-based curriculum. Teachers noted, students often
got confused owing to the lack of unified content, especially during preparations for
examinations; there was no specific material for students to study. This was aggravated
with the misalignment between the central examinations and the standards-based
teaching approach along with the absence of a unified assessment framework. A
teacher articulated the challenge of the lack of rigor in assessment as:

Students passed each grade level by default and this contributed to weak-

ening of the level of students, particularly at lower primary levels. Some

students reached grade four not knowing the alphabet.

As a result, students were not necessarily good at test-taking, although the standards-
based approach honed their skills. It was up to the teacher to determine whether the
standard was achieved. Some teachers did not make an effort to assess the standards
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particularly because there were no instruments for assessment that went with the
learning outcomes.

4.3. The teacher and the standards-based curriculum

Teachers noted that they developed knowledge, skills, and competencies during the
implementation of the standards-based model in multiple ways. For example, the teach-
ers became accustomed to the cooperative planning process and working in teams
rather than individual planning. Teachers also described their growth in terms of learn-
ing more about teaching strategies. The strategies they mentioned included guided
reading, role-play, drawing in storytelling, incorporating music, acting out vocabulary,
computer search, use of library resources, utilizing the “six hats” strategies, and thinking
keys. Additionally, Kagan structures and the use of learning corners such as the research
corner, the reading corner, the writing corner, and the problem-solving corner. A teacher
described her application of the project-based approach as follows:

We employed project-based learning a lot more wherein students would

work collaboratively on a project. For example, in one year, a project entailed

planting the garden areas in the schoolyard. Through the implementation of

this project, we applied many of the standards that were required of Grade

5 students.

Teachers also developed their skills since they had to look for content that would
help them achieve the particular standards that are age and cognitively appropriate.
However, many teachers viewed the process of selecting the content as a challenge
because they had to research extensively to select suitable content. It was akin to
teachers developing the curriculum and creating all the activities and exercises as well.
A teacher critiqued the situation because:

The teacher became tasked with the roles of being a teacher, an author,

and a researcher which were too many and challenging.

Another teacher added:

The teacher needed to search for resources and to create activities that

cater to different needs. We also needed to create projects and conduct

ongoing formative assessments and connect the language themes with the

subjects of English, math, and science.
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The participants noted that the teacher needed to have a high level of mastery
in various teaching methods. Moreover, they noted that the curriculum was teacher-
dependent in that students’ learning became dependent on the proficiency of the
teacher. It was noted that some teachers taught the standards at a superficial level;
thus, students’ learning was compromised.

4.4. The student and the standards-based curriculum

According to teachers, the main strength of the Arabic standards-based curriculum was
that it emphasized the basic skills of reading and writing in a reiterative process. The
outcomes were clear, and teachers were able to identify the students’ areas of weakness
precisely and bridge the gap between the students’ level and the required standard.
Teachers also observed that the students made continuous progress based on their
level regardless of their abilities. This was reflected in a teacher’s view of the curriculum
as being one that “focuses on quality rather than quantity.” The standards’ focus on
reading and writing skills in a comprehensive manner meant that students had a wider
scope to write because they were able to elaborate and explain their ideas. Teachers
also noted that the curriculum delivered language skills such as grammar and spelling
in an easy manner.

Among students’ abilities that were improved was analyzing and deriving conclu-
sions from reading the texts. The 21𝑠𝑡-century skills acquired by students through the
standards-based curriculum included problem-solving, communication, creativity, coop-
eration, and leadership. Teachers mentioned that many students became linguistically
creative, which meant that they had mastered reading, writing, and comprehension and
were able to utilize some tools of creative expression. Teachers observed that students’
personalities were further developed as a result of implementing this curriculum. Stu-
dents gained self-confidence, took responsibility for and ownership of their learning,
and learned to work independently. Students were also encouraged to speak and write
extensively, which helped them better express themselves.

The knowledge students gained through the standards-based curriculum was
described to be transferrable, according to a teacher:

When students learn the skill of identifying and using synonyms, they don’t

necessarily need to identify the words in the paragraph that they have

studied before the teacher. Rather, they are able to identify this feature
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in any text. This is a good gain for the student because the approach of the

curriculum is to teach students how to fish rather than giving them a fish.

Another teacher added:

With the previous curriculum, when the student was exposed to a text that

was different from the one that was taught in the textbook, the student would

not be able to identify key features in a text. However, in this curriculum,

students who are used to being exposed to different texts and applying the

skills for studying these will be able to do well in any exam.

