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ABSTRACT 

 Textbooks play a central role in foreign language curriculum setting and teaching 

(Littlejohn, 1998; Harwood, 2010). With textbooks structuring up to 90% of the foreign language 

curriculum (Tyson & Woodward, 1989), it is critical to ask if materials are authentic, and expose 

students to language with a “real audience” and a “real message” (Morrow, 1977, p.13). These 

texts are proven to provide the best opportunities for second language (L2) acquisition (Mishan, 

2005). The L2 authenticity debate since moved beyond textual authenticity, and considers the 

role of the learner and context in constructing authenticity (i.e. Breen, 1983). Still others question 

authenticity as a construct, and instead champion goals for teaching and learning over the reality  

of materials (i.e. Tatsuki, 2006). This approach prizes matching what learners need to 

accomplish in a foreign language over introducing authentic materials for their own sake. It is 

unclear if foreign language textbooks have caught up to this debate, and consider authenticity of 

materials as well as how students might apply textbook content when interacting, reading, 

listening, and understanding language outside of the L2 classroom. Study of Arabic as a Foreign 

Language (AFL) textbooks remains especially neglected due to a lack of resources and focused 

research on the topic (Bergman, 2009). 

 The studies in this dissertation add to this body of literature by incorporating textual, 

learner, and classroom authenticity, as well as a post authenticity perspective, to ask how well 

textbooks prepare learners for success. Broadly, this dissertation asks the following research 

questions: (1) Are genres and topics presented to students before study abroad helpful in 

interacting with the genres and topics they actually encounter?; (2) Does textbook vocabulary 

prepare students to read texts in genres and language varieties surveys tell us they want to read? 
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(3) Does textbook vocabulary in the most popular Arabic textbooks prepare students with the 

vocabulary they are most likely to meet in a natural language environment? 

 Results of this dissertation will shed light on gaps between texts and vocabulary students 

need to read, write, and communicate, and those provided to them by textbooks. This collection of 

articles is one of the few exploring how well textbooks prepare learners for future success as 

language learners. This dissertation is then of interest to not only Arabic teachers, curriculum 

designers, and program directors, but also to those who focus on textbooks and language learning 

in general. 

Keywords: Textbooks, foreign language, authenticity, Arabic, genre, vocabulary 

Introduction and Literature Review 

1.1 Introduction 

  The importance of textbooks in the foreign language classroom cannot be denied. They 

serve as the primary unit of organization of daily life in an L2 classroom, and standardize college 

level foreign language curriculum (Tomlinson, 2012; Rossomondo & Lord, 2018). While 

textbooks are helpful for foreign language program structure, reliance on them may have 

unintended consequences. They may be relied upon so much as to create a “textbook as 

curriculum” mentality, with a reduced role for the teacher in lesson planning and course direction 

(Littlejohn, 1998; Harwood, 2010). Extreme estimates show textbooks might structure up to 90% 

of a given curriculum (Tyson & Woodward, 1989). Relying only on foreign language textbooks 

to structure a curriculum is even more problematic when we ask if textbook contents are in line 

with frameworks and theories known to promote L2 acquisition. It is still generally true that 

textbooks often fail to truly consider “any basis in recent discoveries about the psychological and 
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social processes of S/FL learning” (Crookes, 1997, p. 69). This supposition is borne out in 

examining how authenticity is implemented in L2 materials design. 

  Authenticity in foreign language textbooks began to play a role in the 1970s, at the dawn 

of the era of communicative language teaching (CLT). Authentic texts with “real language 

produced by a real speaker or writer” and a “real audience” and “real message” (Morrow, 1977, 

p.13) have been since shown to provide better opportunities for linguistic input (e,g., Mishan, 

2005), increase learner motivation (e,g., Peacock, 1997), and expose learners to a “target culture 

message [intended for] other members of that culture” (Swaffar, 1985, p. 18). If textbooks are the 

primary way in which learners are exposed to language in the foreign language classroom, they 

should be analyzed to see if they represent these various forms of authenticity above and beyond 

the textual, and if they further implement content based on L2 acquisition frameworks. Arabic as 

a Foreign Language stands out as a context sorely in need of this approach, as “high-quality 

teaching materials are scarce or difficult to find” (Bergman, 2009, p. 2).  Popular Arabic as a 

Foreign Language (AFL) textbooks have not been examined for the quality of authenticity in 

spoken and written texts and vocabulary (Wahba & Chaker, 2013). This dissertation attempts to 

respond to this silence in the AFL literature.  

  This introductory chapter will discuss key concepts and theoretical underpinnings of 

authenticity in L2 materials design, and examine a selection of studies applying an authenticity 

framework to evaluate foreign language textbooks, especially in considering those related to texts, 

genres, and vocabulary. It will then review the limited amount of literature addressing this 

concept in Arabic as a Foreign Language textbooks. It will then conclude by describing how 

studies in this dissertation break new ground in exploring the authenticity in Arabic textbooks, 

and using results to guide textbook and materials design.  
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1.2 Literature Review: Key Concepts in Authenticity for L2 Materials Design 

The authenticity debate was spurred on by the emergence of the CLT movement in the 

1970s. This movement resulted from abandoning the structuralists’ focus on form to targeting 

communication and meaning above all else. Texts in L2 materials design began to be used 

primarily for their content in foreign language learning (Mishan, 2005). Mishan (2005) 

emphasizes that the debate on authenticity is primarily over whether texts themselves contain the 

property of authenticity, or if authenticity is constructed by those consuming the texts and the 

contexts of text consumption. In this calculus, authenticity is either a static, defined property of a 

text, or a construct fashioned through interaction between text and reader or listener. 

The classic definition outlined above by Morrow (1977) defined authenticity as “'real 

language produced by a real speaker or writer for a real audience and designed to convey a real 

message' (1977, p.13). In this definition, the idea of an intended audience and message on the 

part of the speaker or the writer of a text is underscored. Pinner (2014) defines authentic 

materials as those which were “not originally designed for the purpose of language learning, but 

that were designed to have some purpose within the target language culture, such as a newspaper 

or novel” (p. 22).  

Turning away from the traditional definition, Widdowson (1978) famously distinguished 

between “genuineness” of texts and “authenticity” of context. In this calculus, the text contains 

an essential quality of genuineness, and authenticity is built on the relationship between the 

reader and text (Widdowson, 1978, p. 80). Frameworks such as those by Breen (1983) built upon 

this notion, and argue that authenticity is relative to the goals and aims of the L2 classroom, and 

how students who are not yet fluent engage with and interpret the communicative purposes of a 

given text. Breen further emphasizes the difference between text, learner interpretation, task, and 
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classroom authenticity.  In this framework, authentic texts are a means for learning, and should 

help learner develop interpretation skills. The most authentic tasks require communication and 

meta-communication, both about learning and about the language. Finally, the notion of 

authenticity of the actual social situation of the language classroom recognizes the “potential 

authenticity of the classroom as a classroom” (p. 68). In this way, Breen (1983) encourages us to 

recognize the validity of classroom-based language and practices. Adding onto Breen’s (1983) 

four-part equation for authenticity, Lee (1995) further distinguishes between text and learner 

authenticity, with text authenticity being a characteristic of the texts themselves and learner 

authenticity being based on the learner’s interaction with the text. Interaction specifically 

involves “terms of appropriate responses and positive psychological reaction” to a given text (p. 

323). She further argues the teacher also must play an important role in creating a learner-

centered environment when dealing with authentic texts. Arnold (1991) similarly argues for 

consideration of both the materials and learner interaction with the materials. Importantly, 

materials may be technically authentic, but the response to or interaction with the materials may 

not be. Taylor (1994) argues there is “no such thing as an abstract quality “authenticity” which 

can be defined once and for all”, and instead suggests we consider the participants within these 

contexts (p. 4). Importantly, he supports the value of the L2 classroom for its own authenticity. 

Van Lier (2014) similarly argues authenticity in the classroom is a process of “self-actualization” 

on the part of the learners, in which language users move from nascent language learners to 

language users. Pinner (2014) combines these approaches and criticizes L2 teaching practices for 

privileging native speakers, and for “imagining [their speech community] to be a clearly defined 

and closed off community from which we can simply extract samples of real language” (p. 24). 

He instead encourages validation of student language production in and out of class as authentic. 
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The minutiae of this debate has since driven researchers to question if authenticity really matters, 

given the important role of the classroom, learner, and relationship to content and the text. 

Since the advent of a shift away from textual authenticity alone, scholars began to 

question if authenticity should even matter in materials design. They ask us to critically question 

the relevance of the construct for effective teaching and learning. Arguing for the post 

authenticity approach, Gilmore (2007) argues as long as materials are a good match with 

learning outcomes, it does not matter whether or not these texts are contrived. This approach 

favors materials made specifically for pedagogical purposes if they are a better match with 

learning objectives than authentic materials. These texts are not problematic as long as their 

selection aligns with the overarching goal of communicative competence. Tatsuki (2006) posits 

that since reality is constructed through language and social interaction, the language of the 

classroom is not any less authentic than language outside of the classroom. While the language 

of the classroom may be different from language used by native speakers, the fact that it is 

relevant and useful to learners may allow it to be considered to be authentic. To categorize 

learning materials, she asks us to consider the participants (“whose language?”), context and 

purpose, and the mode (“means”) by which the message is communicated. She concludes that 

instead of authenticity, “pragmatic and pedagogic appropriateness” should be the most important 

considerations. Shomoossi and Ketabi (2007) argue the idea of authenticity as an all or nothing 

static concept is falling by the wayside, noting authenticity is defined by the relationship between 

the teaching context, learners, and teachers. Emphasizing the role of the teacher, they argue the 

teacher should help authenticate texts, as authentic texts should be used according to the 

appropriateness for the learners. Like Tatsuki (2006), they argue appropriateness of texts and 

learner goals should take precedence over authenticity in FL teaching and learning. 
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As the debate over authenticity developed and yielded varied constructions of the reality 

of authenticity in L2 materials design, researchers have questioned how well authenticity is 

operationalized and represented in textbooks. Outside of theoretical debate, most textbook 

prefaces highlight authenticity as a key component guiding their contents, and yet a wide variety 

of studies have questioned the authenticity of genres and vocabulary in these same textbooks. 

Defining genres and genres in textbooks. Mastery of important communicative genres 

is vital to scaffolding lower level concrete genres onto advanced, abstract genres for language 

proficiency (Byrnes, Crane, Maxim, & Sprang, 2006). Genres are “socially recognized ways of 

using language” (Hyland, 2007, p. 149). They are textual “abstractions”-that is, they are not texts 

but “conventional ways of doing things” realized via texts (Nesi & Gardner, 2012).  Further, they 

are “staged, goal oriented”, and focus primarily on the social aspects of language use (Martin, 

2009), which textbooks often neglect to do. Key to the concept of genre is communicative 

purpose, or the writer or speaker’s intent or intended audience (Martin, 1985; Swales, 1990). 

Nesi and Gardner (2012) emphasize text classification as a way to ensure a match between 

learner level and tasks in class. The Sydney pedagogical school was one of the first pedagogical 

movements to implement genre as a basis of classification to evaluate writing tasks in primary 

schools and their relationship to future needs in the workplace (Veel, 2006). Inspired by the 

Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL) school, the concept of macrogenre allows for an 

understanding of textbook genres such as instruction manual (Procedure elemental genre) 

(Martin, 1992). A more detailed explanation of genre specifications is presented in Chapter Two. 

Foreign language textbook studies since applied some version of this concept to review written 

chapter texts. These studies focus either on appearance of texts learners need as a whole, or on 

specific features of a given genres. 
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A review of the literature on genres in textbooks shows that texts are mostly authentic in 

terms of being written by native speakers for native speakers, but tend to lack contemporary 

representations of people and events in authentic/genuine texts (Feng & Byram, 2002). The 

“average” text is often descriptive or expository, and represents one language variety (Clavel-

Arroitia & Fuster-Marquez, 2014). EFL textbooks primarily contain a range of macrogenres such 

as a phone call, sermon, email message, romance, ticket, expository class, condo meeting, 

horoscope, cooking recipe, medicine book, shopping list, virtual chat (Marques de Oliveira, 

2012). EFL textbooks targeting the field of tourism seem to have appropriate genres, as most of 

them were directly related to the needs of learners (Terauchi, Maswana, & Yamada, 2017). 

Studies on genre specific features show unrealistic spoken forms, especially conversation 

closings (Grant & Starks, 2001) and French pronouns of address (Liddicoat, 2006). These studies 

fail to include the learner experience of spoken or written genres. As an adjunct to the genre 

based approach to text classification, vocabulary in these texts may present a burden to learners 

not exposed to this vocabulary through textbooks. Textbooks studies emphasizing the frequency 

based approach present an answer to how well students are prepared to meet vocabulary in 

genres they want to read, and for the purposes of language proficiency in general.  

 Vocabulary for proficiency and reading in textbooks. The frequency based approach 

to L2 vocabulary teaching emphasizes vocabulary students are most likely to encounter in 

discourse (Nation, 2001; Nation, 2016; Schmitt, 2010), thereby increasing the likelihood that 

students will have sufficient lexical knowledge to adequately deal with spoken discourse. This 

supposition is borne out in data from the research. Knowledge of frequent vocabulary is related 

to superior proficiency outcomes (e.g. Stæhr, 2008), but the question of how much vocabulary is 

needed for proficiency remains outstanding. The idea of how much frequent vocabulary students 



 19 

need to function linguistically is based on the concepts of sight word vocabulary, lexical 

coverage, and adequate comprehension. Sight words are “words whose meaning is so familiar to 

a person that they can be understood out of context” (Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kavloski, 2010, p. 

16). If students know enough frequent vocabulary, they can increase their lexical coverage rates, 

or the “percentage of words that a reader understands” in a given text (Laufer & Ravenhorst-

Kavloski, 2010, p. 16). Adequate comprehension of a text is associated with at least a text 

coverage rate of 95% (Hu & Nation, 2000; Nation, 2006; Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kavloski, 2010), 

with 98% as the ideal coverage rate (Schmitt, Grabe, & Jiang, 2011).  At the 95% rate, learners 

can use context and a dictionary to assist with comprehension, while the 98% coverage rate is 

associated with ‘“reading for pleasure”’ (Laufer, 2013). Studies suggest a minimum sight 

vocabulary of 4,000 word families for novels and literature in English (Nation, 2006), where a 

word family is a baseword (i.e. walk) and all of its inflected and regularly derived forms (i.e. 

walks, walking, walker) (Bauer & Nation, 1993). While the concatenative morphology of English 

allows for relatively straightforward assignment of levels of difficulty for word families, the 

language specific features of Arabic complicate application of the word families system of 

categorization. 

Arabic newspapers require different amounts of vocabulary, with 8,500 lemmas for 

newspapers, 12,000 lemmas for novels or literature, and 9,000 lemmas for web based texts (Van 

Mol, 2005; Masrai & Milton, 2016). In the second context, words are counted as lemmas, which 

includes only the base word and all of is inflected forms, and is considered a “conservative” unit 

of word knowledge (Schmitt, 2000, p. 2). This basis for counting words and projections for 

lexical coverage suggest a focus on the first 2,000 or 3,000 most frequent word families (Nation, 

2016; Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014) or first 3,000 most frequent words or lemmas (Al-Batal, 2006; 
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Van Mol, 2005). Textbooks have since been evaluated to determine authenticity of vocabulary 

from a frequency based approach.  

 Studies in English enjoy a long history of using technical tools to count vocabulary, and  

suggest lexical coverage rates for textbooks are similar to those for newspapers and novels from 

Nation (2006) (Chujo, 2004; Chujo & Genung, 2003). They also suggest highly frequent 

vocabulary is insufficient to cover an elementary EFL textbook (Konstantakis & Alexiou, 2012). 

Studies in languages other than English lack the technical tools to analyze vocabulary, and 

instead rely on hand lemmatization and comparisons to frequency dictionaries. Spanish 

textbooks studies indicate 69-85% of textbook vocabulary is found in the first 5,000 most 

frequent words from a Spanish frequency dictionary (Davies & Face, 2006), with 24% of 

vocabulary found outside of the first 5,000 most frequent words (Godev, 2009). Lower ranges 

were found for German, with 24-36% found in the first 1,000 most frequent words, and 29-44% 

found above the 4,000 word band (Lipinski, 2010). 

As is clear from the above examples, authenticity has been fruitfully applied in more 

commonly taught languages to examine the relationship between learners and authenticity, as 

well as textbooks and the concept. In contrast, evaluation of materials and textbooks for AFL 

does not show such a diversity in application of the idea of authenticity for materials evaluation 

or design. Moreover, the unique characteristics of the Arabic language such as morphology, 

lexicon, and diglossia create different requirements for properly addressing authentic language 

and materials when compared to other foreign language contexts. 

Authenticity in Arabic Materials Design. Very few Arabic-focused studies analyze 

AFL textbooks and materials, and often examine authenticity indirectly. Baghdadi and Rezaei 

(2015) compared pictorial and verbal representations in two eleventh grade textbooks EFL and 
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Arabic textbooks to compare authenticity of gender representation outside and inside of 

textbooks.  Results showed gender representation in the AFL textbooks as even less balanced 

than those in the EFL textbooks. Al-Sulaiti and Atwell (2006) describe the creation of a Corpus 

of Contemporary Arabic, a large corpus meant to address the needs of AFL teachers, linguistics, 

and computer scientists. The corpus was developed using results of a survey of text type 

usefulness from the view of Arabic teachers. Only one study (Wahba & Chaker, 2013) examines 

to what extent textbooks meet the needs of students, which addresses learner authenticity to a 

limited extent. The researchers evaluated Arabic textbooks according to external features 

(publishers' claims, appearance, design, and illustrations) and internal features (syllabus and 

approach to the Arabic letters and sounds, vocabulary, grammar, and diglossia). Al-Kitaab, the 

most popular, is praised for a “syllabus [that] adopts a functional communicative approach 

directed at developing the four skills”, but is criticized for failing to include high frequency 

vocabulary (Wahba & Chaker, 2013, p. 115). One unpublished study on AFL (Moser, 2013) 

questions this criticism and compares a popular Arabic textbook to 5,000 frequent lemmas from 

A Frequency Dictionary of Arabic (Buckwalter & Parkinson, 2011). Still, this study is limited by 

only analyzing one textbook without a justification for its popularity, as well as the by-hand 

method of word counting. Additionally, it does not consider the importance of language varieties 

other than the Standard for Arabic language understanding and use. 

Diglossia in Arabic Language Use. Arabic is differentiated from other languages 

reviewed in the textbook studies above due to the extreme version of diglossia found in language 

use. The sociolinguistic situation of diglossia necessitates that learners of Arabic have to acquire 

two primary language varieties. In Ferguson’s (1959) estimation, the two primary varieties are 

fuSHa, “the eloquent” language (Classical and Modern Standard varieties),  often perceived as 
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High and ‘aami:yya, the “common” language, or spoken/colloquial Arabic, often perceived as 

Low. Ferguson presents these varieties as diametrically opposed based on function, patterns of 

acquisition, and structural features. The High variety traditionally served as a medium for official 

communication, including religious sermons, political speech, news media, and poetry. This 

variety enjoys a great deal of prestige as a result of its connection to a large body of literature. 

The prestige of fuSHa connects with religious and literary heritage, as the status of Arabic as the 

language of the Qur’an and classical poetry further solidifies its superior status. As a 

consequence of this prestige, the High variety is codified and standardized through prescriptive 

and descriptive texts, and is only acquired through formal education. In terms of attitudes 

towards this variety, the High variety is given a great deal of value by native speakers. It is 

thought to be “more beautiful, more expressive, more logical” with “divine sanction”, linking the 

present to the “glorious past” (p. 247-248). Despite these attitudes, it is impossible for any native 

speaker to acquire fuSHa as a first language (L1). The role of the mother tongue language is 

occupied by the “Low” variety, and functions as the language of everyday activity and 

conversation. Its employment is appropriate in everyday conversation, giving instructions to 

workers or servers, captions on political cartoons, and in some folk literary contexts. Contrary to 

opinions about the High variety, the Low may be so undervalued as to be thought “not to exist” 

in terms of its prestige within the community (p. 237). Further iterations of diglossia recognizing 

the prestige of fuSHa suggest a multilevel approach based on social class and education (i.e. 

Blanc, 1960; Badawi, 1973). Others suggest a supranational language variety “the colloquial of 

the educated” (Mitchell, 1978). It is posited to share some structural and linguistic features, and 

is spoken by native speakers with comparatively higher levels of education. Even as 

sociolinguistic theory suggests a complex picture of Arabic language use with implications for 
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teaching and learning, Albirini (2016) argues language attitudes and ideologies dictate which 

varieties are taught and when moreso than sociolinguistic reality. 

In considering the role of diglossia in AFL teaching and learning, Albirini (2016) 

describes three primary methods: Standard-focused approaches, Colloquial (Spoken)-focused 

approaches, and integrated approaches teaching the dialect at the same time as the standard. In 

the vein of the first methodology type, Alosh (1991) argues for the use of communicative 

Standard Arabic in syllabus design. Even though the Standard is almost never used for 

interpersonal communication and used in very specific contexts, he argues that the language of 

communication in the classroom should be Standard, which can be understood by other Arabic 

speakers outside of that context. This classroom authenticity flavored form of diglossia is 

implemented in the textbook Ahlan wa Sahlan (Alosh & Clark, 2015) and to some extent the 

second editions of Alif Baa and Al Kitaab fii Ta’allum Al-’Arabiyya (Brustad, Al-Batal, & Al-

Tonsi, 2004). The second type of diglossic pedagogy (colloquial oriented approaches) is 

recommended by Wilmsen (2006) but has not been widely accepted by the community of Arabic 

teaching practitioners and curriculum designers. This is due to ideologies highlighting the 

Standard variety as the one students should primarily learn (Wahba & Chaker, 2013). To bridge 

the gap between Standard only and Colloquial (dialect/spoken variety) only instruction, others 

chose to incorporate Standard and Spoken/dialect according to sociolinguistic norms of use (i.e. 

Younes, 2006 and Arabiyaat Al Naas, Younes & Weatherspoon, 2014) and simultaneously 

without considering these sociolinguistic norms (i.e. Al-Batal, 1992). The latter approach is 

introduced through the third edition of Alif Baa and Al Kitaab (Brustad, et. al, 2014). Even as the 

perspectives on diglossia outlined in these textbooks is clear, the relationship between the 

contents of these popular textbooks and authenticity-driven L2 frameworks remains unexplored. 
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1.3 Studies in this Dissertation 

To address the lack of studies on authenticity in Arabic materials design, this dissertation 

uses three popular L2 acquisition approaches to address the various forms of authenticity. Study 

one reconciles learner authenticity (Arnold, 1991; Lee, 1995) with classroom authenticity 

(Breen, 1983) by comparing genres (Martin, 1992; Webster, 2009) and topics presented in class 

through a popular AFL textbook to student reports of genres and topics needed during study 

abroad. Study two is a corpus-based study of lexical coverage (Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kavloski, 

2010) examining genres (Martin, 1992) needed to be accessed by learners. This study combines 

learner authenticity (Arnold, 1991; Breen, 1983; Lee, 1995) with text authenticity (Morrow, 

1977) by asking what percentage of authentic texts from genres students want to read may be 

covered by AFL textbook vocabulary. Study three explores a post-authenticity framework 

(Tatsuki, 2006; Shomoossi & Ketabi, 2007) by comparing the most popular AFL textbook series 

through a frequency-based vocabulary levels study (Davis & Face, 2006; Godev, 2009; Lipinski, 

2010). By asking if popular textbooks set students up to learn the vocabulary most likely to be 

encountered, textbooks can be evaluated for lexical quality using empirical evidence. By 

applying the various iterations of authenticity and approaches positively linked to L2 acquisition, 

this dissertation provides a way to evaluate texts and vocabulary in Arabic textbooks. Results 

will be used to recommend a way forward for a new era of data-driven Arabic pedagogy based 

on the various iterations of authenticity.  
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Topics and genres in Arabic textbooks: Are students of Arabic prepared for the study 

abroad experience? 

ABSTRACT 

The genre based approach to teaching foreign languages has become increasingly popular 

(Byrnes, 2009; Crane, 2009). Yet how students are exposed to genres in textbooks, and how 

these textbooks might prepare them for study abroad have only been explored as a sidebar to 

textbook evaluations (i.e. Feng & Byram, 2002) and explorations of authenticity of textbook 

discourse (i.e. Grant & Starks, 2001). This study operationalizes pre-program preparation for 

language interaction on study abroad by cataloging the macrogenres and elementary genres, 

topics, and interlocutors found in the Al Kitaab Arabic textbook (Brustad, et. al, 2014). Textbook 

genres and topics are then compared to student reports of interaction with macrogenres and texts 

on study abroad through a genre-adapted version of the Language Contact Profile (Freed, 

Dewey, Segalowitz, & Halter, 2004). Results show a relative match between most written and 

spoken genres, but some mismatches between the textbook and interaction abroad for topics, 

interlocutors in dialogues, and digital genres. Recommendations for teaching and materials 

design to match texts and learner needs during study abroad experience are made. 