These gains in student achievement were often attributed to the flexibility of the
curriculum that accommodated differences. Teachers had the flexibility to focus on
students’ weaknesses and individual needs. Students received instructions that suited
their levels since the teacher would carefully select the content that met each student’s
level. Consequently, teaching was student-centered, as one teacher noted:

We could focus on students’ weaknesses in, for example, sounding out

words, summarizing, or spelling. The student outcome became better

because the students read while the teachers monitored precise objectives

and ensured fluency in addition to comprehension.

Another teacher reflected:

Students have excelled in different areas. We got a student who excelled in

reading, another who excelled in speaking, and yet another who excelled

in drawing and so on. Therefore, not only were the outstanding students

recognized but rather every student excelled in one or the other aspect of

learning in the classroom.

5. Discussion

The low performance of Arab students on international literacy tests has been a topic of
extensive discussion in the Arab world. Therefore, standards-based instruction has been
adopted in a few Arab countries in the past decade to transform Arabic teaching and
learning. Such initiatives ought to be studied closely to build on the successes, bridge
the gaps, and avoid the failures as countries, systems, and schools progress in their
endeavors of improving the acquisition of Arabic, the first language, for students in the
Arab world. Besides the narrative feedback, implementing the standards-based Arabic
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curricular initiatives in the Arab countries has not been investigated systematically. This
study aimed to derive the key lessons from a unique case of implementation that offers
insights that could inform future studies and reform existing policies. This study utilized a
qualitative purposeful sampling to collect data on the implementation of the standards-
based Arabic curriculum in schools in Abu Dhabi.

This section is arranged under three themes that synthesize the findings of the study
in relation to teacher perceptions, the taught content, the impact on teachers, and that
on students. The themes in this section are as follows: (1) teachers’ perceptions of the
standards-based curriculum, (2) key teacher-reported successes, and (3) key teacher-
reported challenges.”

5.1. Teachers’ perceptions of the standards-based curriculum

Teachers in this study reported that the adoption of the standards-based curriculum
acted as a catalyst for them to grow in knowledge, skills, and competencies. Arabic
teachers in Abu Dhabi were positive about the standards-based Arabic curricular reform
as they confirmed its purposefulness, relevance, and high quality. Similarly, regarding
Washington State’s educational reforms, Stecher et al. (2000) stated that most teachers
reported that reforms contributed to better teaching and learning. Arabic teachers also
observed and confirmed positive student learning outcomes, lending support to the
efforts of Arab countries to transform Arabic teaching and learning and to research
that argues for the positive impact of the standards-based movement (Carnoy & Loeb,
2002; Stecher et al., 2000).

In the case of standards-based curricular experience in the United States, there has
been an apparent dichotomy between standards-based teaching where teachers were
focusing on directing student learning toward a common predetermined standard and
differentiation. This also resulted in many teachers rushing to cover the standards.
Tomlinson (2000) states that this dichotomy can be reconciled by understanding that
differentiation shows us how to teach the same standard to different learners by
employing various teaching and learning modes to avoid the pitfalls of the one-size-fits-
all curriculum. This perception was well reflected in the observation of Arabic teachers
in Abu Dhabi, who believed that the shift from the textbook-based curriculum to the
standards-based model promoted differentiation and was essential to the student-
centered learning approach.

Extant research on literacy acquisition in Arab countries has concentrated on the
unique characteristics of the Arabic language and the implications of its orthographic
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and diglossic features on acquisition of reading skills while neglecting the effects of
students’ motivation (Ferguson, 1959; Yang et al., 2018b). The fact that teachers, as
mentioned in the study, reported that students considered the standards-based mode
of instruction of Arabic interesting is also consistent with one of the fundamental tenets
of the standards-based reform that teachers ought to engage students (Stecher et al,
2002; Tomlinson, 2000). As students’ extrinsic motivation for reading works effectively
in the Abu Dhabi context (Yang et al., 2018b), the standards-based approach in Arabic
learning has the potential to enhance students’ intrinsic motivation and performance
for reading through the provision of interesting and stimulating reading tasks and
aligning motivational support with differentiated instructional practice (Guthrie et al.,
2006).