Keywords: genre, textbooks, study abroad, Arabic  

2.1 Introduction 

 For the past two to three decades, scholars repeatedly issued calls to integrate foreign 

language reading and writing instruction (Grabe, 1991; Hinkle, 2006; Rivers, 2018). The desire 

to bridge textual knowledge with other skills, and integrate reading, writing, and critical thinking 

into a unified curriculum motivates these calls. The result has been an increasing interest in 

teaching methods addressing the “bifurcation” between lower and upper level foreign language 



 26 

courses (Byrnes, 1998). In a bifurcated system, most foreign language programs focus on content 

and critical thinking integrated with reading, writing, and speaking in upper level courses, and 

grammatical form at the lower levels. When a textbook is used to organize the curriculum at the 

lower levels, grammar becomes the star of the course, and frames language as a system of rules 

to be mastered (Maxim, 2006, p. 173). The genre based approach offers an alternative to the 

rules and grammar based approach which ignores social and cultural factors in texts. The value 

of this approach comes from viewing language as a meaning based system and consideration of 

social factors in text construction and interpretation (Maxim, 2006; Byrnes, 2002). Genres serve 

as “socially recognized ways of using language” (Hyland, 2007, p. 149) and are “staged, goal 

oriented”, and focus primarily on the social aspects of language use (Martin, 2009).  Written and 

spoken genres are distinguished from other types of text classification through the emphasis on 

communicative purpose; that is, the writer or speaker’s intent or intended audience (Martin, 

1985; Swales, 1990). A spoken or written text is readily observed and analyzed as belonging to a 

certain genre by the reader, speaker, or listener. The use of this type of approach to materials 

design and pedagogy is supported by the value of different approaches to authentic materials 

design. This approach supports the role of the learner in authentication of authentic texts within 

the context of the FL classroom (Arnold, 1991; Breen, 1983; Lee, 1995). Learners confronting 

texts created by native speakers for a native speaker audience are entitled to their own 

interpretation of the text according to the learner authenticity framework. As a result, the genre 

based  approach provides learners with the tools needed to read authentic texts even at the novice 

level. It offers the benefits of providing explicit criteria for combining teaching and assessment, 

emphasizing competency, and allowing assessment to occur when learners are prepared (Hyland, 

2007). Despite the development of new approaches to introducing authentic materials outside of 



 27 

the classroom, the role of the textbook in the foreign language class must be considered when 

examining quality of student preparation to perform real target language tasks. Commercial 

textbooks implementing grammar-based frameworks still play a central role in instruction for 

lower level language courses (Kramsch, 1988; Rossomondo & Lord, 2018) and foreign language 

courses in general. Some researchers even argue textbooks serve as "the bedrock of syllabus 

design and lesson planning" for foreign language classes (Kramsch, 1988, p. 63).  While studies 

compared genres in textbooks to natural language data (Grant & Starks, 2001; Mori, 2005; 

Wong, 2005), studies of textbook written genres often failed to ask if textbook genres matched 

those used by students inside and outside the L2 classroom. One study (Liddicoat, 2006) 

addresses the relationship between textbook depictions of personal pronouns of address and 

development of student mastery via authentic materials. Still, it does not address the relationship 

between genres presented to learners before study abroad in the classroom and during interaction 

on study abroad.  

 The present study asks how well a popular AFL textbook prepares learners to meet the 

genres and topics encountered on study abroad. Using Martin’s (1992) genre framework, this 

study compares results of an analysis of genres and topics in the Al Kitaab Part I Arabic as a 

Foreign Language textbook (Brustad, Al-Batal, & Al-Tonsi, 2014) to survey results on spoken 

and written genres and topics students used on a semester abroad. The study asks if the textbook 

includes vital genres attested in student data, and if the textbook properly prepares students for 

their time abroad. 

2.2 Literature Review 

 The Importance of Genre for Foreign Language Learning. The popular Systemic 

Functional Linguistics view of genre has been lauded as the “pedagogically most productive” 
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genre school (Johns, 2008), and with good reason. Using real examples of authentic texts written 

for a native audience, students begin to understand language as a “systemic resource for making 

and exchanging meaning” rather than a set of rules and forms to be memorized. Inside of this 

approach, texts are analyzed according to experiential (field or function), interpersonal (tenor or 

relationships/roles), and textual (mode of transmission) features (Webster, 2009, p. 5). Halliday 

defines field as the “what” of the text (what activity is occurring, participants, and types of social 

interaction), tenor as the “who” of the text (statuses and roles of participants and nature of 

relationships), and mode as the role of language in the situation (how is the text organized, and 

what is the role of language) (Halliday & Hasan, 1989, p. 12). Native speakers and proficient 

language users produce and consume texts according to these unconscious rules of text grouping, 

and this approach prepares students with the linguistic and metalinguistic tools to face texts now 

and in the future. The hallmark of the genre framework as “staged” and “goal oriented” (Martin, 

1984) allows instructors to match texts to different stages of the language learning trajectory. For 

programs hoping to push students to the advanced level, control over basic, personal as well as 

abstract, impersonal genres is vital to advanced language proficiency (Byrnes, 2009; Crane, 

2009). For those at the novice level, primary discourses about the self, family, and background 

(i.e. invitation, personal letter) can be staged into more secondary and formal genres at the 

advanced level (i.e. journalistic report, formal speech) (Byrnes, Crane, Maxim, & Sprang, 2006). 

The question of how to classify texts meaningfully to match learner progress and current state to 

curricular goals can be further clarified by examining genre classification methods from the 

perspective of Australian educational linguistics. 

 While initially designed for the purposes of K-12 education (Veel, 2006), the Australian 

approach to bringing genre theory to the classroom provides a useful system of text 
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classification. The concept of macrogenre allows for genre naming according to everyday or 

vernacular terms, such as instruction manual (Procedure elemental genre) (Martin, 1992). Genres 

may also be classified according to larger elemental genres of factual (Description, Report, 

Exposition, Discussion, Recount, Procedure, Explanation, and Exploration) and narrative 

(Recount, Anecdote, Exemplum, Narrative) types. While genre has been employed as a useful 

framework for designing writing pedagogy in the FL classroom (see Byrnes, 2002; Maxim, 

2006), it has not yet been used as a basis for classifying texts and exploring genres students are 

exposed to during the course of stateside foreign language instruction. Of great importance, 

students are primarily exposed to language through the foreign language textbook, meaning the 

genres and communicative purposes contained within these materials is of utmost importance. 

Genres in Textbooks 

 Studies of genres in foreign language textbooks can be classified according to two 

research strands. The first strand examines spoken genres through the lens of conversational 

analysis and particular grammatical particles or markings, while the second type inventories 

written genres in textbooks. With the exception of one study (Liddicoat, 2006), studies on genres 

in foreign language textbooks do not generally consider student experience. 

 Limiting analysis to foreign language textbooks, studies focus primarily on spoken genres 

rather than written genres traditionally targeted by the genre based approach (Grant & Starks, 

2001; Mori, 2005; Wong, 2005). A small number of studies examine written genres (Clavel-

Arroitia & Fuster-Marquez, 2014). Through the lens of a Conversation Analysis framework, 

Grant and Starks (2001) showed soap operas provide more realistic input than textbook 

dialogues in English language conversational closings. A similar method was used to criticize 

textbook depictions of telephone conversations and unnatural character of “why” questions in 
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Japanese language textbooks (Mori, 2005; Wong, 2005). A study of French terms of address 

showed similar results. Textbooks have been shown to overly simplify French personal pronouns 

and terms of address, with students using textbook examples to filter new information about 

French pronouns of address (Liddicoat, 2006). Studies in the second research strand focused on 

written genres differ from the study by Liddicoat (2006). These studies fail to include the voice 

or experience of the learner.  

Feng and Byram (2002) show genres in Chinese EFL textbooks focus on texts produced 

by native speakers for native speakers, and tended to lack contemporary representations of 

people and events in authentic texts. Clavel-Arroitia and Fuster-Marquez (2014) show the 

“average” text is descriptive or expository, represents British English, has undergone changes 

(i.e. size or complexity), changes in title, and contains little in terms of acknowledgements of the 

source. Brazilian textbooks for teaching English as a Foreign Language have been shown to 

contain a range of macrogenres such as a phone call, sermon, email message, romance, ticket, 

expository class, condominium meeting, horoscope, cooking recipe, medicine book, shopping 

list, and virtual chat (Marques de Oliveira, 2012). In a similar vein, a review of English as a 

Foreign Language textbooks targeting the field of tourism showed the most frequent 

macrogenres were written tourism brochures, spoken guided tours, written hotel information, 

hotel reception conversation, information center conversation, and written inquiry mail 

(Terauchi, Maswana, & Yamada, 2017). Despite the important contributions of these studies to 

our understanding of what kinds of genres students are exposed to, it fails to ask how well 

textbook genres prepare learners for real linguistic interaction on study abroad. In this respect, a 

consideration of the kinds of language contact students have on study abroad provides a basis for 

comparisons of this nature. 
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Language Contact and Genres in Study Abroad 

 Much work has been done to emphasize the relationship between study abroad and 

opportunities for contact with native speakers and authentic language. While some studies have 

questioned the “magic” of study abroad for guaranteeing language gain (Wilkinson, 1998; 

Segalowitz & Freed 2004), many studies point to the value of study abroad for linguistic 

development (Bardovi-Harlig & Bastos, 2011; Collentine, 2004; Dewey, 2008; Kasper & Rose, 

2002; Hernández, 2010; Milton & Meara, 1995; Regan, 2003). As the study abroad context is 

“abundant in rich, meaningful input” (Sanz, 2014, p. 2), an important tool for measuring the 

amount of contact with texts and speakers during the study abroad experience is the Language 

Contact Profile (Freed, Dewey, Segalowitz, & Halter, 2004). Previous work using the Language 

Contact Profile (LCP) shows a direct relationship between interaction with certain types of 

spoken and written genres and language gain (Dewey, 2004; Freed, Segalowitz, & Dewey, 2004; 

Segalowitz & Freed, 2004; Taguchi, 2008; Yager, 1998). Quantitative results from studies using 

the LCP provide an important contribution to the literature. The LCP allows for quantifying 

language contact in spoken and written form during study abroad, often determining if there is a 

relationship between contact and proficiency gains. Despite the importance of the LCP for 

tracking language experience on study abroad, there are some things concealed by its traditional 

format. Results from Martínez-Arbelaiz, Areizaga, and Camps (2017) show a modified LCP 

including digital genres points to employment of both the native and target language, with use of 

different texts and contexts dictating use of different languages (p. 13). While research using the 

LCP is well developed in commonly taught languages, implementation of the LCP and 

knowledge of what types of texts and interactions learners have on study abroad in less 

commonly taught languages remains a new field of exploration. Moreover, the challenge of 
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diglossia (Bassiouney, 2009; Holes, 2004) necessitates that learners cope with two language 

varieties distinct enough to be treated like different languages. Arabic students may be less likely 

to report use of genres that may be primarily in dialect if dialect knowledge is poor or 

incomplete. As a result, it is necessary to examine the Arabic specific case of study abroad and 

genres and interactions utilized within that context.  

Learners, Texts, and Contexts in Arabic Study Abroad 

Studies probing language use and language contact during Arabic study abroad have 

mostly done so through the lens of access to native speaker social networks (Trentman, 2013a) 

and self-assessments of language gain pre-and post-program as related to the development of 

social networks and language use (Dewey, Belnap, & Hillstrom, 2013), acculturation and 

language gain (Palmer, 2009), or tracking development of social networks and language contact 

during study abroad (Dewey, Ring, Gardner, & Belnap, 2013). Using a modified version of the 

LCP Trentman (2013b) shows students tend to use English more than Arabic during study 

abroad in Egypt. A separate study on Egypt study abroad students (Trentman, 2017) shows 

learners with high levels of fluency and sociolinguistic competence interacted with Egyptians 

moreso than low gainers, who tended to socialize with other SA students in English. While these 

studies provide some information on the types and quantity of genre interactions students have 

on Arabic study abroad, it does not provide a complete picture of genres utilized and interactions 

with spoken and written genres during the study abroad experience. Moreover, these studies do 

not address how well textbooks prepare students for interaction with key genres on study abroad. 

2.3 Research Questions 

To address the identified gap, the present study will be guided by the following research 

questions.  



 33 

1) What kinds of written and spoken genres are presented in the first book of the Al-Kitaab 

(Brustad, et. al, 2014) textbook series?  

2) What spoken and written genres and topics are needed by novice learners during study 

abroad? 

3) How well do genres and topics present within the textbook match with those reported to 

be needed by novice study abroad (SA) students?  

 
2.4 Methods 

Participants 

 Participants were recruited through requests for survey participation through a Facebook 

group and listserv for Arabic linguists and teaching professionals. Directors of large study abroad 

programs listed on the American Association of Teachers of Arabic were contacted individually. 

Every effort was made to increase the diversity and range of students and programs included in 

the survey. Students recruited had studied abroad in the Fall 2017, Spring 2018, or Summer 2018 

semesters. Once the instructor agreed to distribute the survey to participants, those completing 

the survey were compensated with a $10 gift card for their time and effort. Students under the 

age of 18 and those with no prior Arabic study were eliminated from results. 

Student demographic data 

 A total of 141 students completed the survey. Responses were then narrowed to include 

only students using the same textbook before study abroad. The greatest number of students (n = 

51) identified as using the most popular Arabic as a Foreign Language textbook nationwide, Al 

Kitaab fii Ta’allum Al-‘Arabiyya third edition (Brustad, Al-Tonsi, & Al-Batal, 2014). Students 

were an average of 25 years of age at the beginning of study abroad, with a range of 19 to 37 

years of age. A total of 40 students identified as male and 11 identified as female. All 



 34 

respondents identified English as their native language. The majority of students had two 

semesters of Arabic before studying abroad (n = 31), with smaller numbers studying for one 

semester (n = 9), three semesters (n = 9), four semesters (n = 2). The greatest number of students 

studied in Morocco (n = 28), followed by Jordan (n = 13), Oman (n = 9), and the United Arab 

Emirates (n = 1). A total of 42 students stayed with host families (n = 42) and 6 did not (n = 6). 

 From this larger group of 51 students who took the whole survey, six of the 51 (11.7%) 

provided more detailed information on macrogenres they read, wrote, spoke, and listened to 

during study abroad. This group had an average age of 21 at the program’s outset, with a range 

of 19 to 22 years of age. This group of six included three students who identified as male (n = 3) 

and three who identified as female (n = 3). Of the six participants for this section of the survey, 

one student studied Arabic for one semester before study abroad, while the remaining students 

studied for three or four semesters (n = 3 and n = 2, respectively). Half of these respondents 

studied in Jordan and the remaining half studied in Oman. None of the students in this group 

reported having stayed with a host family (n = 0).  

Data Collection 

 Data collection occurred during Fall 2017, Spring 2018, and Summer 2018 semesters. 

Questionnaire  

 Participants took an online survey composed of demographic and language background 

information which elicited details on reading, writing, and speaking during study abroad. Genre 

exposure and use was operationalized through the lens of the macrogenre (Martin, 1992) 

according to the Systemic Functional Linguistics genre school. Macrogenres were sampled and 

approximated from the Language Contact Profile (Freed, et. al, 2004), with digital genres added 

according to an edited version of the LCP from Martínez-Arbelaiz, Areizaga, and Camps (2017).  
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This approach allowed for an easily understood genre definition for classification system for 

reading, writing, conversation, and listening (i.e. email, telephone conversation, iMessage/text 

message). Even as some LCP categories such as television and radio are not genres per se, they 

fit within the SFL genre framework through the concept of mode. After choosing if a genre was 

used in Arabic on study abroad, students were asked to identify the topic of the written and 

spoken texts, a hallmark of the field portion of the SFL school field calculus. To operationalize 

tenor, students also identified interlocutors for spoken genres. 

Genres from Textbooks 

 Genres for reading, speaking, and listening exercises within the popular textbook, Al 

Kitaab, Part I (Brustad, et. al, 2014) were also classified according to macrogenre (Martin, 1992) 

as well as topic. While the textbook analyzed serves as a barometer of pre-program experience 

with spoken and written genres in Arabic specifically for the students surveyed, the widespread 

use of this textbook may also indicate the type of genre knowledge Arabic learners may bring to 

the study abroad experience in general. 

Data Analysis 

 To address research question one, primary chapter reading passages in part one of the Al-

Kitaab textbook series were classified according to macrogenres (Martin, 1992), topics, and 

interlocutors. To match the quantitative survey of study abroad students, texts were further 

classified according to Halliday’s field and tenor to provide information on participants in the 

text and the topic or “what” of the text as well as the “who” of the text (Halliday & Hasan, 1989) 

for spoken genres. Tenor was only operationalized for spoken texts due to constraints on data 

collection from study abroad participants. Research question two was addressed by tabulating the 

number of reports for macrogenres, topics (tenor), and interlocutors (field) from the study abroad 
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surveys. Percentages were obtained by dividing the number of students reporting genre use in 

speaking, reading, writing, and listening by the total number of students responding to the 

survey. Descriptive statistics for Arabic macrogenres and topics used in speaking, reading, 

writing, and listening were also recorded and are presented below. While it was possible to ask 

participants to recall the authors or sources of written texts, students would be more likely to 

remember who they spoke to on a daily basis rather than the authors of written texts. For this 

reason, descriptive statistics for tenor (interlocutor) are reported only for the spoken macrogenre 

of conversation.  

Research question three was addressed by comparing descriptive statistics on genres, 

topics, and interlocutors from research questions one and two. Results seek to identify any 

possible overlaps or gaps between genres, topics, and interlocutors in the textbook and those 

reported by study abroad learners. 

2.5 Results 

Research Question 1: Genres and Topics in Al Kitaab 
 
 Spoken and aural macrogenres and interlocutors (tenor) in Al Kitaab. Analysis of 

spoken texts from the textbook showed spoken texts contained both monologues and dialogues. 

Monologues are presented at the beginning of each chapter, and are used to introduce primary 

vocabulary and grammatical structures. A total of 13 chapter stories (monologues) were found 

with one spoken passage for each chapter in Standard Arabic. For Spoken Arabic (dialect) 

monologues, 18 stories were noted for the Levantine dialect and 16 stories were categorized as 

Egyptian dialect with more than one story for some chapters. While there were 13 stories that 

contained almost identical language to the Standard stories, five Levantine and three Egyptian 

stories had language and topics diverging from the main chapter stories. Dialogues instead are 
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recorded only in Levantine and Egyptian Arabic. Of note, both Levantine and Egyptian 

monologues and dialogues include almost identical language and the same interlocutors. Some 

dialectal differences in lexicon, syntax, and phonology appear, as well as some differences in 

topic. Fourteen dialogues were found to be in Levantine Arabic and 14 in Egyptian. 

When considering aural genres, or those students listened to as part of dialogues, there 

were four total dialogues (two in each dialect) featuring a news report (4/28, 14.28%). The 

remaining dialogues (24/28, 85.71%) were defined by the broad macrogenre of conversation. 

Analysis of interlocutors (tenor) in aural and spoken genres revealed zero percent of the 

main chapter stories or spoken passages contain an interlocutor in Standard Arabic (0/13) or 

either dialect (0/18; 0/16). Despite the lack of an interlocutor, native or proficient speakers are 

represented in 100% of monologues and dialogues in all language varieties. Beyond the 

classification of native speaker, other interlocutors were noted in textbook dialogues. More than 

fourteen percent (4/28) of dialogues were between strangers. Four dialogues (14.29%, 4/28) were 

between friends. Two conversations (7.14%) were between a husband and wife, two 

conversations were between an interviewer and interviewee (7.14%), two dialogues were 

between neighbors (7.14%) and two conversations were between new friends or strangers 

(7.14%).  

 Written macrogenres in Al Kitaab. A total of seventeen reading passages using 

authentic texts were identified in the textbook. Over 58% of the genres found in the textbook 

(10/17 genres) identify with the macrogenre of Website or web page. Other genres identified in 

reading passages included magazines (n = 1), schedules (n = 1), menus (n = 1), and 

forms/questionnaires (n = 1). Other macrogenres included an obituary (n = 1) and book excerpt 

(n = 3).   
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 Field (topic) of monologues and dialogues in Al Kitaab. Field operationalized as topic 

was examined for 47 total spoken passages. Passages had identical topics regardless of language 

variety. Results for topics of monologues showed 33 of 47 monologues addressed the topic of 

family (70.21%), with similar rates for self/self-introductions (24/47, 57.45%). Other topics 

represented include academic topics (n = 4), work or employment (n = 3), daily or weekly schedule 

and activities (n = 3), friends (n = 2), travel (n = 1), weather (n = 1), and romantic relationships (n 

= 1).  

 The most popular textbook dialogue topic was introductions or small talk (14/28, 50% of 

dialogues), with the topic of work/employment (10/28, 35.71%) reaching similar rates. The next 

most attested topics were marital problems and friends with identical rates of appearance (4/28, 

14.29% each). Lower rates of appearance were found for the topics of family (n = 2), travel (n = 

2), making and arranging plans (n = 2), academic topics (n = 2), and car accidents/accidents (n = 

2). 

 Field (topic) of reading passages in Al Kitaab. A total of 17 primary reading passages for 

13 textbook chapters were examined to identify field, which was operationalized as topic. Of these 

passages, four treated academic topics (n = 4) and four passages revolved around the topic of a 

daily schedule (n = 4). Four passages provided information on self-introductions of others or 

written “small talk” (n = 4). Topics not appearing more than once included food, information about 

a city, political topics, family information/family tree, and travel/tourism (n = 1 each). 

Research Question 2: Genres and Topics in Student Reports 
 
 Spoken and aural interlocutors (tenor) and macrogenres. Results are displayed below 

for the macrogenre Conversation specified according to interlocutor or tenor from the adapted 
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Language Contact Profile survey for students reporting studying Al Kitaab Part I third edition 

(Brustad, et. Al, 2014) before study abroad. 

 

Figure 1. Percentage of students reporting interlocutor interaction 

 In examining the most reported interlocutors for spoken genres, students in this group 

reported the greatest use of spoken Arabic when interacting with native or fluent speakers in 

general (81.40%), classmates (69.77%), and their instructor (65.12%). Identical rates of use were 

found for strangers and service personnel (27.91%), with lower percentages of reported 

interaction with students' host family or roommates (27.91%) and other interlocutors not listed in 

the survey (11.63%).   

Results were also determined for this group for aural genres, or those students reported 

having listened to. Even as TV and Radio are not genres per se, their widespread use in study 

abroad contexts necessitates their inclusion and can be tangentially linked to the idea of mode 

according to the SFL genre framework. Results for macrogenres and modes such as TV and 

Radio are depicted in the graph below. 
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Figure 2. Percentage of students reporting spoken/aural genre or mode use 

Over 90% of students reported having listened to the radio in Arabic (90.70%), which 

was the most attested form of aural transmission. Relatively equal numbers reported watching 

TV in Arabic (67.44%) as well as movies and videos in the target language (60.47%). The 

percentage of students reporting having listened to other's conversations (32.56%) and having 

mobile phone conversations (25.58%) were also relatively similar. 

 Written macrogenres. Data was also obtained for 51 students using Al Kitaab Part I 

third edition before study abroad for written genres. The chart below details the percentage of 

students who reported to have written a particular macrogenre.  
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Figure 3. Percentage of students reporting written genre use 

 Equal percentages of reported use were found for the top three written genres of writing 

text messages, writing on Facebook, and writing Facebook messages (65.12%). Compared to 

these three genres, the next three most reported written genres were writing homework, writing 

notes or letters, and writing emails. All three genres were reported to be written by 60.47% of 

students surveyed. Lower percentages were found for writing forms/questionnaires, writing 

Tweets, and writing on social networks other than Twitter or Facebook (25.58% each). 

Results were also obtained for written genres, specifically targeting genres students report 

to have read.  
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Figure 4. Percentage of students reporting written genre use 

The greatest number of students reported reading web pages in Arabic (74.42%), and the 

second most popular written genre read by students was newspapers (67.44%). Identical 

percentages of reported use were found for reports of reading emails, and reading Facebook 

posts and messages (65.12% each). Similar percentages were found for magazines (60.47%), 

schedules (55.81%), and WhatsApp messages (53.49%). Lower rates of reported reading were 

found for the macrogenres of novels (44.19%), menus (48.84%), reading posts on social 

networks other than Facebook or Twitter (34.88%), and Tweets (25.58%). The lowest percentage 

reported use was found for text messages (18.60%).   

 Tenor (topic) of study abroad reports. A total of 91 topics (n = 91) were identified, with 

58 (n = 58) unique topics found in student reports of the topics of conversations and genres listened 
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to during the course of study abroad. Results include only student reports of topics with two or 

more student responses. A total of 56 student responses met these criteria (n = 56). The chart below 

depicts results for topics reaching this threshold for inclusion.  

 
Figure 5. Number of student reports, spoken/aural topics 

 
  The most cited topic was academic topics, cited by three of six students and with 12 total 

reports (n = 12). The second most cited topic was political topics, with three students reporting 

nine instances of tenor of conversations or spoken texts (n = 9). Similar to results for political 

topics, students also repeatedly reported having “small talk” with native and proficient speakers 

for a total of eight instances in genres reported (n = 8). Other topics included world news (n = 6), 

arranging meetings (n = 5), food (n = 5), cultural topics (n = 3), gossip (n = 2), directions (n = 2), 

daily or weekly schedule (n = 2), and travel or tourism (n = 2). 

 Field (topic) of study abroad reports, written genres. For the topic of texts students 

wrote and read during their time in the Middle East, arranging meetings appeared most frequently 

with a frequency of eight times (n = 8). The second most frequent written topic among student 

reports was academic topics (n = 7), followed by news and political topics with an identical number 
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of occurrences (n = 6, each). Beyond the top three most attested topics, food (n = 5), cultural topics 

(n = 5), small talk (n = 2) and technology (n = 2) were reported by two or more students.  

Research Question 3: Comparison between Textbook and Student Reports 

Spoken and aural macrogenres and interlocutors in Al Kitaab and comparison to 

student reports. When considering aural genres, or those students listened to, there were four 

total dialogues (two in each dialect) featuring a news report (4/28, 14.28%). The remaining 

dialogues (24/28, 85.71%) were defined by the broad macrogenre of conversation.  

Results also considered interlocutors students interacted with on study abroad and 

compared them to those in the textbook. Zero percent of the main chapter stories or spoken 

passages contain an interlocutor in Standard Arabic (0/13) or either dialect (0/18; 0/16). Even as 

the textbook’s main chapter stories did not contain interlocutors but interlocutor interaction was 

reported by participants, the top category of native or proficient speakers interlocutor interaction 

reported by 81.40% of students is represented in 100% of monologues and dialogues. Beyond the 

classification of native speaker, other interlocutors were noted in textbook dialogues. The table 

below compares aural/spoken interlocutors in textbook dialogues and student reports. 

Table 1 

Interlocutors in student reports and textbook, spoken/aural genres 

Interlocutor Attested in 
textbook 

 

Attested in student 
reports 

Classmates  X 
Friends  X 
Host family/roommates  X 
Husband/wife X  
Instructor  X 
Interviewer/Interviewee X  
Neighbors X  
New friends X X 
Service Personnel  X 
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Strangers X X 
 

Of the 14 dialogues in the textbook, 14.29% (4/28) were between strangers, which was 

the fourth most popular interlocutor among study abroad students, reported by 27.91% of 

students. For interlocutors reported by students on study abroad, textbook dialogues did not 

address interactions with classmates (reported by 69.77% of students), an instructor (reported by 

65.12%), service personnel (reported by 27.90%), or host family or roommates (20.93%). There 

were also a number of interlocutors included in the textbook dialogues that were not present in 

student responses. These comprised 28.57% (8/28) of the total interlocutors identified in 

textbook dialogues. Four dialogues (14.29%, 4/28) were between friends. Two conversations 

(7.14%) were between a husband and wife, two conversations were between an interviewer and 

interviewee (7.14%), two dialogues were between neighbors (7.14%) and two conversations 

were between new friends or possible strangers (7.14%). 

 Written macrogenres in Al Kitaab and comparison to student reports. Results from 

the textbook showed 70.60% (12/17) of macrogenres identified in the primary reading passages 

were also attested in results for student reports for reading and writing during study abroad. The 

table below outlines results for student reports for written macrogenres compared to those same 

genres the textbook. 

Table 2 

Macrogenres in student reports and textbook, written genres 

Macrogenre Attested in 
textbook 

 

Attested in student 
reports 

Book excerpt X  
Facebook message  X 
Facebook post  X 
Forms/questionnaire X  
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Magazine X X 
Menu X X 
Note/letter  X 
Obituary X  
Schedule X X 
Text message  X 
Webpage/website X X 

  

Nearly 58% of the genres found in the textbook (10/17 genres) identify with the 

macrogenre of Website or web page, which is the genre most reported to be read by students on 

study abroad (74.42%). Other genres identified in the primary reading passages used during study 

abroad included magazines, schedules, menus, and forms/questionnaires. Of the macrogenres 

attested both in the textbook and in student responses, magazines were the fourth most popular 

read genre (60.47%), schedules were the fifth most reported genre read (55.81%), menus were the 

eighth most popular read genre (48.84%), and writing questionnaires or forms was the third most 

popular genre (25.58%). Only the macrogenres of obituary and book excerpt (23.50% of genres) 

did not appear in student reports from their experience during study abroad. Despite the match 

between genres most represented in the textbook, many digital genres students reported with high 

percentages of reported use, such as Facebook messages, Facebook posts, notes and letters, and 

text messages did not appear in the textbook. 

 Field (topic) in Al Kitaab monologues and comparison to student reports. Topics in the 

spoken monologues for the textbook were next compared to student reports for topics treated in 

speaking and listening on study abroad. Below is a chart outlining which topics reported in 

spoken/aural genres by at least two students that were also attested in textbook monologues.  
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Table 3 

Student reported genres and textbook monologues, spoken/aural genres 

Topic Attested in 
textbook 

 

Attested in 
student 
reports 

Appearances in 
textbook 

Appearances in 
student reports 

Academic topics X X 2 4 
Political topics  X 0 9 
World news  X 0 6 
Arranging 
meetings/making plans 

X X 2 5 

Food  X 0 5 
Cultural topics  X 0 3 
Gossip  X 0 2 
Schedules X X 2 2 
Travel  X 2 2 
Directions  X 0 2 
Family X  2 0 
Self-introduction, “small 
talk” 

X X 14 8 

Friends X  4 0 
Marital problems X  2 0 
Car accidents/accidents X  2 0 

  

 A total of three topics were exact matches when considering student reports of topics used 

when speaking and listening abroad and those they were exposed to in the third edition of the Al 

Kitaab Part I textbook before study abroad. Academic topics were the third most attested topic in 

chapter monologues with four instance (n = 4). Schedules (daily and weekly) appeared twice in 

student reports and three times in textbook monologues (n = 3). Small talk from student reports 

matched with self-introductions from the textbook monologues, with 24 appearances in the 

textbook (n = 24) and 8 appearances in student reports (n = 8). Other than these three topics, there 

were three topics that appeared in chapter monologues but did not appear in student reports. Family 

was cited the most in the textbook with 33 appearances (n = 33), making it the topic with the 

greatest amount of repetition that was not also found in student reports. Topics with fewer 
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repetitions found in textbook chapter monologues but not found in student reports included friends 

(n = 2), weather (n = 1), and romantic relationships (n = 1). Topics appearing with some frequency 

in student reports that were not attested in the textbook include directions, gossip, cultural topics, 

food, world news, and political topics. 

 Field (topic) in Al Kitaab dialogues and comparison to student reports. Topics students 

experienced in speaking and listening during study abroad were also compared to the chapter 

dialogues. Chapter dialogues are only in spoken varieties, or Levantine and Egyptian Arabic. Some 

divergence in topic for Levantine and Egyptian dialogues were noted. For example, the chapter 

four dialogue in Levantine included topics of small talk or self-introductions, and discussions of 

friends, family, and food, the last of these four topics found when a group of female friends are 

ordering something to drink at a restaurant or café. In contrast, the Egyptian dialogue includes only 

the first three topics of small talk, friends, and family, as the group of girls are having something 

to drink but do not directly address the topic of food or drink or order. Monologues instead contain 

identical language and topic in both MSA and the dialect. The chart below represents overlaps as 

well as lack of correspondence between textbook dialogue topics and student reports. 

Table 4 

Student reported genres and textbook dialogues, spoken/aural genre 

Topic Attested in 
textbook 

 

Attested in 
student 
reports 

Appearances in 
textbook 

Appearances in 
student reports 

Academic topics X X 4 4 
Political topics  X 0 9 
World news  X 0 6 
Arranging meetings  X 0 5 
Food  X 0 5 
Cultural topics  X 0 3 
Gossip  X 0 2 
Schedules X X 2 2 
Travel  X 0 2 
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Directions  X 0 2 
Family X  33 0 
Self-introduction, “small 
talk” 

X X 24 8 

Friends X  2 0 
Weather X  1 0 
Romantic Relationships X  1 0 

  

 A total of three topics were exact matches when considering student reports of topics used 

when speaking and listening abroad and those they were exposed to through textbook dialogues. 

Small talk from student reports matched with self-introductions from the textbook dialogues, with 

24 appearances in the textbook (n = 24) and eight appearances in student reports (n = 8). Academic 

topics appeared four times in both student reports and the textbook, and two accounts of discussing 

schedules appeared in student data and textbook. Academic topics and arranging or making plans 

were the least attested topic in chapter dialogues with two appearances each (n = 2). Other than 

these three topics, the topics of friends (n = 4), marital problems (n = 2), and car accidents or 

accidents (n = 2) did not appear in the textbook dialogues but appeared in student reports. Family, 

friends, weather, and romantic relationships appeared in textbook dialogues but did not appear in 

student reports. 

 Field (topic) in Al Kitaab reading passages and comparison to student reports. A total 

of 17 primary reading passages for 13 textbook chapters were examined to identify topic and were 

compared to student reports on study abroad. The field of written genres in student reports showed 

identical results for the top three most reported topics of academics, self-introductions, daily 

schedules, and government/political issues. Topics appearing in student reports not found in the 

textbook included arranging meetings, news and political topics, cultural topics, and technology. 

Topics in the textbook failing to appear in student reports included information about a place/city, 

television, and tourism. 
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2.6 Discussion 

 The present study applied the Systemic Functional Linguistic approach to classifying 

spoken and written texts in a popular Arabic textbook and compared it to student reports of 

genres used in speaking, listening, reading, and writing during their stay abroad. It attempts to 

determine if students are prepared by the textbook to access and understand macrogenres from 

Martin’s (1992) framework on study abroad. In addition, it operationalizes the important 

concepts of field and tenor by examining topics and interlocutors in a popular textbook and 

comparing them to student reports of language use on study abroad. 

Research Question 1: What Genres are in the Al Kitaab Textbook? 

 Textbook Interlocutors (tenor) and spoken/aural macrogenres. Results for textbook 

spoken texts in the form of monologues and dialogues showed all interlocutors for the 

macrogenre conversation were native speakers of Arabic in both spoken and Standard Arabic 

texts. The importance of student interaction with this type of interlocutor cannot be understated 

due to the important role of interaction with native speakers on study abroad and inside the 

classroom to support language acquisition. As such, debates around authenticity have 

traditionally centered on the notion that authentic and therefore appropriate language for the 

classroom must be produced by native speakers (Peacock, 1997; Rings, 1986; Swaffar, 1985).  

Despite this traditional focus on native speakers in foreign language learning materials, more 

recent trends advocate for textbooks as communicators of linguistic difference and diversity 

rather than replicators of native speaker communicative and cultural norms (Kramsch, 2012; 

MacDonald, Badger, & Dasli, 2006). Improving materials through introduction of heritage 

speakers and highly proficient non-native speakers would assist in addressing the gap between 

the literature and interlocutors in the textbook analyzed in this study. Inclusion of non-native or 
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non-standard voices helps to legitimize student inclusion in the reality of multilingual speech 

communities, and overcome the “monolingual bias” in teaching materials (Blyth, 1995). Beyond 

the preponderance of native speakers appearing in the textbook dialogues and monologues, 

dialogues predominantly featured conversations between those with a high degree of social 

distance, with 16 of 24 dialogues between strangers, interviewer and interviewee, neighbors, and 

new friends. These results are nearly an exact match with those found by Wajnryb (1996), who 

found 67.5% of exchanges in a foreign language textbook had high levels of social distance in an 

effort to highlight more obvious linguistic forms. ACTFL guidelines (2012) for speaking at the 

Intermediate High level and above call for students to be given opportunities to engage in more 

than “uncomplicated communicative tasks” in “straightforward social situations” (ACTFL, 

2012). These guidelines necessitate a balance of dialogues featuring high and low levels of social 

distance to prepare students to meet proficiency benchmarks as well as prepare them for future 

interactions, which is generally present in the textbook examined in this study.  

 In addressing the types of macrogenres in spoken texts specifically, nearly all spoken 

texts from the textbook fell within the macrogenre of conversation, with only two dialogues 

falling in the macrogenre of report/news report. The inclusion of a broad range of conversations 

from the standpoint of macrogenres is logical from the standpoint of the ACTFL guidelines and 

communicative language teaching framework, which targets communication using the target 

language above all else (Mishan, 2005). Despite the successes of this approach, the reality of 

global multilingualism and multiculturalism necessitates that students learning one dialect of 

Arabic will communicate with native or proficient speakers of other Arabic dialects. The 

complex sociolinguistic reality of language use should be included in textbooks, as this often 

involves “two or three interlocutors, who all conduct the interaction in the same standard (target) 
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language, all agree on what the purpose of the exchange is and what constitutes a culturally 

appropriate topic of conversation, all have equal speaking rights and opportunities” (Kramsch, 

2008, p. 390). Textbook dialogues could be improved by including conversations between native 

and proficient speakers of Arabic using multiple dialects. This would allow for students to 

experience leveling and sociolinguistic variation in Arabic dialects usually only accessible 

during study abroad. 

 Textbook written macrogenres. The large majority of textbook reading passages were 

found to be web pages or websites, with a smaller number of magazines, schedules, menus, and 

forms. Other genres found included book excerpts and an obituary. Overall, the amount of web 

sites or web pages are a positive development due to the importance of “online spaces” as 

platforms for language use, learning, and experience outside of the classroom (Benson & Chik, 

2010). Even if these texts are not an exact match to popular social networking websites and 

websites likely popular with learners, they offer a brief foray into what the Arabic language 

might look like formatted in a digital space. 

Overall, written texts match expectations for ACTFL benchmarks at the Intermediate 

Low level. As textbook reading passages “convey basic information” and can be understood by 

students at this level if “the format of the text is familiar” with “familiar, everyday contexts” 

(ACTFL, 2012), students utilizing this textbook would be prepared to access macrogenres 

appropriate for this level. For writing, it is not clear if reading passages as generic examples of 

texts students would use applies. For “limited practical writing needs”, it may be more 

appropriate to create post-reading activities encouraging students to either reproduce the genre 

presented or write “simple messages and letters, requests for information, and notes” in the form 

of digital communication such as email or text.  
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 Textbook spoken/aural topics (field). Topics from textbook monologues primarily 

addressed the topics of family and self-introductions or “small talk.” Topics like academic 

topics, work or employment, schedules, travel, friends, weather, and romantic relationships 

appeared much less frequently. Similar to macrogenres and elemental genres, the fields of 

textbook monologues are matches to the ACTFL proficiency standards for the Intermediate Low 

level due to the simple nature of these texts. These results are counter to results from other 

studies, which found a mismatch between textbook topics and proficiency guidelines (Oliveira, 

2012) or cultural competency guidelines such as the ACTFL World Readiness Standards 

(Bateman & Mattos, 2006) or intercultural competence framework (Feng & Byram, 2002). 

Topics from textbook dialogues featured a wider variety of topics, including a discussion of a car 

accident in one dialogue. Similarly to what was observed for the monologues, these dialogue 

topics generally matched the ACTFL proficiency standards for the desired level, with many of 

the dialogues addressing introductions/small talk or work and academic related topics. While 

some topics such as marital disagreements or problems do not align with proficiency guidelines, 

it provides an important introduction to conversational genres with lower levels of social 

distance, which will likely serve language learners in the future as they might build friendships 

and relationships with proficient or native language users.  

 Textbook written topics (field). Within the topics of written textbook passages, a strong 

pattern emphasizing one topic did not emerge, with the most attested topics of academic topics 

and daily or weekly schedules represented in 30% of passages. Self-introductions or written 

“small talk” was also represented but only marginally more represented than food, city 

information, political topics, and travel/tourism. Despite again fitting well within ACTFL 

reading proficiency expectations, results are somewhat dissimilar to those found in previous 
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research in English as a Foreign Language with self as well as travel, money, and entertainment 

comprising the majority of textbook topics (Siegel, 2014). As the genre based approach 

emphasizes selection of texts based on student needs (Hyland, 2007), a learner needs analysis 

and assessment should be conducted locally and nationally for each language to inform materials 

design. 

Research Questions 2 and 3: How Well Do Textbook Genres and Topics Match Student 

Reports? 

 Interlocutors and spoken/aural macrogenres in the textbook and student reports. In 

considering the tenor of spoken genres students used most, the large majority of students 

reported interacting with native speakers. The match between this interlocutor and those found in 

100% of textbook monologues and dialogues is encouraging, as the study abroad literature attests 

to the positive relationship between interaction with native speakers outside of the classroom and 

increases in vocabulary knowledge (Milton & Meara, 1995; Collentine, 2004; Dewey, 2008; 

Regan, 2003) as well as oral proficiency (Kasper & Rose, 2002; Hernández, 2010) and pragmatic 

abilities like production of conventional expressions (Bardovi-Harlig & Bastos, 2011). Other 

matches between student and textbook interlocutors included strangers, which would also fall 

into the category of native speaker interaction and should be viewed positively. Interactions with 

host families or roommates attested by less than one third of students should not be viewed 

positively or negatively, as some literature reports a negative relationship between homestays 

and proficiency increases (Pellegrino, 1998; Rivers, 1998; Wilkinson, 1998) while other studies 

suggest the opposite trend (Schmidt-Rinehart & Knight, 2004; Shiri, 2015). Despite the positive 

direction of the relationship between student reports and textbook contents, some dialogues 

featured interlocutors that were not attested in student data, including conversations with friends, 
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husband and wife, interviewer and interviewee, neighbors, and new friends. In addition, the 

textbook failed to directly address conversations with classmates, instructors, and service 

personnel, as well as conversations between learners and native or highly proficient interlocutors. 

Including conversations between classmates and more proficient learners may have both 

drawbacks and benefits.  Input based accounts suggest students who regularly interact with peers 

on study abroad score lower on post-program proficiency tests, likely due to repeated exposure 

to “minimal or fractured” language input from other students (Magnan & Back, 2007). Contrary 

accounts shows inclusion of non-native voices of varied proficiency levels in materials may 

actually improve student learning outcomes. Student interaction with materials featuring non-

native learners produced better attention to linguistic input, learning of important communication 

strategies like circumlocution, and the ability to index their own language development by 

comparing themselves to proficient learners (Blyth, 2009). Further research on these issues is 

needed. In the meantime, some spoken passages including conversations between learners and 

their peers, teachers, and other native interlocutors cited in survey data but not in the textbook 

should be included preliminarily due to benefits outlined by Blyth (2009). 

 Listening to the radio was the most reported aural mode of listening, with 9 out of every 

10 students engaging in this activity regularly while studying abroad. In contrast, lower levels of 

reports were found for TV watching, as well as watching movies and videos in Arabic, with the 

lowest report levels for listening to other’s conversations (one out of every three student) and 

mobile phone conversations (one in four students). None of the aural genres in the textbook 

matched these reports, although two dialogues ( بس ارجع انت , Just come home;  !يا لطيف   Oh my 

goodness!) were similar to a mobile phone conversation with the dialogues taking place via 

phone and over Skype, respectively. Results of this study diverge from accounts for Spanish 
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learners abroad, who watched movies or videos least (Hernández, 2010), but converge with other 

accounts finding greatest daily or weekly listening to movies, TV, and radio (Martínez-Arbelaiz, 

Areizaga, & Camps, 2017). Beyond providing further information on macrogenres students use 

most during study abroad, we see a distinct mismatch between aural genres students used and 

those presented in the textbook. As previously mentioned, these dialogues and their topics are 

excellent matches with the ACTFL guidelines, but fail to match student reports. Matching 

student reports and proficiency level to exercises in textbooks may require simplification of 

radio, TV, and movies/videos in the form of speech rate, which has been found to enhance 

acquisition (Mishan, 2005). Task should also be considered in keeping with the ACTFL 

guidelines and Can-Do statements. Finally, subtitles and transcripts of spoken authentic texts 

would further aid in acquisition and preparation for study abroad (Bird and Williams, 2002; 

Sydorenko, 2010). 

 Results for written genres show high levels of reports for social media genres in the target 

language. Similar results were found by Martínez-Arbelaiz, Areizaga, & Camps (2017), who 

found relatively high levels of use of Facebook and low levels of Twitter use in the target 

language. While not social media per se, the same study found high rates of WhatsApp usage, 

which would mean similar results if text messages in the present study are used as a proxy for 

WhatsApp messages. However, reports of writing homework in Arabic outside of class counter 

the results of another study of Arabic learners abroad, which found writing homework in Arabic 

to be one of the least frequent activities (Dewey, Belnap, & Hillstrom, 2013). A different study 

(Hernández, 2010) confirms reports from this study on the frequency of homework writing, but 

disconfirms the notion that emails in the target language are written as frequently. Writing notes 

and letters attested in student reports are not addressed by previous studies. Results for genres 
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students read most similarly diverged and converged from previous studies. A majority of 

students reported reading web pages and newspapers in Arabic outside of class. Similar levels 

for reading emails, and reading Facebook posts and messages were reported. These results differ 

from those reported by other studies using the Language Contact Profile (Dewey, Belnap, & 

Hillstrom, 2013; Hernández, 2010).  In comparing macrogenres reported by students and those in 

the textbook, most macrogenres identified in written and read genres abroad were also identified 

in the textbook. However, while obituaries and book excerpts did not appear in student reports 

but did appear in the textbook, Facebook messages and posts, notes and letters, and novels, other 

social networks, Tweets, and text messages appeared in student reports but not in the textbook. 

Removal of the book excerpts and obituary macrogenres is recommended, as is introduction of 

an SFL based genre activities for reading and writing of digital genres. Supplementary materials 

for social media and digital genres using this approach are available upon request from the 

author. 

 Topics (field) in the textbook and student reports. Topics in the textbook monologues 

and dialogues were less of a match with student reports. While the textbook heavily emphasizes 

family and self-introductions, the former was not reported by student and the latter was reported 

three times less than in the textbook. The textbook also contained the topics of friends, weather, 

and romantic relationships that were not attested in student reports. On the other hand, student 

reported the following topics: politics, world news, arranging meetings, food, and cultural topics, 

gossip, travel, and directions. The textbook could be improved by introducing these commonly 

reported topics. While it could be argued that the first two topics are too difficult for novice and 

nascent intermediate learners, a multiliteracies pedagogy (Paesani, Allen, & Dupuy, 2015) may 
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best address complex topics necessary to prepare students linguistically and culturally for their 

experience abroad.  

 Written topics in student reports matched textbook reading passages in only a few 

instances, with the greatest number of reports for arranging meetings failing to appear in the 

textbook altogether. Textbook topics for written passages could be improved by adding more 

instances of arranging meetings, world news, and political topics, possibly combined with 

macrogenres present in written student reports. Selected topics not addressed in the textbook 

materials are addressed in supplementary materials available from the author upon request. 

2.7 Limitations and directions for future research 

 Even as this study addresses a gap in the research and provides more information on 

contact with genres during study abroad, it does suffer from a few limitations. The present study 

focused solely on a relatively small sample of Arabic learners in Morocco, Jordan, and Oman, 

and lacked qualitative analysis of learner experiences. Participants were contacted for follow up 

and to schedule semi structured interviews, but no response was received. A future study should 

fill this gap and address qualitative accounts of genre use abroad. Results for macrogenres and 

topics used during study abroad would also need to be corroborated with additional reports from 

learners of different languages and contexts. Future research should determine if an effect of 

language and location on genre use and exposure exists. Additionally, the present study analyzed 

only one textbook and compared its contents to reports from one group of learners. The study 

should be replicated to understand if other textbooks from other language learning contexts have 

similar gaps and similarities between student reports, the textbook, and proficiency guidelines. 