5.2. Key teacher-reported successes

Participants in this study also reported several positive effects of standards-based
instruction, which included students becoming more skillful and confident, teachers
becoming empowered and autonomous, and the teacher planning process more col-
laborative. A sustainable improvement of literacy ought to be based on the interde-
pendent relationship between the school structures, leadership, and agency target-
ing the instructional core (Francois, 2012). This study’s findings are consistent with
teachers’ emphasis on autonomy as a main advantage of the standards-based lan-
guage curriculum. As teacher autonomy and influence in the UAE’s public schools
remain weak (Troudi & Alwan, 2010), a standards-based approach may help boost
teacher morale. The contribution of autonomy to the increase of teachers’ commit-
ment is supported by studies conducted in the context of Abu Dhabi (Yang et al.,
2019). Alternatively, the factors of success identified by this research supports the
argument that an enabling school environment consisting of high levels of transfor-
mational leadership, teacher collegiality, and supportive relationships is conducive to
teachers’ commitment and effectiveness (Day & Gu, 2010; Fransson & Frelin, 2016;
Yang et al., 2018a). Moreover, such an enabling school environment helps reinforce
students’ emotional and cognitive engagement with school and learning (Yang et al.,
2017).
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5.3. Key teacher-reported challenges

While Arabic teachers described the implemented curriculum in Abu Dhabi to be
purposeful, relevant, and engaging; it was also considered challenging. Teachers’ chal-
lenges included the large number and wide scope of performance indicators, the vast
range of skills that needed to be covered, the limited scope for memorization, and the
lack of clarity on the standards progression. Indeed, too many prescriptive documents
on standards and indicators may frustrate teachers’ attempt to provide common focus
(Wilson & Bertenthal, 2006). Therefore, one of the policy implications of this study is
that the anticipated success of the standards-based reforms must be based on the
establishment of clear, coherent, but not exhaustive standards organized around key
skills and strategies.

6. Limitations

A limitation of this study lies in the selective sampling of outstanding teachers who
mastered the curriculum. This sampling approach was adopted in line with the aim of
this study. Despite this limitation, the proposed methodology enabled the collection
of valid data on the accumulated experiences and the lessons learned by teachers.
These teachers had an opportunity to effectively implement the standards-based Arabic
curriculum across schools in the city of Al Ain and the rural and urban areas of the city
of Abu Dhabi.

7. Conclusion

The whole concept of standards-based instruction centers on having clear goals or per-
formance indicators that are unified across educational districts, teachers, and schools.
Standards give administrators, teachers, and parents one common language though
which they can communicate clearly and transparently. This study focused on the
ADEK’s experience with implementing a standards-based model in the schools they
oversee. Arabic language teachers interviewed in this study had a generally favor-
able opinion of the standards model and hailed it as a model that allowed them
unprecedented autonomy. Teachers, in addition, highlighted the rigor, engagement,
and relevance of such a model to them and their students. Standards-based instruction
almost forced the teachers to find solutions to challenges of implementation by collab-
orating with each other and helping each other find interesting texts and content that
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can be used in the classroom. Teachers, additionally, mentioned that the standards-
based instruction model they implemented helped ignite higher-order thinking skills in
students and student improvement was a key finding.

However, apart from the standards of content, the standards movement that aimed
to teach more challenging curricula to students, requires substantial, if not fundamen-
tal, changes in instructional practices, capacity building, and teachers’ professional
development. These are the essential components of standards-based reforms. While
these have been largely adopted in Abu Dhabi’s educational reformation, policy-makers
in the UAE ought to consider the needs and the barriers perceived by teachers in
order to provide effective professional development training to teachers (Badri et al.,
2016). Additionally, a necessary and important step is to develop a national program
of evidence-based assessments to evaluate learning progressions. A standards-based
model to Arabic language instruction might only be a first big and exciting step in a
long yet fascinating journey of excellence and innovation in Arabic language teaching
and learning.
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Appendix A

Focus Group Questions

• What is a standards-based curriculum?

• How is it different from a textbook-based curriculum?

• What in it affected student achievement positively?

• What in it affected student achievement negatively?

• What did you find easiest in implementing the curriculum?

• What was the most challenging part in implementing the curriculum?

• How did you teach differently following the implementation of the standards-based
curriculum?

• How did you benefit professionally from the shift to a standards-based curriculum?
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• What training programs on the standards-based curriculum did you participate in?

• Would you like to teach the standards-based curriculum again? Why?
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