Another shortcoming involves the inability to truly know if a student report actually used a 

particular genre or interacted with a specific interlocutor or topic, as it was not possible to access 
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the written and spoken texts students used while abroad. Future research should address this 

shortcoming by analyzing student language use abroad according to the SFL genre based 

approach to text classification, both during the study abroad process and after. Finally, this study 

did not look at actual textbook use either at home or abroad. Future research should also examine 

the premise of this study, that most if not all textbook spoken and written passages are covered 

before study abroad. Empirical investigations of textbook use as recommended by Tomlinson 

(2012) provide an excellent foil to the summative post program reports of students months after 

the conclusion of their study abroad programs.  

2.8 Conclusion 

 Through the lens of the SFL genre framework for text classification, the present study 

adopted a new approach to the issue of language contact during study abroad. It further adds to 

the literature by addressing what kinds of genres students are likely exposed to before study 

abroad and compares those to student reports. Through the practical lens of a needs analysis, it 

addresses the learner’s voice in materials evaluation and design. Results are provided in hopes 

future commercial materials designers will consider authenticity as more than simply textual, but 

also as the relationship of the learner to texts, or learner authenticity (Breen, 1983; Lee, 1995) 

and exposure to language through textbooks, or classroom authenticity (Breen, 1983). Grounding 

materials in the reality of language use by learners in real contexts as well as with proficiency 

guidelines provides the best way forward in designing materials that will be interesting, 

motivating, and useful to learners of Arabic and other foreign languages.  
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The usefulness of foreign language textbook vocabulary for reading: An Arabic case study 

ABSTRACT 

 The lexical coverage approach to reading comprehension projects how much learners can 

read and comprehend after learning a certain number of frequent words (Hu & Nation, 2000; 

Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kavloski, 2010). Learners in foreign language classrooms however may not 

be exposed to these words, as textbook vocabulary is often not frequent (Davies & Face, 2006; 

Godev, 2009; Lipinski, 2010; Moser, 2013), and is thus unlikely to reach the threshold for 

acquisition (i.e. Rott, 1999; Teng, 2016). This study uses this logic to introduce a new textbook 

based method for lexical coverage projections for one to three semesters of study using the two 

most popular Arabic textbooks. This study uses language varieties  (dialects) and genres students 

want to read. Results suggest textbooks best prepare students to read Egyptian digital genres of 

Chat/SMS and Twitter, with lower rates found for Standard genres (Newspapers, Novels, 

Literature, and Classical). Implications and recommendations for Arabic pedagogy are discussed.  

Keywords: vocabulary, frequency, lexical coverage, Arabic, textbooks, acquisition 

3.1 Introduction 

 Reading is one of the best sources for foreign language improvement outside of study in 

country-it improves textual understanding control over grammatical forms and proficiency scores 

on standardized tests (Constantino, Lee, Cho, & Krashen, 1997; Krashen, 2003; Krashen, 2004) 

and overall ability to speak and understand the target language fluently (Cho & Krashen, 1994). 

In this calculus, input must be comprehensible or understandable to access these benefits 

(Krashen, 2003; Krashen, 2009). Inadequate vocabulary knowledge represents a barrier to 

comprehensibility and accessing this invaluable source of linguistic input. Empirical evidence 

suggests a nearly perfect correlation between knowledge of vocabulary and reading 
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comprehension (Qian, 1999; Carver, 2003). Even reading strategies or text features cannot 

compensate for lack of vocabulary knowledge. For languages other than English, it is unclear 

how vocabulary knowledge for reading develops through the course of classroom-based foreign 

language instruction, especially at the novice levels. Considering the central role of foreign 

language textbooks in developing vocabulary knowledge, this study presents a new method to 

project for learner vocabulary knowledge based on the most popular Arabic textbooks for the 

first-year college curriculum. The goal of the present study is to determine how close or far 

students may be from the vocabulary knowledge necessary for reading texts from different 

genres and language varieties. By understanding what students know and how much they can 

likely read, it is possible to identify overlaps and divergences between authentic materials and 

the textbook, and encourage development of vocabulary for reading proficiency at a faster rate.  

3.2 Literature Review 

 The theory of lexical coverage operationalizes the critical relationship between 

vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension. Lexical coverage predicts the “percentage of 

words that a reader understands” (Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010). Early studies suggested 

95% coverage of a text, or five out of every 100 words unknown by a learner, meant a learner 

could achieve 55% comprehension of a text (Laufer, 1989). Later studies suggest adequate 

comprehension is achieved at 95%, but 98% acts as the ideal coverage rate allowing for 55 to 

71% comprehension of a text, which is considered vital for text understanding (Hu & Nation, 

2000; Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010; Schmitt, Jiang, & Grabe, 2011). Even so, coverage 

rates where only two to five of every 100 words are unknown may still be considered “relatively 

hard” for a learner (Carver, 1994). This is part and parcel of the vocabulary burden, or amount of 

vocabulary needed to understand authentic texts (Nation, 2001). For English newspapers and 
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novels, the ideal coverage rate of 98% can be reached with 8,000 and 9,000 word families. The 

minimum 95% coverage rate can be achieved at the much lower rate of 4,000 word families 

(Nation, 2006). While counts for how much vocabulary is needed seem straightforward, the word 

family, or all words with some sort of formal and semantic relationship, may be difficult to 

implement, as it is not clear which forms belong to a given family (Schmitt, 2010, p. 190). For 

languages other than English with a vastly different morphology, Arabic presents a challenge for 

how to properly count words. Traditional accounts of Arabic’s nonconcatenative morphology see 

the consonantal root as the basis of the Arabic word family with vocalic patterns slotted onto 

patterns to form words (Ravid, 2003; Holes, 2005). According to these accounts, words sharing a 

root and some semantic meaning might constitute a word family. Despite traditional accounts, 

most Arabic text coverage studies have used the more conservative counting unit of the lemma, 

or words with a grammatical and semantic relationship (Schmitt, 2010, p. 189). Estimates from a 

four million token Arabic corpus show 8,500-10,500 lemmas are needed to read Media Arabic 

and 12,000-14,000 access novels/literature at a 95% text coverage rate (Van Mol, 2005). One 

study using a 180 million token Web corpus estimates 9,000 lemmas are required for 95% 

coverage, and 14,000 words for the ideal level of 98% (Masrai & Milton, 2016a). Despite the 

important contribution of these studies, estimates provided by studies in English and Arabic are 

rooted in the same assumptions about acquisition and exposure to frequent vocabulary, and 

ability to use vocabulary in reading. These assumptions limit the applicability of study results to 

Arabic foreign language learners’ vocabulary knowledge . The assumptions are as follows: 

1) Students will be exposed to and learn frequent vocabulary through the course of 

L2 study. 

2) Textbooks expose learners to frequent vocabulary.  
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3) For counting frequent vocabulary, the word family is a reliable counting unit for 

lexical coverage in English and other languages (Bauer & Nation, 1993; Nation, 

2016). 

 
This study seeks to deconstruct these assumptions and propose a new method for lexical 

coverage using Arabic as a Foreign Language textbook vocabulary. The study uses vocabulary 

students are most likely to be exposed to and learn through the textbook, and considers lexical 

coverage in a variety of written genres and language varieties unique to the diglossic nature of 

Arabic. This sociolinguistic situation entails mastery of spoken and Standard varieties for oral 

and written proficiency, respectively (Albirini, 2017; Bassiouney, 2009). The proposed method 

responds to gaps in lexical coverage studies by focusing on vocabulary students know and texts 

and language varieties they want to understand. Such an approach is needed, as a review of the 

literature shows students may not be exposed to and acquire frequent vocabulary as regularly as 

textbook vocabulary.  

Assumption 1: Students will be exposed to and acquire the most frequent vocabulary 

necessary for reading during L2 study 

  Lexical coverage studies assume students will learn frequent vocabulary through the 

regular course of L2 or foreign language study. In general, lower proficiency requirements are 

associated with more restricted knowledge of frequent vocabulary, or the first few thousand 

words in a language (Milton & Alexiou, 2009; Milton, 2010), with higher proficiency associated 

with lower frequency or specialized vocabulary associated with higher proficiency levels 

(Nation, 2001; Nation, 2016). The idea that lower proficiency students should know the most 

frequent words in a language is based on the idea that learners are ideally exposed to and learn 

vocabulary they are most likely to encounter. The more frequent a word is in a given language, 
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the more likely a foreign language learner is to encounter it, acquire it, and make it available for 

use in linguistic tasks (Nation, 2001; Schmitt, 2010). Zipf’s law predicts the highest ranked 

words in a frequency list are the most likely to appear in natural language data and be 

encountered. Zipf’s law has been shown to hold in English, French and Greek (Milton, 2009) as 

well as Arabic (Masrai & Milton, 2016a). While this theory predicts learners will necessarily 

acquire frequent vocabulary, empirical accounts of learner acquisition show learners fail to 

acquire enough vocabulary to facilitate reading at the novice level. Empirical accounts show EFL 

learners acquired 500 to 600 frequent words per year on average, with low estimates predicting 

300 word families acquired yearly (Milton & Meara, 1995). Data from learners of French show 

418 frequent word families might be acquired on average  (Richards & Malvern, 2007). Data for 

Arabic shows possibly higher rates with learners acquiring 910 of the 5,000 most frequent 

lemmas yearly (Ricks, 2015). Even as a trend emerges indicating some frequent vocabulary 

learning, the role of textbooks in the foreign language classroom may limit exposure to frequent 

vocabulary. Textbook vocabulary lists are designed around themes, not necessarily lexical 

frequency (Milton, 2009). The resulting situation for textbooks means they “make very low 

demands on the typical learner, at least as far as vocabulary is concerned” (Milton & Meara, 

1995, p. 23). Textbooks then constrain the amount and type of vocabulary students acquire, with 

preliminary evidence showing a “textbook effect” on learning of frequent lemmas (Ricks, 2015, 

p. 161). If 132 out of 161 students surveyed use the same textbook, they are exposed to and will 

likely learn the same vocabulary, whether frequent or not. Attitudes toward foreign language 

textbooks and the amount of frequent vocabulary in textbooks are likely causes of this effect. 

 Assumption 2: Students are exposed to frequent vocabulary through textbooks 
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 Textbooks still continue to form the basis of the foreign language curriculum. This is due 

to the need of administrators and teachers to standardize the curriculum and provide ready-made 

materials for teachers (Tomlinson, 2012; Rossomondo & Lord, 2017). Despite the obvious 

benefits of textbooks for teachers and administrators, there is often an overreliance on textbooks 

and their contents. Extreme estimates show textbooks might structure up to 90% of a given 

curriculum (Tyson & Woodward, 1989), with less extreme scenarios showing a pervasive 

mentality of “textbook as curriculum” (Harwood, 2010). In this scenario, the role of textbooks is 

sometimes thought to “reduce the teacher’s role to one of managing or overseeing preplanned 

events” (Littlejohn, 1998). In the foreign language classroom setting, learners are then exposed 

to vocabulary very closely mirroring if not exclusively originating from textbook contents. A 

review of empirical studies below corroborates this supposition.  

 Textbooks do not contain sufficient frequent vocabulary in general, but in cases where 

they do contain some of these words, repetition is not frequent enough to ensure acquisition. 

Studies show between eight and fourteen exposures to vocabulary items are required for learning 

(Horst, Cobb, & Meara, 1998; Rott, 1999; Stahl, 1986; Teng, 2016). Reviews of English as a 

Foreign Language textbooks suggest textbook vocabulary fails to meet exposure thresholds for 

highly frequent vocabulary (Criado, 2009), vocabulary beyond the 2,000 word family band 

(Matsuoka & Hirsh, 2010), or for vocabulary from the Academic Vocabulary list (Miller, 2011). 

While lexical coverage studies assume students will be exposed to this frequent vocabulary, it 

may not be repeated with enough frequency to be used as a baseline for learner knowledge. 

While arguments have been made for most vocabulary being learned incidentally (Cobb, 2007; 

Laufer, 2003; Webb, 2008), the relatively small source of FL input in the classroom means most 

vocabulary will have to be learned explicitly (Webb & Nation, 2017), especially at the novice 
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levels. It is then unsurprising that at least 50% of foreign language textbook vocabulary taught 

explicitly is acquired (Milton & Vassiliu, 2000). A review of textbook vocabulary shows the 

majority of this acquired textbook vocabulary is not frequent. 

A variety of corpus-based approaches have been used to evaluate how well textbook 

vocabulary matches with frequent vocabulary important to reading. The table below outlines 

results of a sample of these studies. 

Table 1 
 

Studies on frequency profiles of foreign language textbooks 
 
Study Language Textbook level Findings 
Chujo & Genung 
(2004) 

EFL Junior/senior high 
textbooks 

29% of frequent 
vocabulary in 
Business English 
frequency list not in 
high school textbooks  

Davies & Face 
(2006) 

Spanish  College level 69% of vocabulary in 
first year textbooks 
and 85% of second 
year vocabulary 
found in first 5,000 
most frequent words 

Godev (2009) Spanish  College level Randomly selected 
chapters, 20-31 items 
each at the 1,000 
word band,  30-66 in 
1,000-5,000 word 
band 

Hsu (2009) EFL College level  49-415 of 570 
Academic Word List 
items in General 
English textbook, 
421-537 of 570 in 
Business textbook 

Lipinski (2010) German College level 530-637 items at the 
1,000 word band, 
288-320 items at the 
2,000 word band, 
156-206 words at the 
3,000 word level, 
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108-112 words at the 
4,000 word band, 
483-953 at the 5,000 
word band  

Moser (2013) Arabic College level 318 items at the 
1,000 word band, 125 
items at the 2,000 
word band, 58 words 
at the 3,000 word 
level, 25 words at the 
4,000 word band, 19 
at the 5,000 word 
band  

 

Davies and Face (2006), Lipinski (2010), Godev (2009), and Moser (2013) compared 

German, Spanish, and Arabic foreign language textbook vocabulary lists respectively to lists of 

frequent vocabulary items, finding textbooks to be lacking in representation within the high 

frequency or “general service” vocabulary lists (Nation, 2001). Chujo and Genung (2004) 

compared overlap between junior and senior high (JSH) textbook vocabulary to word lists 

generated from a radio Business English program "NHK Business Eigo”, TOEIC practice tests, 

and British National Corpus (BNC) spoken data taken from business communication, with 535 

out of 1,798 words appearing in the three business corpora not appearing in the FL textbooks. 

Lexical coverage rates approached the 95% coverage minimum for the BNC dialogue (93.1%) 

and TOEIC Bridge test (94.7%), with lower rates found for the Business Eigo (89%) and TOEIC 

tests (88.7%). Hsu (2009) used a vocabulary levels approach to compare the BNC High 

Frequency Word list, the Academic Word List, and two word lists suggested by the Taiwanese 

Ministry of Education to 36 General English textbook passages. Academic word families 

comprised 1.3%–6.54% of the texts, while a much wider range of 162 to 2,001 new word 

families were found when comparing the BNC list to reading passages. In addition, vocabulary 

levels found within the reading passages also often failed to match the proficiency level claimed 
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by the publisher. While these studies provide important findings on the relationship between 

textbook contents and vocabulary knowledge for reading, these studies do not directly address 

the appropriate counting unit for lexical knowledge or how to define a word. Implications from 

these studies may be inaccurate if the traditional word family counting unit does not reflect 

actual learner knowledge, especially considering that at the novice level. 

Assumption 3: Word families are the correct lexical counting unit for English and Arabic 
  
 Defining the word family. Traditionally, frequency and lexical coverage studies use the 

word family to represent the relationship between word storage in the L2 mental lexicon and 

retrieval for language understanding. The word family, or base word with all of its inflectional 

and semantically related derivations, is widely thought to represent learner knowledge and how 

learners process and understand vocabulary (Bauer & Nation, 1993; Nation, 2016). The idea of 

the word family reduces the “learning burden” for vocabulary, or effort needed to learn new 

words (Nation, 2001, p. 23) by linking words according to morphological relationships. Despite 

this tradition, Nation (2017) admits there is a “minor battle” that is “raging” over the concept of 

the word family (p.141). This disagreement comes from the lack of correspondence between L2 

processing studies on morphological decomposition and comparing results to actual learner use 

and production of word families in speaking and reading.  

  Psycholinguistic studies emphasize the importance of L2 morphological knowledge to 

determine how words are stored and accessed. They argue morphological decomposition 

contributes to the ability of learners to guess word meaning in Chinese (Ke & Koda, 2017), with 

processing times decreasing for morphologically complex words (Brysbaert, Mandera, 

McCormick, & Keuleers, 2018). However, some studies argue that L2 learners do not use the 
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same type of complete morphological composition as L1 speakers (Silva & Clahsen, 2008), with 

language proficiency shown to exerting an effect for inflected forms (Gor & Jackson, 2013). 

This evidence together may suggest word families are “psychologically real”, as Nation has 

argued and continues to argue (Bauer & Nation, 1993; Nation, 2016). Psychological reality, 

however, may not correlate with the ability to use and produce forms where students know the 

base form of a given family. Learners have been shown to produce only about half of word 

family derivatives (Schmitt & Zimmerman, 2002), and receptive tests suggest intermediate 

learners can produce 68% of word family members on average, with advanced learners 

producing 88% on average (Kraut, 2015). As a result, applying word families learners actually 

know to lexical coverage leads to an overestimation of the number of text coverage by thirteen 

percent (McLean, 2017). Word family based knowledge then does not accurately represent 

vocabulary knowledge available for reading (Kremmel & Schmitt, 2016). Based on this 

evidence, Kremmel (2016) suggests the lemma (base word and all inflected forms) as the basic 

counting unit, while McLean (2017) proposes the flemma or “headword and its inflected, 

irregular, and reduced forms that are of the same part of speech” (p. 4). For Arabic, there is 

limited evidence on the mental lexicon and how words might be stored and accessed for late 

bilingual Arabic learners, increasing the complication when applying word families as a counting 

unit based on either the root or lemma. 

 Comparing English and Arabic morphology. Unlike English morphology, Arabic 

morphology is nonconcatenative, with words formed by slotting vocalic patterns, prefixes, 

suffixes, and infixes onto a consonantal root (McCarthy, 1982). The root and pattern basis of 

Arabic means the root is used as the lemma or headword in dictionaries, even if words and 

applied patterns sharing the same root lack direct semantic associations (i.e. jumla  جملة 
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“sentence”, Jameel جميل “beautiful”, and jamal جمل“camel”). Arabic derivational morphology for 

verbs (as well as nouns) is highly regular, with fifteen total patterns for verbs. Only nine patterns 

are used commonly aside from the “unaugmented verb root” pattern of C1C2C3. The majority of 

roots are able to take seven to eight patterns (Holes, 2004, p. 100). For example, the baseword 

 j-m-l used in the example words above has one sense meaning “beauty” which can be slotted جمل

onto the verbal pattern  فعّل (fa’aala), which indicates intensification of or causing the primary 

meaning of beauty, or “beautification.” The same root can be used to form the word “flatter, 

compliment” ( مجاملة mujaamala). Even as the Arabic word family by Nation and Bauer’s (1993) 

definition might include both words for beauty (jameel, جميل) and beautification (tajmeel, تجميل) 

due to formal and semantic association, it is unclear if learners without the ability to 

automatically process both the root and pattern for these words will allow them to unlock their 

meaning during online processing in reading. Applying theory to processing reality for native 

speakers suggests this is the case for native speakers. Psycholinguistic studies using masked 

priming show the root (Idrissi, Prunet, & Beland, 2008; Boudelaa & Marslen-Wilson, 2005; 

Boudelaa & Marslen-Wilson, 2011) in addition to the pattern (Deutsch, Frost, & Forster, 1998; 

Boudelaa & Marslen-Wilson, 2013) as real units in the mental lexicon of L1 users. Only one 

study examined how the root and pattern are stored and accessed for non-native speakers, and 

results cannot be easily applied to the low proficiency learners in mind in the present study. 

 Results of one published study (Freynik, Gor, & O’Rourke, 2017) suggest non-native 

Arabic learners process words through the consonantal root, similar to native speakers. While 

they claim, “priming in word pairs with shared roots is not modulated by…proficiency level”, 

they refer to dividing participants into “high and low” proficiency according to vocabulary 

knowledge. While it is tempting to apply results of their study to Arabic learners across the 
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board, the average learner had an average of more than four years of Arabic study, and an 

average of 1.75 years living in an Arabic speaking country. This study tells us that non-native 

Arabic learners eventually do begin to process words like native speakers, it is not clear at what 

point this occurs, and if it does occur between an average of four years of study. The between 

groups and repeated measures ANOVAs used in the study did not examine for either proficiency 

level as a continuous variable. As a result, it was not possible to identify if there is a tipping 

point for years of exposure after which time L2 learners begin to process Arabic like native 

speakers. The study also failed to examine the impact of study abroad in processing, as the 

language gained in that context is suggested to positively affect L2 processing (Sagarra & 

LaBrozzi, 2018). While this study shows Arabic learners can eventually decompose words 

according to the consonantal root, it does not show how the lower proficiency learners with one, 

two , or three years of study might process Arabic online. Finally, it fails to examine if 

processing might equate to understanding during online processes such as reading. 

 Aside from these debates, it is clear learner control over Arabic morphology is 

“indispensable” to language use even more than in English (Masrai & Milton, 2016b). If a 

learner does not control inflectional and derivational morphology, the cost to reading 

comprehension may be very high. If the conservative definition of the lemma is taken as the base 

word and its inflected forms (i.e. Schmitt, 2000) rather than the consonantal root for novice 

learners, an Arabic base word walk (he walks; yamshi يمشي) in the present tense would have 14 

lemma family members. The number of probable lemma family members is due to Arabic’s 

inflection of verbs for gender, number, and person, which includes a dual dorm and feminine 

plurals. In English, lack of knowledge of one base would lead to lack of knowledge of three 

lemmas, such as walk and walks for the walk. This morphological difficulty could be ameliorated 
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after a few semesters of study, but the real difficulty comes when considering how lower 

proficiency learners understand a word that shares contains a root and semantic meaning related 

to a known base word. For example, a learner who knows, produces, and understands the basic 

form of the root sha’ar شعر (“he/it felt”; “to feel”) and all of its inflected forms, we still do not 

know if she can also understand the derived verb istasha’ar استشعر (“to get the sense of 

something/that something will happen”). Results from Freynik, Gor, and O’Rourke (2017) 

suggest a learner would understand both words, but results of their study merely suggest a 

student with approximately four years of study would do so. 

Further study of the non-native mental lexicon is needed to justify a lemma or flemma 

based counting unit, and how that may affect processing and text comprehension. In addition to 

the impact of morphology on processing and understanding during reading, the impact of 

language variety on lexical coverage remains underexplored. 

Language variety and lexical coverage. Schmitt, et. al (2017) ask if coverage rates 

derived from the British National Corpus (BNC) would change if using American corpora such 

as COCA or GLoWeb, or corpora of contemporary American English or web-based language. 

As the spoken and written varieties are distinct enough to consider them diglossic, Arabic 

provides a compelling case study for examining the role of language variety in text coverage. 

Arabic’s diglossic status (Ferguson, 1959; Bassiouney, 2009) necessitates that learners must 

learn to cope with, produce, and consume two primary language varieties: Standard (Modern 

Standard Arabic) and Spoken (Egyptian, Levantine, etc.). These varieties are differentiated by 

linguistic, lexical, and structural features according to context of use (Fergusson, 1959). The 

High variety (MSA, al-fusha,  الفصحى the “eloquent” language) is generally found more so in 

news media, novels, poetry and other written texts or formal contexts and the Low variety 
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(Spoken, al-’amiyya, العامية    the “common/popular” language) used primarily in daily 

communication and increasingly in online and social media contexts. This variety contains an 

admixture of Standard, Spoken, and even foreign languages (Daoudi, 2017).  

Even as the integrated approach to Arabic instruction (Al-Batal, 1992) instantiated in the 

popular Al-Kitaab series (Brustad, Al-Batal, & Al-Tonsi, 2014) presents vocabulary for both 

Low and High varieties, it does not consider how their use may differ, mix, and switch across 

genres. In this respect, both Standard and Spoken textbook vocabulary presented to Arabic 

learners should be scrutinized for projected levels of lexical coverage for unmodified, authentic 

texts. 

3.3 Research Questions 

 The present study addresses these challenges through the following two research 

questions:  

1) What percentage of texts from genres Arabic students want to read are covered by 

textbook vocabulary by textbook, genre, and textbook list language variety? 

2) What lexical coverage rates using vocabulary lists from both textbooks combined, 

controlling for genre and textbook vocabulary language varieties?    

 
3.4 Methods 

Data Collection 

 Vocabulary lists were extracted from the first two books in the popular Al-Kitaab Arabic 

as a Foreign Language textbook series (Brustad, Al-Batal, & Al-Tonsi, 2014). These textbooks 

are the most popular in first-year Arabic programs in American universities. The table below 

outlines the popularity of these textbooks and other series or combinations nationwide. 
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Table 2 

Textbooks used by 129 Arabic programs surveyed 

Textbook Number of programs % of Programs 
Alif Baa, third edition (Brustad, et. 
al, 2014) and Al Kitaab, Part I, third 
edition (Brustad, et. al, 2014) 78    60.47% 
Alif Baa, third edition (Brustad, et. 
al, 2014) and Al Kitaab, Part I, 
second edition (Brustad, et. a, 2004) 15 11.6%  
Ahlan wa Sahlan, second edition 
(Alosh & Clark, 2015) 9 7.0% 
Alif Baa, second edition (Brustad, et. 
al, 2004), Al Kitaab, second edition, 
Part I (Brustad, et. al, 2004) 9 7.0% 
Al Kitaab, third edition, Part I 
(Brustad, et. al, 2014)  5 2.8% 
Alif Baa, third edition (Brustad, et. 
al, 2014) 6 2.8% 
Arabiyaat Al Naas, Part I (Younes, 
Weatherspoon, & Foster, 2013) 3 2.8% 

Mastering Arabic (Gaafar, 2015) 3 2.8% 
Alif Baa, third edition (Brustad, et. 
al, 2014), Al Kitaab, Part I, third 
edition (Brustad, et. al, 2014), and Al 
Kitaab, Part II, third edition 
(Brustad, et. al, 2014) 1 <1% 
Alif Baa, third edition (Brustad, et. 
al, 2014) and Ahlan wa Sahlan 
(Alosh & Clark, 2015) 1 <1% 

Arabic for Life (Frangieh, 2011) 1 <1% 
Elementary Modern Standard Arabic 
(Abboud, 1983) 1 <1% 
Kalima wa Nagham (Abuhakema & 
Isleem, 2014) 1 <1% 
Kallimni 'Arabi Bishweesh (Louis, 
2009) 1 <1% 
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According to a survey of 129 programs with accessible textbook information from the 

AATA, 60.5% (78 of 129) of programs use both Alif Baa and Al Kitaab third edition for their 

first two elementary Arabic courses. For programs not using this precise textbook combination, 

78% of programs (101/129) use Alif Baa, third edition and 65% use Al Kitaab third edition 

(84/129). While there is some diversity in textbook choice nationwide, the large majority of 

programs use these textbooks. It is then crucial to understand the contents of these specific 

textbooks and editions. Additionally, investigating the lexical quality of these textbooks is even 

more important when considering what type of language students are exposed to if their tenure as 

Arabic learners is very short. According to the 2016 Modern Language Association Report, the 

ratio of introductory enrollments of students studying in the first two years of a language to those 

who made it to years three and four was 7:1 (26,888: 4,114) (Looney & Lusin, 2016). 

Vocabulary lists sampled focus on vocabulary likely acquired through textbooks during the first 

two to three semesters of language study, as this is the vocabulary students will often learn, even 

if they do not continue with Arabic study after the second year. Second, selection of this 

vocabulary simulates learners’ vocabulary knowledge for reading. 

For both textbooks, primary vocabulary is found in the main chapter lists and has been 

studied in frequency related studies (Chujo & Genug, 2004; Davies & Face, 2006; Godev, 2009; 

Lipinski, 2010; Moser, 2013). These vocabulary items are targeted for lexical coverage as the 

recycling of these items means they will likely meet the threshold of 9-14 exposures for 

acquisition (Horst, Cobb, & Meara, 1998; Rott, 1999; Stahl, 1986; Teng, 2016). Additionally, 

class activities suggested by the textbook would necessarily include the teacher’s oral production 

in class, which has been shown to be is an important source of input for incidental vocabulary 

acquisition (Wode, 1999). Lists within the third edition of Alif Baa and Al Kitaab are further 
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divided into Standard and Spoken lists, as the textbook can be used to teach Standard Arabic 

alone, Spoken varieties alone, or both Standard and Spoken. The special characteristics of these 

textbook vocabulary lists must be considered when considering if Egyptian words are actually 

additional vocabulary for students studying the Standard variety along with it. Since Egyptian 

vocabulary items are translation equivalents of Standard items in these textbooks, average 

coverage rates for genres where both Standard and Egyptian varieties might appear were 

corrected to account for overlap between the two lists. Only true lexical doublet pairs (Ferguson, 

1959), where a word in spoken is a completely different words, were maintained. For example, 

the Egyptian word  طرابيزة (Tarabeiza, “table”) was maintained for Egyptian lists, as the Standard 

word  طاولة (Taawila, “table) is completely distinct, and would be recognized by the program 

used for text coverage as a discrete word capable of covering text. Cases where only 

phonological shift but not orthographic shift occurs were excluded from the final lists when 

combining Alif Baa lists together or Al Kitaab lists. Words like  جار (jaar, “neighbor) in Standard 

would be read as the same word as the Egyptian version  جار (gaar, “neighbor”), and were 

removed from the list used to determine additional coverage provided by Egyptian vocabulary. 

Results for Alif Baa show 60 words remained when adjusting for duplicates. With a loss of 116 

words, 66% of Egyptian vocabulary in Alif Baa were found to be duplicates. Al Kitaab lost 117 

Egyptian words, leading to 134 remaining words, as 53.4% of Egyptian vocabulary was 

orthographic duplicates. Text coverage totals for Egyptian coverage above and beyond the 

Standard were then determined for digital genres, when calculating for how much text Egyptian 

vocabulary covers when both Standard and Egyptian varieties are learned.  

Vocabulary also was not extended into word families due to mounting evidence against 

their viability as a counting unit (Kremmel, 2016; Kremmel & Schmitt, 2016; McLean, 2017; 
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Schmitt & Zimmerman, 2002) and the lack of clarity regarding the reality of the consonantal root 

as a decomposition tool useful for understanding during reading and online processing for Arabic 

learners in the first or second year of study. 

To ensure accurate counting of textbook vocabulary within the corpora, the 

MADAMIRA morphological analyzer (Pasha, Al-Badrashiny, Diab, El Kohly, Eskander, 

Habash, Pooleery, Rambow, & Roth, 2014) was used to address Arabic’s deep orthography and 

surface level polysemy. MADAMIRA is a word level disambiguation tool with the ability to 

distinguish between and properly vowel both Standard and Egyptian texts. Incorporation of 

MADAMIRA into text processing before determination of lexical coverage allows for a high 

degree of accuracy when dealing with Arabic orthography. Without the reintroduction of surface 

level short vowels, the textbook vocabulary word SalaTa َسلَطة (“salad”) would be counted as the 

word SulTa  ُسلطة (“power”). In considering language varieties, MADAMIRA can handle either 

Standard or Egyptian vocabulary processing, handling one variety at a time. It was first supposed 

that Standard textbook vocabulary should be vowelled using the Egyptian setting to match the 

SMS/Chat and Twitter corpora that would contain code mixing and switching between the 

varieties. A comparison of the Standard and Egyptian revealed vowelling with Egyptian settings 

for Standard vocabulary underestimated text coverage by more than 50% for Chat/SMS, and 

Tweets were underestimated by between 25% and 50%. For this reason, lists with Standard 

vowelling were maintained for text coverage for the Egyptian corpora. 

Another issue in lexical coverage studies that cannot be addressed by the present study is 

multiword units. While MADAMIRA may be able to handle true multiword units (i.e. “hello”, 

 assallamu a’alaykum) these two or more word chunks of language are separated into ,السالم عليكم

their constituent parts by the program used for lexical coverage determination (AntWordProfiler, 
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Anthony, 2014). Aside from methodological constraints, it is not clear if learners would know 

each word in a Multiword unit when presented individually when knowledge of Arabic 

morphology is nascent. At the novice level, or the level of proficiency under investigation in this 

study, learners tend to connect new FL vocabulary words to the L1 translation through a process 

known as fast mapping, with most of the categories for word knowledge remaining empty other 

than the translation equivalent (Jiang, 2004). Multiword units and lexical bundles learned from 

the textbook would then likely be unanalyzed chunks of languages. It is still unclear if a novice 

learner can dissect a Chapter One MWU “United Nations” (األمم المتحدة al’umam almutaHida) and 

productively use “united” and “nations” separately. As a result, multiword units were not 

analyzed by MADAMIRA or included in the study. 

Corpora for text coverage were selected to represent student needs reported by Belnap 

(2006): classical texts, modern (20th century) novels, local and international newspapers, and 

genres representative of student’s desire to “interact with people who speak [Arabic]” (p. 173). 

To address the need to access modern Arabic literature, this study uses the Modern Arabic 

Literature subcorpus (Hoogland, 2018). The corpus contains a sample of twenty modern Arabic 

literary works, and represents a total of 2,921,862 tokens. The Tashkeela corpus (Zerrouki and 

Baala, 2017), a prevowelled corpus containing 74 million tokens, which represents Classical 

Arabic.  Modern Arabic press or newspapers is addressed using the Fifth Edition of the Arabic 

Gigaword Corpus (Parker, Graff, Chung, Kong, & Maeda, 2011), comprised of more than one 

million tokens of local and international Arabic language newspapers. To address students who 

want to interact with Arabic speakers in a business setting, the Arabic in Business and 

Management (ABMC) corpus was used (El-Haj, 2016). The student need to interact with native 

speakers in Spoken varieties led to the inclusion of corpora from Egyptian “microblogs” or 
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tweets (Mubarak & Darwish, 2014) from The Multidialectal Twitter corpus as well as the BOLT 

Corpus of Egyptian SMS/Chat (Song, Fore, Strassel, Lee, & Wright, 2017). The Egyptian 

sample from the Multidialectal Twitter corpus contains 10,000 tweets include token count, while 

the 5,691 conversations totaling 1,029,248 words. All corpora were also vowelled using 

MADAMIRA (Pasha, et. al, 2014). Similar to the vocabulary lists, output files were cleaned 

using a script written for Python. 

Research question one was addressed by obtaining lexical coverage rates for genre based 

subcorpora described above using Alif Baa and Al Kitaab Part I (Brustad, et. al, 2014) textbook 

vocabulary lists separately. Standard and spoken lists were only used to cover genres that 

diglossic frameworks suggest they should be found in (Ferguson, 1959; Bassiouney, 2009; 

Daoudi, 2017). For example, the Arabic Gigaword newspaper corpus contains primarily 

Standard Arabic, so lexical coverage was obtained using only Standard vocabulary. Conversely, 

both Standard and Spoken lists were used for “e-Arabic” corpora of SMS/Chat and Tweets. 

Lexical coverage rates were then determined using AntWordProfiler (Anthony, 2014), which 

provides quick determination of lexical coverage in multiple languages. Results were divided by 

textbook and genre, with totals for lexical coverage provided by Standard and Egyptian 

vocabulary together being adjusted for list overlap.  

Research question two was addressed by comparing coverage percentages for Standard 

alone and Standard plus Egyptian vocabulary for both textbooks combined. Varieties were 

combined to simulate pedagogical reality, as many AFL programs teach Standard plus one 

Spoken variety or the Standard alone using the Al Kitaab series (Brustad, et. al, 2011). Results of 

this study provide a window into how much text from a variety of genres may be read by Arabic 
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as a Foreign Language learners after two to three semesters of college level study using the most 

popular textbooks nationwide. 

3.5 Results 
 
Research question one: What percentage of texts from genres Arabic students want to read 

are covered by textbook vocabulary by textbook, genre, and textbook list language variety? 

 
 Alif Baa, Standard genres. Results were first obtained for lexical coverage of Standard 

Arabic genres (Classical, Business, Literature, Newspapers) using Standard Arabic textbook 

vocabulary from Alif Baa (Brustad, et. al, 2014). This textbook covers 20-25 instructional hours. 

It is used by more than 78% of Arabic programs in the United States. A total of 186 Standard 

Arabic words were found in the textbook word lists, not including multi-word units. Results for 

text coverage using these 182 words are divided by the four Standard Arabic corpora: the 

Tashkeela corpus of Classical Arabic (Zerrouki & Balla, 2017), the Arabic in Business and 

Management corpus (El-Haj, 2016), the Arabic literature corpus (Hoogland, 2018), and the 

Arabic Gigaword newswire corpus (Parker, Graff, Chen, Kong, & Maeda, 2011). Results for the 

Standard Arabic coverage rates using Alif Baa vocabulary for these genres are displayed in the 

figure below. 
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Figure 1. Lexical coverage by genre, Alif Baa Standard Arabic vocabulary 

Lexical coverage rates for Alif Baa’s Standard vocabulary shows the highest coverage 

rates for Literature (mean = 9.19%). Coverage rates were 0.15% lower on average for 

newspapers (mean = 9.04%) and 0.20% lower for business texts (mean = 8.90%). Classical texts 

exhibited the lowest coverage rates at 3.39% on average, representing more than two and a half 

times less coverage than the third best covered genre.   

 Alif Baa, Egyptian genres. Results for lexical coverage by textbook vocabulary 

language variety and corpus were found for 183 Standard Arabic and 167 Egyptian vocabulary 

words, with lists being processed separately for coverage. Vowels for Standard and Egyptian 

vocabulary were inserted using their respective settings in MADAMIRA. The program cannot 

handle true codeswitching and codemixing. If vowelled using the Egyptian setting, Standard 

vocabulary would not be read correctly by AntWordProfiler. As a result, Egyptian vocabulary 

was vowelled using the Egyptian settings in MADAMIRA, and Standard vocabulary was 

vowelled using the Standard variety setting. As a result, some words in the Twitter corpus may 

have been vocalized incorrectly due to the influence of Standard Arabic on Tweets. The subjects 

of politics and social issues often present in Tweets may cause more Standard words to appear in 
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this corpus, meaning some words may have been missed by AntWordProfiler. Despite these 

shortcomings, it was still possible to obtain preliminary counts for lexical coverage for Egyptian 

and Standard vocabulary in Tweets. Results using these settings are displayed below for the 

sample of Egyptian tweets from a Multidialectal Twitter Corpus (Mubarak & Darwish, 2014) 

and the BOLT SMS/Chat corpus (Song, Fore, Strassel, Lee, & Wright, 2017). Results are 

specified according to genre and textbook list language variety.  

 

Figure 2. Lexical coverage by genre and textbook list variety, Egyptian genres, Alif Baa  

Results show Egyptian vocabulary from Alif Baa provides the best coverage of the 

Egyptian Chat/SMS corpus (mean = 21.45%). The Standard Arabic vocabulary from Alif Baa 

provides the second coverage of the SMS/Chat corpus with an average of 18.26% coverage, or 

3.19% less coverage than Egyptian vocabulary. Alif Baa’s Standard vocabulary coverage of 

Tweets showed the third highest coverage rates, which was approximately 10% less than 

coverage obtained for the same genre using Egyptian vocabulary (mean = 8.71%). Finally, the 

Twitter corpus and Egyptian vocabulary pair yielded an average coverage rate of 6.34% (mean = 

6.34%). 
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Given the penchant for repetition of Standard items in Alif Baa’s Egyptian textbook list, 

results for the SMS/Chat and Twitter genres were adjusted in consideration of how much 

additional coverage Egyptian vocabulary provides above and beyond the coverage provided by 

the Standard. Results in the figure below depict how much lexical coverage is provided by each 

language variety for Alif Baa when combined. 

 

Figure 3. Lexical coverage of Egyptian genres, Alif Baa, adjusted rates 

Adjusted results for Egyptian Arabic vocabulary in Alif Baa suggest an additional 4.11% 

coverage is provided by Egyptian vocabulary beyond the 18.26% coverage provided by Standard 

vocabulary for the Chat/SMS genre. Adjustments to Egyptian coverage rates for this genre 

accounted for a 17.34% decrease in text coverage. Combining Standard and Egyptian vocabulary 

lists but controlling for orthographic duplicates, Alif Baa vocabulary achieved 22.37% coverage 

of an Egyptian Arabic SMS/Chat on average. For Tweets, 6.02% coverage is provided by 

Egyptian vocabulary above 8.71% provided by the Standard. A decrease in contribution to 

coverage of Tweets by Egyptian vocabulary of 0.32% was noted when adjusted for duplicates. 
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 Al Kitaab, Standard genres. Lexical coverage results were also obtained for Standard 

vocabulary from the third edition of Al Kitaab. This textbook is used by approximately 65% of 

Arabic programs in the United States, and covers approximately 125 contact hours. A total of 

503 words were found in Standard Arabic primary vocabulary lists, excluding multiword units. 

Results for coverage using this Standard vocabulary list from shown below. Results are specified 

according to Standard genre (i.e. Classical, Business, Literature, and Newspaper genres).  

 

Figure 4. Lexical coverage by genre, Al Kitaab Standard Arabic vocabulary, Standard genres 
 
 Results for Standard genres show greatest coverage of Literature (mean = 7.52%) and 

Business texts (mean = 7.17%), with only slightly lower rates found for the Newspaper corpus 

(mean = 6.44%). Coverage rates for the Classical corpus were nearly six times lower than the 

third best covered corpus (Business). This corpus had the smallest coverage rate with average of 

1.14%.  

 Al Kitaab, Egyptian genres. Results for coverage using 503 Standard Arabic vocabulary 

lists from Al Kitaab were also found for Egyptian genres. Results for lexical coverage by 
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textbook vocabulary language variety and corpus are shown below for 183 Standard Arabic and 

167 Egyptian vocabulary words, with lists being processed separately for coverage.  

 

Figure 5. Lexical coverage by genre and textbook list variety, Egyptian genres, Al Kitaab  

 Results show Al Kitaab Egyptian vocabulary best covers tweets (mean = 10.30%), with 

Standard vocabulary best covering the Chat/SMS genre (mean = 5.06%). Lower totals were 

found coverage rates of Twitter using Standard Arabic lists (mean = 2.60%) and Egyptian 

vocabulary coverage for Chat/SMS (mean = 1.83%).  

 Coverage rates for Egyptian vocabulary above and beyond Standard vocabulary were 

also determined for the SMS/Chat and Twitter genres using vocabulary from Al Kitaab. Results 

in the figure below depict how much lexical coverage is provided by each genre when combining 

language varieties, and controlling for duplicates or words with phonological but not 

orthographic changes. 
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Figure 6. Lexical coverage of Egyptian genres, Al Kitaab, adjusted rates 

Results for adjusted coverage figures, or the value of Egyptian vocabulary to cover text 

beyond the Standard, show Egyptian vocabulary from Al Kitaab provides an additional 8.08% 

coverage for Tweets above the 2.60% provided by the Standard (10.68% total). Results for the 

Chat/SMS genre show an additional 1.71% of coverage can be provided beyond the 5.06% from 

the Standard (6.77% total). Adjustments for duplicates within the Egyptian lists caused a loss of 

9.13% coverage for Tweets and 0.12% for SMS/Chat.  

Research question two: What lexical coverage rates using vocabulary lists from both 

textbooks combined, controlling for genre and textbook vocabulary language varieties?    

 Alif Baa and Al Kitaab. Results for research question two reflect the power of Standard 

and Egyptian vocabulary from Alif Baa and Al Kitaab to cover vocabulary in different varieties 

and genres. The combination of these two textbooks traditionally comprises two to three 

semesters of Arabic study at the college level. Vocabulary lists combined to reflect how 

vocabulary is taught and learned led to a total of 689 (156 +503) items for the Standard Arabic 

vocabulary from Alif Baa and Al Kitaab, excluding multiword units. Egyptian vocabulary lists 
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combined contained 194 items (60 + 134, adjusted for duplicates). Results for lexical coverage 

for Standard Arabic vocabulary for both textbooks for Standard and Egyptian genres are shown 

below for comparison. 

 

Figure 7. Lexical coverage by genre, Alif Baa and Al Kitaab Standard Arabic vocabulary 

 Lexical coverage rates for Standard Arabic genres using all Standard Arabic vocabulary 

provided by these two popular textbooks shows the greatest coverage rates for the Literature 

corpus (mean = 16.71%), followed by the Business (mean = 16.07%) and Newspaper corpora 

(mean = 15.48%). The lowest coverage rates were found for the Classical Arabic corpus, with an 

average of 4.53% of a text covered. More than three and a half times the amount of text was 

covered in the best covered corpus (Literature) than the corpus with the lowest average coverage 

rate (Classical). A further breakdown of the relative value of Alif Baa and Al Kitaab vocabulary 

to cover SMS/Chat and Twitter genres, or those with the greatest amount of coverage, follows 

below. 

 Alif Baa and Al Kitaab, Egyptian genres. Coverage rates were also calculated for 

Egyptian Arabic genres using Standard and Egyptian vocabulary from both textbooks. Coverage 
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rates for 689 total Standard vocabulary items and 194 Egyptian items show how well textbook 

vocabulary from different language varieties covers digital genres. These coverage rates 

represent the sum of Arabic vocabulary presented in both textbooks, and the vocabulary for 

reading provided for two to three semesters in Standard and Egyptian lists. As in previous 

reviews of Egyptian coverage with multiple lists, coverage rates for Egyptian represent adjusted 

coverage rates to account for overlap between the Standard and Egyptian lists. Results by 

textbook, textbook vocabulary variety, and genre are displayed in the figure below.  

 

Figure 8. Lexical coverage by genre, Al Kitaab and Alif Baa Standard Arabic vocabulary 
 

 Results for coverage of Egyptian genres by Standard Arabic textbook vocabulary from 

the first two textbooks in the Al Kitaab series showed greater coverage rates for the Chat/SMS 

genre (mean = 23.32%) than Twitter (mean = 11.31%). For adjusted Egyptian Arabic 

vocabulary, more text was covered in Egyptian Arabic Tweets (mean = 14.10%) than SMS/chats 

(mean = 5.82%). Overall, textbook vocabulary best covered the Chat/SMS genre (mean = 

29.14%), with approximately a four percent difference in coverage overall for the Twitter corpus 

(mean = 25.41).   
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3.6 Discussion 

 The present study examines lexical coverage of Arabic as a Foreign Language textbook 

vocabulary of corpora representing texts students will be expected to read. It simulates how 

much text students will likely be able to read after two to three semesters of college level Arabic 

study. It targets primary textbook vocabulary in two Arabic textbooks used in the first two to 

three semesters of instruction by more than 60% of post-secondary Arabic programs nationwide. 

By considering vocabulary students are likely to know, it extends the idea of lexical coverage 

beyond frequent vocabulary. As argued above, frequent vocabulary tends to be acquired, but this 

is not a hard and fast rule. Instead, textbook vocabulary is a better candidate for lexical coverage 

due to multiple exposures in class, via homework, and through classroom based interaction. Even 

if this vocabulary is not frequent, it represents an important base of lexical knowledge for foreign 

language learners studying solely in the L2 classroom. This study also adds to the literature on 

lexical coverage through its treatment of word families in coverage calculations, and targets 

genres and language varieties learners want to read in the future (Belnap, 2006). Finally, the 

unique case of Arabic provides a view into what lexical coverage in languages other than English 

may look like. Unexplored in English lexical coverage studies, this study also considered the 

value of Standard and dialect vocabulary to cover digital genres. 

 The following discussion will first address the results of lexical coverage by language 

variety and genre for each textbook individually (research question one) and for both textbooks 

combined (research question two). The discussion will focus on coverage rates for Standard 

vocabulary and Standard combined with Egyptian, as the textbook is commonly taught using 

either the Standard only or Egyptian plus Standard. Discussion of results will include 
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pedagogical implications, and will conclude by addressing limitations of this study and 

directions for future research. 

Research question one: What percentage of texts from genres Arabic students want to read 

are covered by primary vocabulary lists according to genre and textbook? 

Alif Baa, Standard genres. In examining Standard vocabulary lists for Alif Baa, no 

genres reached lexical coverage rates approaching the 95% minimum coverage rate for 

comprehensible input (Hu & Nation, 2000; Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kalovski, 2010), which is 

unsurprising. It is unlikely such a small amount of textbook study would provide enough 

vocabulary knowledge to reach the threshold for comprehension, with 95% of the words in a text 

being understood for a basic understanding of the text with 55-60% comprehension (Hu & 

Nation, 2000; Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kavloski, 2010; Schmitt, et. al, 2011). For Standard genres, 

relatively equal preparation is provided for Business, Newspaper, and Literary genres, providing 

an average of 9.04% towards the 95% comprehension threshold. Results suggest students 

completing Alif Baa will be very far from any level of coverage for free reading for ¾ of 

Standard genres, and even further away for Classical texts. Results from chapter one suggest the 

third edition of Al Kitaab does not contain these macrogenres, but instructors using other 

textbooks should be warned against use of these texts in full as in class or homework 

assignments. The gap between Standard vocabulary provided by the textbook can be bridged for 

low level learners with vocabulary knowledge from Alif Baa can be addressed in the classroom 

by supplementing with the first 10-100 most frequent words from each corpus, especially the 

Classical Arabic corpus. These words are extremely valuable for reaching, as they can cover up 

to 12 and 34% of an Arabic text, respectfully (Masrai & Milton, 2016). Frequency lists 

addressing these frequent words are available from the author upon request. 
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 Alif Baa, Egyptian genres. Egyptian genres covered by Standard vocabulary for Alif 

Baa suggest the Standard vocabulary in the textbook can cover text in a similar way to Egyptian 

vocabulary. Even in the case of chats and text messages, a three percent difference between 

Standard and Egyptian vocabulary coverage may be negligible. Zipf’s law predicts the most 

frequent words in a corpus will appear at the top of a frequency list, and are much more powerful 

in covering text than non-frequent words (Schmitt, 2010). Comparable or superior coverage rates 

for Egyptian genres using Standard vocabulary then indicate the vocabulary chosen as Standard 

by the textbook authors may be more Egyptian flavored than Standard. Results provide evidence 

against studies suggesting native or proficient speakers are able to identify high frequency words 

(Okamoto, 2015; Siyanova-Chanturiaa & Spina, 2015). An alternative explanation may be 

related to patterns of code switching and mixing in digital contexts, where both Standard and 

traditionally Spoken varieties appear together regularly (Daoudi, 2017). This line of thinking 

provide another reason to supplement Standard lists with frequent words from the Standard 

corpora for this textbook.  

 In considering coverage rates overall for Egyptian genres using Alif Baa vocabulary,  

relatively good coverage rates were obtained. While not reaching the 95% threshold for 

comprehension, coverage rates for short, telegraphic digital genres may reach high enough of a 

coverage rate to create some semblance of comprehension after a mere 25 hours of instruction. 

Students completing Alif Baa are on a promising trajectory to read these important 

communicative texts, even without extending with textbook based or root-based word families. 

An estimate of 22 words for each lemma suggests very high coverage rates could be obtained if 

students know basic grammatical forms, such as past and present tense (Van Mol, 2008). As text 

messages and chats are more oral in nature, they may require lower levels of lexical coverage 
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than written texts, as oral genres typically require less coverage for comprehension (Van Zeeland 

& Schmitt, 2012). While these promising results should confirmed by future study, students are 

better prepared to read texts and chats and Tweets than traditional genres. Especially as students 

report reading digital genres on study abroad (see Chapter 1), inclusion of these genres in study 

after this first textbook is then suggested to prepare students for genres they will be exposed to 

and want to read. 

 While this textbook prepares students relatively well to read Egyptian genes, the amount 

of overlap in Egyptian and Standard lists must be considered. Overlap in lists decreases the 

usefulness for Egyptian vocabulary for reading, as duplicates accounted for nearly 66% of 

Egyptian vocabulary (116/176). Since adjusted coverage rates show are much lower for 

Chat/SMS, results indicate words in Egyptian lists are likely not examples of Ferguson’s lexical 

doublets for this genre, and may not be fully Egyptian. In this framework, specific words mark 

speech or text as one variety, where “referring to fairly common concepts frequently used in both 

H and L, where the range of meaning of the two items is roughly the same, and the use of one or 

the other immediately stamps the utterance or written sequence H or L”  (Ferguson, 1959, p. 

334). Textbook vocabulary items presented as translation equivalents may then not be the most 

efficient way to teach vocabulary for reading SMS/Chats, and only slightly less efficient for 

Tweets. To ensure vocabulary instruction maximizes the potential of Egyptian vocabulary for 

language use above and beyond the Standard, the most frequent doublets, or words appearing 

most frequently in frequency lists for the SMS/Chat corpus and Tweets (available upon request) 

should be targeted for instruction using Alif Baa. Doublets can be determined using a by-hand 

comparison, or by comparing the SMS/Chat and Twitter corpora with Standard corpora to 

determine which Egyptian words are especially frequent in Egyptian corpora. 
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 Al Kitaab, Standard genres. Similar to Alif Baa, no Standard genres reached the 95% 

minimum lexical coverage requirement for comprehension (Hu & Nation, 2000; Laufer & 

Ravenhorst-Kavloski, 2010). In another similarity to the previous textbook, results for Al Kitaab 

suggest Standard vocabulary best prepares students to read Newspapers, Novels, and Business 

texts over Classical texts. The result of representation of this vocabulary in Standard corpora 

means this textbook, like Alif Baa, is moreso oriented towards teaching Modern Standard genres 

over Classical Arabic. Results match the goal of the textbook to teach Modern Standard Arabic, 

but like vocabulary for Alif Baa, students wishing to later read Classical texts are at a relative 

disadvantage. As suggested for Alif Baa, frequent vocabulary for all four Standard genres should 

be targeted (frequency lists available upon request from the author). 

  When comparing coverage rates for 125 hours of instruction for Al Kitaab to coverage 

rates provided in the previous 25 instructional hours, coverage rates for traditional Standard 

genres appear comparable. Still, the amount of additional coverage per genre yielded by each 

additional contact hour for the textbooks strongly favors Alif Baa. For the top three most covered 

genres of Literature, Business, and Newspapers, Alif Baa provides between six to seven times 

more coverage per contact hour. Even less preparation is provided for Classical text reading in 

this textbook than in Alif Baa, with fifteen times more coverage per contact hour provided by the 

first textbook in the series for this oft neglected genre. As suggested above, it is also necessary to 

supplement this textbook’s Standard vocabulary with genre based frequency lists (available upon 

request), especially given the low amounts of coverage provided in addition to the first textbook 

when considering the relative amount of material covered and the additional vocabulary 

knowledge for text coverage provided. While frequent vocabulary should be sampled from all 

four genre based Standard lists, teachers and program administrators should select additional 
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vocabulary from the list most aligned with the reading interests of their students. Unfortunately, 

the low coverage rates suggested after completion of Al Kitaab also do not suggest students will 

be ready for free reading. It is then inadvisable that students would be given newspapers to read 

in class without a heavy amount of adaptation or editing, or without using the dictionary as a 

crutch instead of a tool. Even with lower levels of lexical coverage such as 90%, it is suggested 

that “it is possible to comprehend such a text with appropriate dictionary use, the flow of reading 

will be interrupted too often” (Laufer, 2013, p. 871). Graded readers for Arabic after those 

developed by Nation (2001) would then serve to fill in the gaps between intermediate low 

proficiency developed by this textbook and texts students may not be prepared to read.  

 Al Kitaab, Egyptian genres. An equally low percentage of coverage was found for 

Egyptian vocabulary when adjusted to account for knowledge of overlapping Standard forms. 

First, results suggest the overlap of 134 words between Egyptian and Standard lists lowered 

coverage rates for Egyptian genres, but only slightly when compared to SMS/Chats using 

vocabulary from Alif Baa. At least 20% less overlap was found between Standard and Egyptian 

vocabulary for Al Kitaab, meaning there are more true lexical doublets in these lists (Ferguson, 

1959). This suggests Egyptian vocabulary is less influenced by the Standard overall for Al Kitaab, 

as compared to Alif Baa. Similarly, Standard vocabulary in Al Kitaab is more Standard in nature, 

as it appears less so in Egyptian genres. This is in stark contrast to the first textbook, which has 

comparably high rates of coverage for the SMS/Chat and Twitter corpora. These results show some 

counter evidence for the ability of native intuition to identify high frequency words (Okamoto, 

2015; Siyanova-Chanturiaa & Spina, 2015), suggesting native and proficient speakers may be 

better at identifying Standard vocabulary for instruction than Egyptian or Spoken forms.  
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 In short, Egyptian Arabic vocabulary from Al Kitaab is just as valuable if not slightly 

more valuable for reading Egyptian than Standard genres. Similar coverage rates are found 

between Egyptian and Standard genres, and the vocabulary is only slightly more valuable than 

Standard vocabulary for reading text messages and chats. As suggested for Alif Baa, instructors 

and language program directors are highly encouraged to supplement vocabulary instruction with 

genre-based frequency lists. But as Al Kitaab aims at a higher proficiency level, the most 

frequent 1,000 words should be target from each corpus, at the very least. Knowledge of this 

word level is correlated with 66% coverage of a given text (Masrai & Milton, 2016). This seems 

like a worthy goal for the first two or three semesters of an Arabic program, and can be aided by 

adding these very frequent words immediately to any program of study including this textbook. 

Research question two: Controlling for language variety for textbook vocabulary lists from 

both textbooks and corpus based genres, what lexical coverage rates are obtained? 

 Standard genres. When considering lexical coverage for all Standard textbook 

vocabulary in Standard genres of newspapers, business texts, and novels/literature from 

Ferguson’s (1959) diglossia calculus, no genres reached the 95% minimum coverage rate for 

comprehensible input suggested. While Standard vocabulary acquired within the first one to 1.5 

years of Arabic study at most Arabic programs provides a maximum of approximately 17% of 

the 95% threshold for comprehension, it is encouraging that the vocabulary points to preparing 

students relatively equally for reading three genres they will find of interest according to 

Belnap’s (2006) nationwide survey. The present study did not extend vocabulary to consider 

grammatical forms acquired by learners through the course of study of the textbooks 

investigated. Actual coverage rates for these genres may be much higher if the lemma or 

textbook based word family were used to determine lexical coverage for textbook vocabulary. 
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Additionally, determining the relative value of frequent and non-frequent textbook vocabulary 

for text coverage may yield different results than those found in the present study for the three 

Standard Arabic genres. Results showing nearly identical coverage rates for newspapers and 

novels contradict corpus based accounts of lexical coverage for Arabic using frequency lists, 

where 8,500-10,000 lemmas for written and oral Arabic media and 12,000-14,000 lemmas for 

Arabic literature are necessary for reaching the 95% coverage threshold (Van Mol, 2005). While 

frequency of textbook vocabulary was not considered, the lack of divergence between literary 

and news media genres points to a difference in lexical coverage between only frequent, corpus 

based vocabulary and textbook lists.  Frequent non-textbook vocabulary may be more powerful 

for lexical coverage and text comprehension than textbook vocabulary. This idea is explored in 

the next chapter. Future work should then consider if similarity in rates of lexical coverage will 

hold for other genres for frequent and non-frequent vocabulary, and explore if this difference in 

lexical coverage totals for other foreign language textbook series may hold in better studied 

languages like English and the romance languages with readily available word families and a less 

vexing morphology. For Arabic, comparing additional corpora with frequency lists and textbook 

vocabulary for lexical coverage will add to results from Van Mol (2005) regarding the number of 

discrete lexical items necessary for 95% text coverage as well as the lexical potential of other 

Arabic textbooks. Such studies will assist in uncovering if textbook vocabulary or frequent 

vocabulary from a corpus might better assist with lexical coverage for authentic genres learners 

will likely encounter. Additional textbooks should also be examined to see if the relatively 

uniform rates of coverage across Standard Arabic genres hold for other series and editions.  

 This study also investigated lexical coverage of Classical texts, which has not been 

examined by previous lexical coverage studies. While English as a Foreign Language students 
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may not be reading Shakespeare, there is a strong tradition of non-native Arabic students 

learning Arabic to study and read texts from the ninth through 14th centuries. Classical Arabic, 

referred to as fuṣħa t-turaath فصحى التراث  or “heritage classical” (Badawi, 1973) is distinguished 

from Modern Standard Arabic primarily by its lexicon and style, and is the language of the 

Qur’an and classical literature (Albirini, 2016; Lucas, 2007). Even as Classical Arabic was 

traditionally conflated with Standard (Ferguson, 1959), a very high version of Classical Arabic 

referred to as fuSHa aaturaath فصحى التراث (“the classical Arabic of the heritage”) was later 

divided from Modern Standard Arabic (fuSHA ala’aSir, فصحى العصر ) to represent semantic 

extension and historical language change creating a distinct language variety (Badawi, 1973). 

The textbook focuses on Modern Standard Arabic, and the authors correctly chose words that 

appear more frequently in Standard than Classical corpora. Subgenre specific vocabulary lists 

(available upon request) can assist teachers and materials developers in supplementing the 

Standard textbook vocabulary by providing students with the lexical knowledge needed to 

eventually cover enough of a Classical Arabic text as to make it comprehensible. A corpus-based 

analysis assessing the relative frequency of these items in the corpora examined would confirm 

this assertion, and should be used to guide vocabulary selection and sequencing for students 

focused on Classical texts  

 Egyptian genres. After two to three semesters, no textbooks reached the requisite 95% 

coverage rate needed for adequate text comprehension in Egyptian genres of text messages 

(SMS) and chats and Tweets. Despite the relatively low levels of lexical coverage projected by 

this study, it should be kept in mind that the textbooks examined only comprise two to three 

semesters of study, and do not fully represent the entire learning life cycle of a given learner or 

program, or knowledge of grammatical forms which might extend text coverage beyond word 
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based counts. Both frequent vocabulary from Buckwalter and Parkinson’s (2011) frequency 

dictionary as well as the vocabulary used in this study (available upon request) should be 

included in a test of learner lexical knowledge in order to project for the proper amount of 

coverage based on empirical evidence of learner knowledge. Adjusting lexical coverage to 

determine the true amount of coverage provided by learner knowledge should be conducted after 

McLean (2017).  

 Despite the focus on the first year to 1.5 years of instruction and the theoretical nature of 

projections of learner lexical knowledge, the rate of lexical coverage found for both Egyptian 

vocabulary alone and Egyptian and Standard vocabulary combined in the SMS/Chat and Twitter 

genres were comparatively closer to the 95% threshold required for comprehension. This is 

promising evidence that students are being exposed to important vocabulary for reading texts 

they would enjoy as advanced students even without extending vocabulary using word families 

or the lemma. Extending the primary vocabulary into word families based on grammatical forms 

present in the textbook would better simulate learner knowledge. Pedagogical word families 

should be formed on the basis of empirical accounts of learner knowledge for textbook lexis and 

grammatical forms. In addition to textbook-based word families, a corpus based analysis of the 

most frequent grammatical forms for a given lemma or flemma after McLean (McLean, 2017) 

would help to provide a sound basis for the development of Arabic word families after the model 

for English provided by Bauer and Nation (1993). Such an analysis would also extend 

hypothetical text coverage rates found in this study. In this way, a more precise projection of 

lexical coverage would be provided. Even without extending primary vocabulary lists using 

word families, it is clear that even after one to 1.5 years of Arabic study, learners will be able to 

enjoy at least of some of the short, telegraphic digital genres analyzed in this study. 
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  Lexical coverage of these less traditional genres such as those used in social media 

should be examined using empirical examinations of learner knowledge. Evidence points to 

lower lexical coverage rates for macrogenres such as songs (Tegge, 2017) and television 

programs (Webb & Rogers, 2009) in English. The case of digital media genres may prove 

interesting, as the conversational nature of texts and Tweets as well as the use of emojis may lead 

to lower lexical coverage rates than the traditional 95%. Importantly, it is likely that coverage 

rates would be even higher if lists were extended; however, a theory of how the non-native 

Arabic mental lexicon should first be developed using empirical evidence before such a practice 

is implemented. 

 Results for overall lexical coverage of digital genres touches upon the need to explore 

Arabic language variation and theories of Arabic diglossia as applied to pedagogical materials 

design and practice. Results for the role of Standard Arabic in lexical coverage for the SMS/Chat 

and Twitter corpora points to the role of both language varieties in lexical coverage for digital 

genres, even as lexical coverage for all Egyptian Arabic vocabulary in both textbooks shows 

three to four times higher rates for Egyptian vocabulary than Standard vocabulary alone. Modern 

digital genres such as text messages, chats, and Tweets are not accounted for in the formulation 

of the original theory of language use in a diglossic setting (Ferguson, 1959), but may represent a 

“leaky diglossia” posited by Fasold (1984). Chat and SMS and Tweets may be considered more 

Spoken or dialectical genres, but the ability of Standard vocabulary overall to better cover text 

messages and Tweets points to a situation where “one variety ‘leaks’ into the functions normally 

reserved for the other” (Fasold, 1984, p. 34). Use of Standard Arabic vocabulary in lexical 

coverage for an Egyptian genre demonstrates preliminary evidence for the possible existence of 

intermediate varieties between two classical poles of Standard and dialect varieties in a diglossic 
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language situation. The middle variety known as Educated Spoken Arabic (ESA) (Mitchell, 

1986) or ‘amiyyat almuthaqafeen عامية المثقفين, the “colloquial of the cultured/educated” (Badawi, 

1973) is posited to have structural, syntactic, morphological, and phonological features of the 

spoken/dialect with lexical features of Standard Arabic added according to the topic and 

education level and background of the participants. Implemented in linguistic training for 

diplomats at the Foreign Service Institute, it acts as a “supra-regional, prestige form of spoken 

Arabic practical as a means of communication throughout the Arabic-speaking world” (Ryding, 

1991, p. 212). If words that are taught as Standard items in textbooks occur frequently enough in 

Egyptian genres, they may be considered as belonging to both varieties due to the influence of 

Educated Spoken Arabic. A corpus based analysis of relative frequency as well as the education 

level and social status of interlocutors within the corpora would need to be conducted to confirm 

this hypothesis. If confirmed, vocabulary lists and pedagogical materials could be developed to 

specifically teach Educated Spoken Arabic. This would support the development of learners’ 

communicative competence in a language variety attested through a corpus based approach. 

3.7 Conclusion 

 The present study sought to examine how much text may be covered or understood by 

Arabic learners after two to three semesters using the most popular textbook series in the U.S. 

Unlike other lexical coverage studies (i.e. Nation, 2006), the present study used textbook 

vocabulary as a barometer of learner knowledge. This vocabulary is the most likely candidate to 

reach the nine to fourteen exposures necessary to promote acquisition (Horst, Cobb, & Meara, 

1998; Rott, 1999; Stahl, 1986; Teng, 2016), and the subsequent ability to employ this vocabulary 

in reading comprehension. This study bridges the gap between lexical coverage studies relying 

on frequent vocabulary and those comparing corpus derived frequency lists to textbook 
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vocabulary by providing projections for lexical coverage based on vocabulary learners are most 

likely to know. Preliminary evidence points to a textbook effect for Arabic as a Foreign 

Language learners when tested on knowledge of frequent vocabulary (Ricks, 2015). For Arabic 

learners, homogeneity in knowledge of both frequent and non-frequent vocabulary may exist due 

to relatively uniform textbook use across post-secondary programs in the United States. Future 

studies should not only include other Arabic textbooks, but also popular textbooks series in other 

languages. Of great importance, future work should also test learner knowledge similar to studies 

in English to adjust for text coverage. To more accurately project for lexical coverage, multiple 

proficiency levels as well as knowledge of textbook vocabulary beyond the first and second year 

should be examined. Future work also must consider actual use of textbooks and determine if 

there is a correlation between exposures in class via the textbook and acquisition by learners. 

Finally, the major area of future research for Arabic and related Semitic languages like Hebrew 

centers on the concept of word families, as introduced by Bauer and Nation (1993). The 

language specific features of Arabic morphology, namely, the psychological reality of the 

consonantal root for non-native speakers should be confirmed through psycholinguistic studies 

similar to those undertaken with native speakers (i.e. Beland, Prunet, & Idrissi, 2008; Boudelaa 

& Marslen-Wilson, 2011). Results for counts for item per word family based on the consonantal 

root if appropriate could then provide for a sounder basis for crosslinguistic comparisons on 

lexical coverage and organization of the mental lexicon. And while word families have been the 

traditional counting unit for lexical knowledge, recent criticism and empirical evidence 

questioning the ability of word families to simulate learner lexical knowledge suggests 

consideration of the flemma, or all inflected forms and their base as an appropriate counting unit 

for Arabic lexical knowledge. Using textbook vocabulary and contents, pedagogical word 
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families should be developed by extending textbook items using grammatical concepts 

introduced throughout the textbook. Extended lists or families would then be tested with students 

and in lexical coverage, with adjusted totals based on assessment of learner knowledge after tests 

of reading comprehension are complete. 

 This study does suffer from a number of limitations in addition to those discussed above. 

While the corpora used in this study are relatively large for Arabic corpora, larger corpora may 

be needed to corroborate results on lexical coverage using textbook vocabulary for each 

language variety in this study. Arabic corpus linguistics unfortunately suffers from a relative lack 

of freely available corpora. Future research should focus on developing freely available full text 

corpora that are balanced, representative corpora for genres important to Arabic learners 

according to criteria for corpus compilation provided by Biber (1993). Ideally, these corpora 

would be similar to the corpus used for creation of the Arabic frequency dictionary from 

Buckwalter and Parkinson (2011) (see Chapter Three). Language learning materials and 

textbooks ranging from complete authentic texts to concordance lines and frequent vocabulary 

items can then be developed to ensure learners are exposed to and learn vocabulary most likely 

to occur in spoken and written language. Additionally, it must be mentioned that learners at the 

novice level will not immediately try to read the Standard texts represented by the Newspaper, 

Classical, Business, and Literature corpora. Future work should first survey learners to determine 

what texts they may try to read on their own at novice and intermediate levels, and create corpora 

as a basis for lexical coverage based on survey results.  

Technical constraints from AntWordProfiler and MADAMIRA also limited the present 

study. It was not possible to examine multiword units, as AntWordProfiler will separate these 

phrases into their constituent parts. In regard to MADAMIRA, vocabulary analyzed was limited 
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to only Standard and Egyptian Arabic as MADAMIRA can only produce analyses of texts in 

Standard or Egyptian Arabic. Future work should develop a program capable of analyzing the 

value of multiword units for text coverage, as well as a program able to analyze texts containing 

a mix of different dialects. This will allow for a projection of lexical coverage for dialect texts 

more representative of those students may encounter in social media contexts, in which native 

speakers from different countries and sociolinguistic backgrounds may comment on the same 

post in different spoken varieties, as well as Standard Arabic. Materials can then be developed to 

better support an empirical basis for foreign language materials development through 

implementation of the corpus based approach.   

 
The lexical quality and contents of popular Arabic textbooks 

 
ABSTRACT 

 High frequency vocabulary has been shown to be integral to successful acquisition of a 

foreign language (i.e. Stæhr, 2008). Knowledge of these words is integral to being able to 

understand spoken and written language (i.e. Nation, 2006; Webb & Rogers, 2009). Studies 

explored how well textbooks may prepare students to meet these important words (i.e. Davies & 

Face, 2006; Lipinski, 2010), yet these studies are limited by methods, focus on all 5,000 words 

from a frequency dictionary, or lack of supporting the reason for textbooks examined with data 

on textbook usage nationwide. This study addresses these gaps by evaluating the most popular 

first year Arabic textbooks in the United States through a frequency based approach. Improving 

on methods from previous studies, vocabulary was vowelled and lemmatized using the 

MADAMIRA (Pasha, et. al, 2014) morphological analyzer for purposes of cataloging and 

comparison to other lists, and compared to the first 3,000 most frequent words from A Frequency 

Dictionary of Arabic (Buckwalter and Parkinson, 2011) using AntWordProfiler (Anthony, 2014). 
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Results show a relatively low number of items at each frequency band, especially at the critical 

1,000 word band. A corresponding low number of frequent words presented per contact hour. 

Recommendations are made for filling lexical gaps in Arabic and in L2 textbooks in general. 

Keywords: vocabulary, textbooks, frequency, high frequency, Arabic 

4.1 Introduction 

Vocabulary knowledge is vital to L2 use and understanding (Milton, 2010; Milton & 

Alexiou, 2009; Stæhr, 2008). Specifically for reading, lexical familiarity scores are associated 

with superior reading comprehension (Bonk, 2000), with some studies predicting a very strong 

correlation between knowledge of vocabulary and reading comprehension (Carver, 2000, 2003). 

But what kind of vocabulary should be taught to achieve reading comprehension, or improvement 

in other language modalities? Nation and Waring (1997) encourage teachers and curriculum 

designers to guide vocabulary teaching based on the number of words learners need to accomplish 

things in the language, like reading and listening. Frequent vocabulary produces the greatest value 

in terms of preparing students for these tasks. It is vocabulary most likely to be encountered in 

speech and writing, with frequent words learned first and processed more readily as a result 

(Schmitt, 2010). In asking how much vocabulary learners should acquire at the outset of L2 study, 

English language studies suggest the first 2,000 (Nation, 2001, 2016) or first 3,000 word families 

(Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014). Since highly frequent words are used by speakers and writers of a 

language more often, frequent words are very powerful to unlock the meaning of spoken and 

written discourse, and help foreign language students understand what they read and listen to. 

Knowledge of as few as 100 word families in English can cover around 53% of a magazine 

(Chujo & Utiyama, 2008), and 1,000 word families can cover 77% of written texts in English 

(Nation, 2001) and 76-79% of a text in Spanish. The same number of lemmas in Arabic can cover 
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up to 66% of texts from the internet, with the first 10 covering 12% of a text and the first 100 

covering 34% (Milton & Masrai, 2016). Counts for English suggest learners need 3,000-4,000 

word families to deal with written and spoken texts with a minimum level of understanding, 

failing to understand no more than five words out of every 100 in the text (Nation, 2006; Webb & 

Rogers, 2009; Van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2012). With this framework in mind, we can ask if 

learners are being exposed to this important vocabulary inside the confines of a normal L2 

classroom. Strong evidence suggest textbooks still form the basis of the foreign language 

curriculum in the environment, meaning learners are not exposed to frequent vocabulary in 

sufficient amount if it is not in textbooks (see chapter two). This study continues to examination 

of textbook vocabulary begun in chapter two through a post authenticity framework (Tatsuki, 

2006; Shomoossi & Ketabi, 2007). By comparing popular Arabic textbook vocabulary to the most 

frequent words in Arabic, it asks if popular Arabic textbooks meet goals for learning and teaching 

(Tatsuki, 2006) and “pragmatic and pedagogic appropriateness” (Shomoossi & Ketabi, 2007) of 

frequent vocabulary in novice level L2 teaching. Results of this study add to the growing body of 

literature on the relationship between textbook vocabulary and vocabulary found in natural 

language. 

4.2 Literature Review 

Are Learners Exposed to this Vocabulary?: Evaluations of L2 Textbooks 

 Foreign language textbook studies apply the concept of lexical frequency to understand 

how well textbook vocabulary prepares students to encounter and understand the vocabulary 

most likely to appear in speech and writing. Textbook-based studies compared vocabulary lists to 

lists of frequent vocabulary to determine if students will likely learn the vocabulary they will 

most likely encounter. Studies in English (Chujo, 2004; Chujo & Genung, 2003) show the first 
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3,000-4,000 most frequent words families can cover 95% of an EFL textbook, with elementary 

school textbooks providing insufficient vocabulary beyond the 2,000 word level for achieving 

the A2 level on CEFR (Konstantakis & Alexiou, 2012). Spanish textbooks studies indicate 69-

85% of textbook vocabulary is found in the first 5,000 most frequent words from a Spanish 

frequency dictionary (Davies & Face, 2006), with 24% of vocabulary found outside of the first 

5,000 most frequent words (Godev, 2009). Lower ranges were found for German, with 24-36% 

found in the first 1,000 most frequent words, and 29-44% found above the 4,000 word band 

(Lipinski, 2010). In sharp contrast to the studies mentioned above, explorations of textbook word 

lists and contents as well as lexical frequency in Arabic remain underexplored. 

  Lexical Frequency in Arabic 

Compared to English as a Foreign Language, correlations between vocabulary size and 

proficiency or reading skills in Arabic are scant. According to “general studies on vocabulary 

size” and “anecdotal reports from teachers of Arabic”, an advanced learner of Arabic should 

know 3,000-3,500 high frequency words (Al-Batal, 2006, p. 333). In sharp contrast, data from a 

corpus of 3,000,000 tokens corroborate anecdotal accounts on the value of high frequency words, 

but define the 3,000-word level as “Preparatory” rather than Advanced (Van Mol, 2005). In 

examining actual text coverage of the first 1,000-3,000 words, Masrai and Milton (2016) suggest 

very high coverage rates for a web based corpus. These coverage rates are outlined in the Table 

below.  

Table 1 

Text coverage, 1-,3000 for Arabic web texts (from Masrai and Milton, 2016, p.25) 

Number of words Text coverage (%) 

10 12% 
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100 34% 

1,000 66% 

2,000 76% 

3,000 82% 

 

The table shows there is clear value in targeting the first 3,000 words in a first year 

Arabic program, given the amount of text these words can cover. This is especially the case 

when we consider the power of the first 1,000 words. This amount of text is very high when we 

consider 95% text coverage, or understanding 95% of the words in a text, is the minimum for 

understanding (Hu & Nation, 2000; Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kavloski, 2010). Still, frequent 

vocabulary words needed for text coverage and understanding provided by this and Van Mol’s 

(2005) corpus may be flawed. Criteria suggested by Biber (1993) indicate that if an entire 

language is to be as faithfully represented as possible, “the population boundaries can be 

specified as all of the texts in the language” (p. 244). The reference corpora used by Van Mol 

(2005) and Masrai and Milton (2016) were primarily composed of media/newspapers or internet 

texts, meaning the corpora can only truly represent those genres. The resulting frequency list 

would not necessarily represent the Arabic language as a whole. Other Arabic frequency lists 

may more fully representing the language instead included a wide variety of genres, and also 

include transcribed dialectal oral subcorpora.    

Buckwalter and Parkinson’s (2011) Frequency Dictionary of Arabic. Advances in 

Arabic corpus linguistics have made it possible to understand how frequent vocabulary might 

move across different genres, and whether there is a general frequency list helpful for 

pedagogical purposes. Buckwalter and Parkinson (2011) used a 30 million token Arabic corpus 
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representing a wide variety of genres to create a frequency dictionary containing a list of 5,000 

frequent lemmas or base words. The corpus meets Biber’s (1993) requirements for a corpus as a 

representative sample of natural language, as the dictionary was culled from a corpus of 30 

million tokens of 90% written and 10% spoken texts (Buckwalter & Parkinson, 2011, p. 3). This 

is similar to the British National Corpus (BNC) used in many studies by Nation (i.e. 2001; 2016). 

The table below outlines the genres and token counts for the corpus used to create the 

Dictionary.  

Table 2 
 
Text type and sources for written texts for the Frequency Dictionary of Arabic (Buckwalter & 
Parkinson, 2001, pp. 3-4, cited in Moser, 2013, p. 68) 
 
Text Type Source Number of 

documents and 
tokens 

Newswire section Official news agency of each country from 2006; front 
page news items for national newspapers from 2007 

27 documents, 
5.4 million 
tokens 

Newspaper 
editorials, opinion 
essays, and regular 
columns 

“Long-standing and well-known” Arabic newspapers 
and leading pan-Arab newspapers  

27 documents, 
5.4 million 
tokens 

“Learned prose” Academic, scientific, religious, and popular formal 
writing; weekly magazines and monthly journals, 
“Friday supplement” from newspapers 

27 documents, 
5.4 million 
tokens 

Internet discussion 
forum postings 

Arabic Internet discussion forums on youth culture, 
concerns of women, religious issues, medical advice, 
personal and family issues 

27 documents, 
5.4 million 
tokens 

Literature Works by Naguib Mahfouz, Tawfiq Al-Hakim, Ali 
Salim, Edwar Al-Kharrat, Tayeb Salih, Ghassan 
Khanafani, Elias Khoury, Khalil Gibran, Ahlan 
Mosteghanemi, Tahar Ouettar, Najwa Barakat, Rajaa 
Alsanea, and Alaa Al-Aswany 

72 documents, 
varying size 

 
After producing an initial frequency list, the authors adjusted the raw frequency 

according to frequency across the genres listed above. The resulting dictionary contains a list of 

the 5,000 most frequent headwords with grammatical category, translations, and sentence in 
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Arabic with translation, as well as ranking in the list and raw frequency. Ricks (2015) sampled 

vocabulary from the 5,000 headwords in the Dictionary to create a frequency-based assessment 

of Arabic vocabulary knowledge and found students learn 910 words per year, with an average 

of 96-word difference from the average (mean = 910, SD = 96).  

Despite this progress, digital processing of texts to create frequency lists of vocabulary to 

target for teaching remains challenging. Obtaining and processing texts is still vexed by the 

nature of the Arabic script and polysemy. In terms of orthography, short vowels are represented 

only in pedagogical or religious texts. Known as deep orthography, short vowels in Arabic are 

not evidenced at the surface but are accessible by readers with appropriate background 

knowledge of Arabic’s language features. The absence of these vowels requires native as well as 

non-native readers to “deduce them through relying on context and/or linguistic prior knowledge: 

grammar (morphology and syntax) and early exposure to print” (Abu-Rabia, 2002, p. 300). The 

challenge for digital processing of texts lies in processing the varied forms which might appear 

within the same text (Buckwalter, 2004). Without properly counting lexical items within a 

corpus, a resulting frequency list may have incorrect counts for a given word and affect 

pedagogical implications. Additionally, issues with polysemy or multiple words meanings in 

Arabic necessitate vocalization of texts for purposes of machine readability. This debate has 

implications for the machine processing of texts and lists to compare to pedagogical materials.      

To date, only one study (Moser, 2013) compared Arabic textbook vocabulary list words 

to the first 5,000 words from A Frequency Dictionary of Arabic (Buckwalter & Parkinson, 

2011). While this study provided a first look at the lexical quality of one popular textbook, 

results and pedagogical implications are limited by the by-hand methodology. The by-hand 

nature of lemmatization may have led to inaccuracies, which can only be addressed through the 
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assistance of a program to properly diacritize and lemmatize lexical items, capable of producing 

precise results similar to English studies (Chujo, 2004; Chujo & Genung, 2003). Finally, the 

study above and those previously mentioned do not provide data on textbook popularity to justify 

inclusion in a given study. It is still not clear if the amount of vocabulary presented through the 

course of a popular textbook may corroborate Ricks’ (2015) findings for the mean number of 

frequent words acquired each year, on its own and in comparison to the total number of 

vocabulary items in each textbook series. Comparing a variety of Arabic textbooks to a 

frequency list will help determine the lexical quality of these textbooks and provide a basis for 

filling in gaps for teaching frequent vocabulary. 

4.3 Research Questions 

Through the lens of the most popular first year Arabic textbooks in the United States, the 

present study compares chapter vocabulary lists to the first 3,000 words from A Frequency 

Dictionary of Arabic (Buckwalter & Parkinson, 2011). It is guided by the following research 

questions: 

1) How do primary word lists for textbooks editions compare to a frequency list, both in raw 

totals and as a percentage of total textbook vocabulary? 

2) How do the raw number of textbook words found in the frequency list compare when 

normed by the number of suggested contact hours? 

 
4.4 Methods 

Materials  

Textbooks in the study were chosen according to a nationwide survey of Arabic programs 

listed on the American Association of Arabic Teachers (AATA) website. The researcher first 

determined if Arabic is offered by visiting each university’s or college’s website and the 
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corresponding bookstore website for 169 programs. After eliminating programs no longer 

offering Arabic, those without books listed, or online bookstores inaccessible by the general 

public, 129 programs remained. The researcher then referenced the university or college’s 

naming convention for first year Arabic course name (i.e. ARAB, ARB) and number (i.e. 101, 

102) and searched the university’s online bookstore for the given course. Textbooks were given a 

code on a spreadsheet and later sorted alphabetically to determine final counts. Results of the 

survey are depicted in the table below. 

Table 3 
 
 Textbooks used by post-secondary Arabic programs in the United States, Fall 2017 

Textbook Number of programs % of programs using textbook 
Alif Baa third edition (Brustad, Al-
Batal, & Al-Tonsi, 2014) 101 78.3%  
Al Kitaab, third edition  (Brustad, 
Al-Batal, & Al-Tonsi, 2014) 84 65.1%  
Alif Baa, second edition (Brustad, 
Al-Batal, & Al-Tonsi, 2009) 24 18.6% 
Ahlan wa Sahlan, second edition 
(Alosh & Clark, 2015) 10 7.7% 
Al Kitaab, second edition ((Brustad, 
Al-Batal, & Al-Tonsi, 2004) 9 7.0%  
Arabiyyat Al Naas, Part I, first 
edition (Younes, et. Al, 2015) 3 2.8% 
Mastering Arabic I, third edition 
(Gaafar, 2015) 3 2.8% 
Al Kitaab Part II, third edition 
(Brustad, et. al, 2014)  1 <1% 
Arabic for Life, first edition 
(Frangieh, 2011) 1 <1% 
Elementary Modern Standard 
Arabic, Volume I (Abboud & 
McCarus, 1983) 1 <1% 
Kalima wa Nagham, first edition, 
(Abuhakema, et. al, 2014) 1 <1% 
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Kallimni ‘Arabi Bishweesh, first 
edition (Louis, 2009)  1 <1% 

 
 Results show many programs used more than one textbook, leading to a total number of 

more instances of textbook choice than programs. Most programs use Alif Baa and Al Kitaab, 

either second or third edition. An equal number of programs use Ahlan wa Sahlan and Al Kitaab 

second edition. Based on results of the survey, data for textbook vocabulary was obtained from 

the following sources. 

1) The second edition of Alif Baa with multimedia: Introduction to Arabic Letters and 

Sounds (Brustad, Al-Batal, & Al-Tonsi, 2014) 

2) The third edition of Alif Baa (Brustad, Al-Batal, & Al-Tonsi, 2014) 

3) The second edition of Ahlan wa Sahlan (Alosh & Clark, 2015) 

4) The second edition of Part I of Al Kitaab fii Ta’allum Al-‘Arabiyya (Brustad & Al-Batal, 

2004) 

5) The third edition of Part I of Al Kitaab (Brustad & Al-Batal, 2014) 

Based on Davis and Face (2006), Godev (2009), Lipinski (2010), and Moser (2013), only 

“active” primary chapter vocabulary lists were included. This is the vocabulary students are most 

likely to learn (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986). Inventorying Arabic textbook vocabulary was 

complicated by two factors. First, many items included multiword units (MWU’s). There is a 

great amount of disagreement over what constitutes a Multi-Word Unit (i.e. Biber, Conrad, & 

Cortes, 2004). As a result, this study settles on the definition provided by Greaves and Warren 

(2010), which defines them as phrases that appear side by side frequently, and equate to a phrase 

or “pattern of use” (Greaves & Warren, 2010). Extrapolating on the traditional definition of the 

multiword unit, the present study also included less formulaic word phrases such as United 

Nations in this category as well as actual bundles such as in addition to or according to (me). 
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While these units are important to language learning and use, the nature of foreign language 

acquisition may not make all parts of these structures available to learners as discrete words. At 

the novice level, learners tend to connect new FL vocabulary words to an L1 translation through 

fast mapping, with most of the categories for word knowledge remaining empty other than the 

translation equivalent (Jiang, 2004). Multiword units and lexical bundles learned from the 

textbook may then be unanalyzed chunks of languages. A novice learner may not be able to 

dissect a Chapter One MWU “United Nations” (al’umam almutaHida) and productively use 

“united” and “nations” alone, even if these items are attested in the frequency list. The 

morphological analyzer used for lemmatization (MADAMIRA, Pasha, et. al, 2014) separates 

MWU’s into their constituent parts. Textbook vocabulary items consisting of more than one 

word were thus excluded from the frequency-based evaluation. 

The second factor complicating which vocabulary to include in the textbook analysis 

involves the nature of Arabic language varieties. When discussing textbooks and Arabic 

pedagogy, diglossia, the use of High (al-fuṣḥa) and Low (al-‘ami:yya; Spoken) varieties 

(Albirini, 2016; Bassiouney, 2009), must be addressed. The integrated approach to Arabic 

pedagogy (Al-Batal, 1992) instantiated in the third edition of the Al Kitaab series presents 

Standard vocabulary and Egyptian and Levantine equivalents, in recognition of the value of both 

varieties in communicative functions. While primarily in Standard, Ahlan wa Sahlan (Alosh, 

2010) does include some Syrian Arabic vocabulary. In contrast, the second editions of Alif Baa 

and Al Kitaab (Brustad, et. al, 2004) do not include dialect or spoken equivalents or distinct 

forms in primary vocabulary lists. Additionally, more than 90% of the texts used in composing 

the corpus for the Frequency Dictionary are from genres that are usually in Standard, the 

Dictionary’s frequency list may better represent that variety than spoken dialects. Pedagogical 
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recommendations that could be made using results for dialects from the Dictionary could then be 

flawed. Additionally, the diacritization and lemmatization tool used in this study (MADAMIRA; 

Pasha, et. al, 2014) cannot process dialects other than MSA and Egyptian. Due to these reasons, 

spoken Arabic vocabulary (i.e. Egyptian, Levantine) was excluded from the lists used in each 

study from each textbook.  

Data Analysis 

Research question one: How does textbook vocabulary compare to a frequency list by raw 

counts/percentages? After vocabulary lists were typed, totals for the number of lexical items 

with and without multiword units were obtained by separating vocabulary into lists of multiword 

units and lists without them. Ahlan wa Sahlan (the fourth most popular textbook) had the most 

vocabulary with 2,046 words (or 1,995 without multiword units). The second greatest number of 

lexical items were found in Al Kitaab second edition, with 697 words total and 648 without 

multiword units. Al Kitaab third edition had more than one hundred fewer lexical items than the 

second edition of the same textbook (n = 542), with 39 total multiword units found (n = 503 

without MWU’s). The third edition of Alif Baa contained 225 words with multiword units and 

186 words without this category included. The second edition of the same textbook had a total of 

112 words and 110 words without multiword units. Multiword units were generally a small 

portion of textbook vocabulary with four textbooks ranging from less than two percent of total 

vocabulary comprising MWU’s up to 7.2%. The exception was the third edition of Alif Baa, with  

approximately 17% of vocabulary falling into the MWU category.  

Before vocabulary lists were compared to the frequency dictionary list, lemmatization 

and surface polysemy for textbook vocabulary were addressed using MADAMIRA (Pasha, et. al, 

2014). Implemented in Java, MADAMIRA is a morphological analyzer providing the most likely 
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part of speech, tokenized forms, diacritized form, lemma, base phrase, and named entity for each 

word in a given text. The process of lemmatization was vital to comparing textbook vocabulary 

to the frequency data, as the Dictionary lists frequent words as lemmas. The process of 

lemmatization using MADAMIRA reduces a textbook vocabulary item like yaktub (“he/it writes, 

is writing”) into katab (“he wrote, it wrote”). Textbook vocabulary would be comparable to 

frequent lemmas in the frequency data. As MADAMIRA uses a given word’s surrounding 

environment to determine the most likely form, the input as a list without a surrounding 

linguistic environment may have led to incorrect lemmatization. As such, the output had to be 

checked by hand after processing. For example, tashrab (“she/it drinks) was corrected from 

tasharrab (“to be drunk, consumed”). Adjustment of word lists for unattested items using this 

method led to zero items adjusted for the second edition of Alif Baa, five items for the second 

edition Al Kitaab Part One, four items for the third edition of Alif Baa, seven items for the third 

edition of Al Kitaab Part One, and four items for the second edition of Ahlan wa Sahlan. The 

lemmatized form was then obtained through using a Python script to clean the output and 

provide only the lemma for each word.  

After Van Mol’s (2005) corpus-based suggestion, frequency data for the first 3,000 most 

frequent words was obtained from A Frequency Dictionary of Arabic (Buckwalter & Parkinson, 

2011). As previously described, this dictionary is based on a corpus of 30 million tokens, 90% 

written texts in Standard Arabic, and 10% spoken texts in dialectal/spoken Arabic from different 

geographic regions. The first 3,000 words from the Dictionary did not need to be lemmatized or 

diacritize. Each entry in the dictionary is provided in the lemma form, and a version of the list 

with vowels was obtained from the author. The 3,000 word list was also divided into three 



 116 

separate lists of 1,000 words as a basis to compare the 1-1,000, 1,001-2,000, and 2,001-3,000 

word bands to textbook vocabulary. 

After preparation of diacritized lists, textbook lists were compared to frequent vocabulary 

groupings of 1,000 words each and overall for all 3,000 lemmas using AntWordProfiler 

(Anthony, 2014). AntWordProfiler is a free program that provides quick determination for text 

coverage of a given word list. Even as the program is intended for whole texts, it is also possible 

to use the program to determine similarity of lists. Figure 1 below presents a screenshot of the 

AntWordProfiler interface. 

 

Figure 1. Screenshot of AntWordProfiler interface 

The figure above shows the user files, level lists, and the output display area. Vocabulary 

lists were uploaded separately for each vocabulary list into the User File section shown above in 

the top left area. The frequency list was loaded as three separate 1,000 word lists in the Level list 

section below User files. The statistics function was used to show how many words/lemmas from 

each textbook list appeared in each 1,000 word frequency list. After other textbook studies 

(Davies & Face, 2006; Godev, 2009; Lipinski, 2010), results were also calculated according to 
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the percentage of each textbook’s vocabulary found at each 1,000 word band and overall within 

the first 3,000 most frequent lemmas. 

Research question two: How does textbook vocabulary compare to frequency data 

when normed by the number of contact hours? After counts for the number of textbook items 

were found at each frequency level, results were normed by the number of instructional hours 

covered by each textbook to address research question two. Contact hours were employed to 

make textbook counts for frequency comparable and applicable to instructional contexts. 

Applying contact hours as a unit for frequency comparisons was inspired by counts by methods 

for counting vocabulary exposure in textbooks by Konstantakis & Alexiou (2012) as well as 

corpus linguistics based methods for norming. According to the corpus based approach to 

language research, if there are more words in a text, there are more opportunities for a given 

word or structure to appear. As a result, raw frequency counts must be adjusted by considering 

text length (Biber, Conrad, & Reppen, 1998). In the same way, if a textbook is designed for a 

given number of contact hours, there will be more content to cover and more opportunities for 

vocabulary lists to be different lengths. The second benefit of applying contact hours is making 

results translatable or relatable to a classroom context. And while language program directors 

may not follow the number of contact hours suggested in textbooks exactly when designing a 

course curriculum, “it is commonplace that many [program directors] routinely consign major 

decisions about what is taught and how it is taught and tested to commercial materials developers 

and authors” (Angell, DuBravac, & Gonglewski, 2008). As a result, contact hours make an 

excellent unit for comparing the number of frequent words provided by each textbook. 

Instructional hours were determined by consulting the front portion of each textbook. 

Instructional hours were introduced to control for the effect of number of words available in each 
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series, and to provide a projection for exposure to this important vocabulary for each hour of 

instruction. Publishers of the most popular textbook, or third edition of Alif Baa, recommend 22 

contact hours, while the second edition of the same textbook (the fifth most popular) recommend 

20-25 contact hours, averaged to 22.5 contact hours. Contact hours for the second most popular 

textbook Al Kitaab third edition show 125 contact hours are estimated for book completion, 

while the second edition of the same textbook and fourth most popular book suggest 150 contact 

hours. The only book not in the Al Kitaab family of textbooks (Ahlan wa Sahlan) should cover 

approximately 150 hours. Frequent vocabulary counts for each textbook at each 1,000 band and 

overall for the most frequent words up to the 3,000 word band were normed by the number of 

contact hours suggested in each textbook.  

Overall, results provide projections for the number of words and frequent that could be 

learned after completing each textbook. It also provides an estimation of lexical quality between 

and across textbooks series. 

4.5 Results 

Research question one: How does textbook vocabulary compare to a frequency list by raw 

counts and percentages? 

Raw frequency counts. Results for research question one were obtained by comparing 

the lemmatized vocabulary lists without MWU’s to the first 1,000 most frequent words in the 

Arabic frequency dictionary. As a reminder, the most popular textbook (Alif Baa 3rd edition) had 

186 words, and the second most popular textbook had 503 words (Al Kitaab 3rd edition). The 

next two most popular textbooks (Alif Baa 2nd edition and Ahlan wa Sahlan) had 110 and 1,995 

words respectively. The least popular textbook reviewed (Al Kitaab 2nd edition) had 648 words 
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without MWU’s. Results for lemmatized and diacritized textbook vocabulary compared to each 

1,000 word band up to the 3,000th word are displayed below by textbook. 

 

 

 Figure 2. Number of frequent lemmas, 1-3,000 word bands by textbook 
 
Number of words at the 1,000 word band. Results show the fourth most popular 

textbook Ahlan wa Sahlan had the greatest number of frequent vocabulary items at this level, 

with 340 items. Al Kitaab second and third editions contained the second and third highest 

coverage rates for this level (n = 154 and 132, respectively). Lower counts were found for the 

Alif Baa textbooks, with the third edition containing 71 frequent words out of the first 1,000 most 

frequent words from the Dictionary and the second edition containing the fewest number of 

frequent words (n = 47).  

Number of words at the 2,000 word band. Similar to results found at the 1,000 word 

band, Ahlan wa Sahlan had the greatest number of words attested at this level (n = 174). The 

second edition of Al Kitaab had the second greatest number of words (n = 66), followed closely 
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by the third edition of the same textbook (n = 54). The lowest number of words at this band were 

found for the second edition of Alif Baa (n = 22) and the third edition of Alif Baa (n = 13). 

Number of words at the 3,000 word band. At the highest frequency band, Ahlan wa 

Sahlan had the greatest number of items attested (n = 102). Approximately five times less 

vocabulary was found at this level in the second and third editions of Al Kitaab (n = 28 and 24, 

respectively). The lowest rates of coverage for this band were found for the third and second 

editions of Alif Baa (n = 8 and 5, respectively). 

Vocabulary not attested in the first 3,000 most frequent words. Results for the 

number of textbook vocabulary items not attested in the first 3,000 most frequent words from the 

Dictionary showed Ahlan wa Sahlan had the greatest number of vocabulary words not found in 

the first 3,000 most frequent words form the frequency dictionary (n = 1,379). The second 

greatest number of unattested vocabulary items was found in the second edition of Al Kitaab (n = 

400), which had more than three times less the number of unattested words as compared to Ahlan 

wa Sahlan. With 107 fewer unattested items, the third edition of Al Kitaab had 293 unattested 

vocabulary items. The fewest number of unattested vocabulary words were found in the third 

edition of Alif Baa (n = 85) and second edition of the same textbook (n = 45). 

Percent of frequent vocabulary at individual frequency band. To address part two of 

research question three, results were also obtained for the percentage of textbook vocabulary 

appearing in each frequency band and outside of the first 3,000 most frequent words from the 

frequency dictionary. Results were calculated by dividing the raw counts for the number of 

frequent words by 1,000 and multiplying by 100. Percentages of coverage for each frequency 

band are presented in the graph below by textbook.  
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 Figure 3. Percent of frequent lemmas overall in textbook vocabulary, 1-3,000 word bands 
 

Percentage of textbook vocabulary at the 1-1,000 frequency band. For results at the 

1-1,000 word band, Ahlan wa Sahlan had the greatest coverage levels with 34% of the first 1,000 

words covered. This was followed by the second and third editions of Al Kitaab with 15.4% and 

13.2% coverage, respectively. The Alif Baa textbooks had the lowest coverage rates, with 7.1% 

found for the third edition of Alif Baa and 4.7% for the second edition. 

 Percentage of textbook vocabulary at the 1,000-2,000 frequency band. Results for the 

2,000 word frequency band show Ahlan wa Sahlan had the greatest coverage rates (n = 17.4%), 

followed by Al Kitaab second edition (n = 6.6%) and third edition (n = 5.4%). Coverage rates 

were more than two times lower for Alif Baa (n = 2.2%), followed finally by the second edition 

of the same textbook, which had approximately five times less coverage than the third edition of 

Al Kitaab (n = 1.3%).  
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Percentage of textbook vocabulary at the 2,000-3,000 frequency band. Results were 

also obtained for the percentage of each textbook’s vocabulary that fell within the highest 

frequency band in the present study, or the 2,000-3,000 word band. Textbooks had the fewest 

percentage of items at this level, with the highest percentage of total vocabulary found in Ahlan 

wa Sahlan (n = 10.2%). Lower totals for this level were found for the second of third editions of 

Al Kitaab (n = 2.8% and 2.4%, respectively). The lowest totals were found in Alif Baa third 

edition (n = 0.8%) and second edition (n = 0.5%).  

Research question two: How does textbook vocabulary compare to frequency data 
when normed by the number of contact hours? 

 
 Research question two addressed the number of frequent words students will likely be 

exposed to for each hour in the classroom. Students would acquire this amount of frequent 

vocabulary at each frequency level if guidelines for contact hours suggested by textbooks are 

followed by instructors and language program directors. Results are depicted in the figure below 

for the number of frequent vocabulary words per textbook. Results are divided by frequency 

bands and normed by the number of contact hours. 

 

 Figure 4. Number of words per contact hour by textbook, 1-3,000 word bands 
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 Frequent vocabulary at the 1,000 word band. Results for the number of frequent 

vocabulary items at the 1-1,000 word level showed no textbook offered more than three words 

per instructional hour out of 1,000. Both editions of Alif Baa had the greatest number of words 

per contact hour at this level, which was 3.2 words per contact hour. Ahlan wa Sahlan contained 

2.3 frequent words per instructional hour at this level. The second and third editions of Al Kitaab 

offered approximately one frequent vocabulary item from the 1-1,000 word level (n = 1.1 and 1, 

respectively). 

Frequent vocabulary at the 2,000 word band. At the 2,000 word band, textbooks did 

not exceed approximately one word per contact hour with Ahlan wa Sahlan having the greatest 

number (n = 1.2) and the third edition of Alif Baa close behind (n = 1). The second edition of Alif 

Baa failed to offer more than 0.6 words per contact hour at this level, and the second and third 

editions of Al Kitaab both offered 0.4 words per instructional hour of the 1,000 possible words at 

this level. 

Frequent vocabulary at the 3,000 word band. At the highest frequency band, no 

textbook offered greater than 0.7 words per instructional hour, with Ahlan wa Sahlan offering 

0.7 words exactly. The third edition of Alif Baa offered slightly more than half of those offered 

by Ahlan wa Sahlan at this level (n = 0.4), with a three way tie for the fewest number of words 

offered per instructional hour by the second edition of Alif Baa and the second and third editions 

of Al Kitaab (n = 0.2). 

 Frequent vocabulary 1-3,000 range. Results were also calculated for the overall 

possible number of words in the 1-3,000 word frequency range likely offered by each contact 

hour by textbook. Results for the total number of highly frequent vocabulary words appearing in 

each textbook per instructional hour are displayed in the figure below. 
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 Figure 5. Number of words per contact hour by textbook, first 3,000 most frequent words 
 
 Results show three textbooks provide approximately four frequent words per instructional 

hour, with Alif Baa third edition providing slightly more than four and a half words (n = 4.5), 

Ahlan wa Sahlan providing slightly less (n = 4.2), and Alif Baa second edition providing exactly 

four frequent words per contact hour (n = 4). The lowest number of words per instructional hour 

overall were found for Al Kitaab third edition (n = 1.7) and second edition (n = 1.6). 
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these words should be targeted for learning due to their tremendous power in understanding 

written and spoken text (Nation, 2001; Nation & MacAlister, 2010). In terms of methods, this 

study justified the textbooks analyzed using a nationwide survey of the most popular first year 

Arabic textbooks at the college level. The addition of digital lemmatization using the 

MADAMIRA morphological analyzer (Pasha, et. al, 2014) and frequency determinations using 

AntWordProfiler (Anthony, 2014) provided a new level of precision for making frequency lists 

and textbook vocabulary comparable. This study also applied contact hours as a way to make 

frequency counts for each textbook comparable and easily applicable to the classroom context. 

The proceeding discussion will review results for research questions one and two, with a special 

focus on the 1-3,000 word range overall and the important 1,000 word band.  

Research question one: How does textbook vocabulary compare to a frequency list by raw 

counts and percentages by word bands and overall? 

 Textbook vocabulary representation in the frequency list was very low, both according to 

the number of frequent words by raw counts and the percentage of vocabulary covered at each 

frequency band. This pattern for low levels of frequent vocabulary becomes even more apparent 

when focusing on the critical 1,000 word level, and applying the results of Arabic text coverage 

studies on average. 

  It bears repeating that the 1,000 word level is extremely important for language learners, 

and its poor representation in textbook vocabulary has negative consequences. Given that the 

first 1,000 most frequent words have been shown to cover 66% of a web based text (Milton & 

Masrai, 2016), the range of 41-71 items for the “alphabet textbooks” (i.e. those covering literacy 

and basic vocabulary) and 132-340 items for general textbooks at this level might only provide 

2.7-4.7% text coverage and 8.7-22.4% coverage of a text, respectively, when results from Masrai 
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and Milton’s (2016) text coverage study are applied. Preliminary results in chapter two suggest 

actual coverage rates for two of the textbooks examined in this study are relatively close to those 

projected above. The gap between results for actual coverage rates and those projected in these 

results may be due to the lack of analysis of the first 10 and 100 most frequent lemmas from the 

Dictionary. Zipf’s law dictates that the highest ranking words in a frequency list necessarily 

cover more text, as they appear more frequently in a corpus (Milton, 2009). As a result, the first 

10, 100, and 1,000 most frequent words in a language are more important than the 1,001st word, 

and so on. Arabic text coverage at levels lower than the 3,000 lemma band suggest the first 10 

most frequent words can cover 12% of a text, and the first 100 cover 34% of a text. Of course, if 

textbook vocabulary contains (or fails to) contain these vocabulary items, coverage rates using 

textbook vocabulary will be much higher (or lower) than those projected, a line of thinking 

addressed with empirical data in chapter two of this dissertation. In addition, these counts include 

only web-based texts, as the corpus used for the text coverage study discussed above did not 

include other genres. Further study on the representation of Arabic vocabulary items at the 10 

and 100 word bands is then required, as is study of text coverage for genres other than those 

from the internet. While the 1,000-2,000 and 2,000-3,000 frequency bands are important, these 

two bands provide only an additional 10 and 6% in text coverage respectively (Masrai & Milton, 

2016). As a result, the following discussion will next focus on the fit between the 1-3,000 word 

frequency range and textbook vocabulary.  

Results for the overall 1-3,000 word range show even the textbook with the greatest 

number of frequent words (Ahlan wa Sahlan) had between 50-60% less frequent vocabulary than 

German textbooks (Lipinski, 2010). Looking at frequent vocabulary as a percentage of all 

textbook vocabulary, Alif Baa second and third editions each obtained rates similar to the 
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number of highly frequent vocabulary items in Spanish (Davies & Face, 2006). This points to the 

lexical value of these introductory textbooks to provide students with the vocabulary they will 

need most to perform linguistically. This is especially apparent when comparing results to 

textbooks covering the rest of the academic year or subsequent semesters. For these textbooks 

(Al Kitaab second and third editions and Ahlan wa Sahlan), there was less than half of the 

number of highly frequent vocabulary items as a ratio to all vocabulary than results for Spanish 

(Davies & Face, 2006). At this level, the total of 65-101 total items for the “alphabet books” 

(covering literacy and some vocabulary) and 210-616 lemmas for the primary textbooks suggest 

students will not be prepared to scaffold basic vocabulary knowledge onto more mid range 

frequency words to be able to understand the language, especially in reading. If textbook 

vocabulary might maximally provide 616 lemmas per year, with the most popular two textbooks 

of Alif Baa and Al Kitaab third edition providing 311 frequent lemmas, students would be far 

from the threshold of vocabulary knowledge necessary to read authentic texts, or those written 

by native speakers for native speakers (i.e. Widdowson, 1989). If 3,000 frequent lemmas might 

cover 82% of a text, then 311-616 lemmas might equate to 8.5-16.8% coverage of a text, on 

average using projections from Masrai and Milton (2016). Coverage rates are relatively close to 

those provided for Modern Standard Arabic genres in chapter two.  

 As discussed above, these calculations tend to be somewhat hyperbolic due to the lack of 

consideration of how much text can be covered by the first 10 and 100 frequent Arabic words. 

Additionally, Ricks (2015) suggests first year Arabic students might acquire up to 852 frequent 

lemmas, or 17.0% of the 5,000 most frequent lemmas from the Dictionary. This would lead to 

marginally higher levels of text coverage at the 1,000 and 3,000 word levels. However, this study 

suggests textbooks encourage students to acquire between 10.4% and 20.5% of the 3,000 most 
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frequent lemmas from the Dictionary. The gap for textbooks on the lower end of the frequency 

spectrum can be explained by studies suggesting students in an L2 classroom acquire vocabulary 

through reading, in-class exercises, and in-class discussions (Wode, 1999; Krashen, 2004; 

Laufer, 2004). As for the higher end of frequency representation in Ahlan wa Sahlan, students 

might actually have the opportunity to acquire more vocabulary than students in Rick’s (2015) 

study, when considering results as a ratio of number of words learned to number of frequent 

words tested. Substantiating this supposition can be accomplished in two ways. First, a 

vocabulary test for textbook vocabulary should be developed to determine how much textbook 

vocabulary students are actually learning. Results of this test will tell us if opportunities for 

acquisition of frequent vocabulary provided by the textbook might equate to actual acquisition of 

these important words. Second, the effect of textbook program on frequent vocabulary learning 

using corpora-based vocabulary tests (Ricks, 2015; Masrai, 2017) can be examined to determine 

if students using different textbooks really do learn different amounts of frequent vocabulary, as 

suggested by this study. Discussions around the amount of frequent vocabulary available for 

students to learn and acquire has direct implications for language use, especially for reading in 

this difficult language. 

 Results of this study suggest students are not prepared at the novice level to read and 

understand words that appear habitually in Standard Arabic text and speech. Even as vocabulary 

knowledge may not fully account for reading ability in an L2 (i.e. Bernhardt, 2011), lack of 

introduction to key frequent vocabulary has negative effects for eventual reading practice. The 

standard practice of assigning book length texts at the advanced level is complicated by the lack 

of frequent words provided by textbooks, as Nation (2018a) suggests learners without knowledge 

of the first 3,000 most frequent words cannot understand unsimplified books. Taken holistically, 
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these results suggest students will be far from the vocabulary knowledge necessary to access 

Web based texts with a vocabulary load of 9,000 words (Milton and Masrai, 2016), or media 

texts and novels with a vocabulary load of 8,500-10,500 and 12,000-14,000 words, respectively 

(Van Mol, 2005) at a 95% coverage rate. Studies have shown 95% text coverage is the absolute 

minimum recommended lexical coverage rate for comprehensibility, with 98% as the rate 

allowing most learners to read (Hu & Nation, 2000; Nation, 2006; Laufer & Ravenhorst-

Kavloski, 2013). Simplified novels, the Arabic version of a graded reader are then recommended 

for advanced Arabic students who began their study using the textbooks examined in this study. 

In the long term, it is vital that textbook authors deliberately incorporate all of this important 

vocabulary into materials and commercial textbooks. Targeting this vocabulary would allow 

students to unlock Arabic texts more quickly than is suggested by results of this study. 

Research question two: How does textbook vocabulary compare to frequency data when 

normed by the number of contact hours? 

Results for the number of frequent vocabulary items presented to learners for each hour 

of class time present a somewhat optimistic picture when analyzed holistically, but point in a 

decidedly negative direction when analyzed quantitatively in light of evidence on vocabulary 

acquisition and use from previous studies.  

A holistic comparison of textbooks displays some positive trends. It is heartening that all 

five textbooks contain the greatest number of frequent items in the pivotal 1,000 word band. 

When comparing all textbooks, it is a positive trend that the two textbooks designed to cover the 

first 20-25 hours of class time contain some of the greatest number of frequent items per contact 

hour. Both English and Arabic studies suggest this is a pivotal level for language use (Nation, 

2001; Nation & McAlister, 2010; Masrai & Milton). In another positive turn, the most popular 
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textbook covering the first two to three semesters of Arabic does contain more frequent 

vocabulary per instructional hour. These differences are very slight, however, and may not be 

practically significant.    

Despite the positive direction of some of these developments, quantitative results show 

very low utility of textbook vocabulary when considering how much lexical benefit learners 

might derive for each hour spent in class working with the textbook and learning its vocabulary. 

Even as language program directors may not exactly follow publisher guidelines for pacing of a 

given course and use of a textbook, use of contact hours as a norming unit provides some 

indication of how much frequent vocabulary can be provided for every hour spent in the 

classroom by selecting a particular textbook. Further research is needed to corroborate how much 

language program directors and teachers stick to textbook dictates for class structure and 

vocabulary teaching and learning. For the time being, contact hours remain an important unit of 

norming to compare value of vocabulary lists across textbooks. This framework provides a view 

into how much text coverage ability might be developed per hour of in-class instruction using 

these textbooks. 

Nation (2018b) argues no one would support vocabulary teaching programs with rates of 

acquisition ranging from one to two words per instructional hour (p. 141). Results of this study 

for frequent words normed by contact hour suggest slightly higher rates, but hover closer to the 

rates derided by Nation (2018b) when considering how much vocabulary learners may actually 

gain from textbooks. One of the few studies on adult foreign language learners suggests students 

only acquire up to 50% of textbook vocabulary (Alsaif & Milton, 2012). At this rate, learners 

using the textbooks examined are offered less than one to two words frequent words for every 

instructional hour when considering how textbook vocabulary is represented in the first 3,000 
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most frequent lemmas in Arabic. The usefulness of this vocabulary is further problematized 

when examining the important 1,000 word band and the 3,000 word range overall.  

Adjustment of results according to Alsaif and Milton (2012) show no textbooks offer 

more than one word per instructional hour at this critical band. A consideration of the number of 

words needed to read Arabic texts helps to put results by contact hour further into perspective. If 

the first 1,000 most frequent lemmas cover 66% of a text (Masrai & Milton, 2016), unadjusted 

rates suggest students would only increase their ability to cover a text by 0.07% to 0.21% for 

every instructional hour. Unadjusted rates for vocabulary in the 1-3,000 word range and text 

coverage rates from Masrai and Milton (2016) suggest students overall would increase their text 

coverage ability by 0.04% to 0.12% for every instructional hour, when only textbook vocabulary 

is considered. These rates as well as those for the percentage of textbook vocabulary appearing in 

the frequency list are very low, and must be analyzed in light of limitations of this study. 

4.7 Limitations and directions for future research 

The main limitations of this study involve focus only on textbook content as a barometer 

of learner vocabulary knowledge, and the nature of the Dictionary frequency list. First, not all 

teachers and language program administrators follow the dictates of textbook publishers exactly, 

and students clearly gain vocabulary from sources other than foreign language textbooks (i.e. 

Wode, 1999). This means students would not only have textbook frequent vocabulary at their 

disposal for reading and linguistic use, but they also may not learn all of the vocabulary present 

in textbook word lists (Alsaif & Milton, 2014). Focusing only on textbook vocabulary is an 

extremely conservative approach to measuring learner vocabulary knowledge, but was necessary 

given lack of freely available full text corpora looking at classroom language use to compare to 

textbook vocabulary. If these corpora are developed, textbook vocabulary and classroom 



 132 

discourse could be compared similar to studies in English (Biber, Conrad, & Cortes, 2004). 

Alsaif and Milton’s (2012) study on the amount of textbook acquired by EFL learners in Saudi 

Arabia should also be replicated in Arabic and other foreign languages to confirm rates of 

textbook vocabulary acquisition. Using both textbook and frequent vocabulary as a base, 

empirical assessments of learner knowledge also must be conducted to understand if students 

utilizing different textbook programs might use, process, and understand the language at the 

novice, intermediate, and advanced levels in different ways. This includes an exploration of how 

much of frequent and non-frequent textbook vocabulary is known by students by implementing 

tests from Ricks (2015) and Masrai (2017). Such studies would answer the call put forward by 

Tomlinson (2012) to provide empirical evidence on textbook use and its effects on learner 

knowledge and language acquisition in general. 

The second limitation concerns the composition of corpora underpinning the frequency 

dictionary and the text coverage study from Masrai and Milton (2016). Both sources were used 

to form conclusions about the quality of textbook vocabulary and its ability to prepare students to 

use the language, and must be examined to give context to the results of this study. While both 

corpora attempt to represent the Arabic language in general, only the Dictionary is based on a 

balanced corpus using stratified sampling from multiple written genres (i.e. newspapers, 

scholarly journals, internet discussion forums, and literature). It is then very close to the 

“balanced” corpus approximating language representation described by Biber (1993), as it 

includes multiple genres representing modern Arabic usage. As described in chapter one, genres 

are “socially recognized ways of using language” defined by a communicative purpose (Martin, 

1985; Swales, 1990). Communicative purposes certainly differ among the genres sampled for the 

corpus by Buckwalter and Parkinson (2011), and final frequency counts were corrected 
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according to how well lemmas were represented across genres (p. 5). “Web as corpus” corpora 

like the Kelly Arabic corpus (Kilgariff, et. al, 2011) used by Masrai and Milton (2016) contain 

mostly “casually prepared” materials that are not divided by genre or “meaningful groups of 

texts” (McEnery & Hardie, 2011, p. 7). As a result, while the Kelly Arabic corpus is larger, it can 

only be said to represent language of the web or internet, and not a language as a whole. Even as 

high frequency lists in English are said to overlap as much as 80 to 90% (Nation, 2016, p. 171), 

differences in corpus compilation may lead to different abilities to represent the Arabic language. 

If these differences are robust enough, extrapolations for the value of textbook vocabulary for 

text coverage from Masrai and Milton’s (2016) study may not hold and may need to be 

recalculated using new genres, and expand on those used in chapter two. The simple truth is that 

a frequency list is only as good as the corpus used to create it, and is a direct reflection of the 

texts and genres used to compile it. This adage needs to be considered when designing new 

frequency lists for teaching Arabic and other foreign languages. To determine if textbook 

vocabulary might better prepare students to read some genres than others, future research should 

examine how well textbook vocabulary might fit into different frequency lists derived from 

corpora designed to represent different genres. For example, comparing textbook vocabulary to 

the internet genre based 9,000 item KELLY frequency list in light of results provided by this 

study will provide further insight about how textbook vocabulary might help students understand 

texts on the internet, broadly defined. For investigations outside of these two corpora, other 

genre specific frequency lists could be created from freely available Arabic corpora for purposes 

of frequency based comparisons. Comparing Arabic textbook vocabulary to general and genre 

specific corpora would indicate if Arabic vocabulary lists are biased towards one genre or 

another, or if they tend to be in line moreso with general frequency lists. 
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Another limitation is related to the lack of extension or compacting of these vocabulary 

lists through the concept of word families (Bauer & Nation, 1993). Considering all inflected and 

derived forms to be known if a given base is mastered, evidence must first be provided for the 

psychological reality of the consonantal root for language processing by non-native learners. As 

there is no evidence examining the organization of the non-native Arabic mental lexicon for 

novice learners, future work should seek to establish if all words sharing a consonantal root 

should be considered within the same family for all Arabic students low and novice proficiency 

students. This is in light of findings suggesting the mental lexicon is organized by root for 

advanced learners, or those with an average of nearly four years of study (Freynik, Gor, & 

O’Rourke, 2017). Once established, it is possible to develop the idea of networked lexical 

knowledge for Arabic students of all levels, and provide more accurate estimations of vocabulary 

knowledge and text coverage than those from single word projections alone. Development of 

word families for other languages with distinct morphologies and structures should count words 

in a way applicable to learners’ lexical decomposition and word formation. Given the mounting 

evidence against the word family as the best counting unit for words (Schmitt & Zimmerman, 

2002; Kremmel, 2016; McLean, 2017), the lemma (base word and all regularly inflected words) 

may serve as the best option above word only counts. For the time being, however, this study and 

the lexical coverage study in the previous chapter maintain the most conservative counting unit 

available, as it is better to underestimate learner knowledge gained through the textbook than 

overestimate it. 

For a third limitation related specifically to Arabic, this study does not properly address 

textbook vocabulary through the lens of Arabic diglossia. This unique sociolinguistic situation 

necessitates learners acquire not one, but two primary language varieties, where use is dictated 
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by context. Spoken Arabic (al-a‘ami:yya) has been traditionally used for day-to-day personal, 

oral communication in social and more relaxed contexts, with the Standard (al-fusHa) contrasted 

by use in formal settings and writing, such as the news media, literature, university settings, and 

poetry (Ferguson, 1959; Bassiouney, 2009; Albirini, 2016). The textbooks reviewed in this study 

either teach primarily Standard Arabic (Ahlan wa Sahlan, Alif Baa second edition, and Al Kitaab 

second edition) or provide translation equivalents for Standard words in Egyptian and Levantine 

Arabic, the latter which is spoken primarily in Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, and Palestine. Alif Baa 

and Al Kitaab third edition fall into the second category. Excluding Egyptian and Levantine 

Arabic lists in comparisons to the Dictionary list represents a limitation of the study, as 10% of 

the Dictionary corpus includes unscripted, spoken Arabic from different regions. With a 

composition similar to the BNC (Nation, 2006), vocabulary in the Dictionary can be said to 

represent that language variety to some extent. Spoken lists were excluded as not all textbooks 

contained spoken variety vocabulary in amounts worthy of examination, and the morphological 

analyzer used in this study to lemmatize vocabulary (MADAMIRA, Pasha, et. al, 2014) can only 

process Egyptian or Standard Arabic. A future study should use a morphological 

analyzer/lemmatizer capable of dealing with multiple dialects to address the lexical quality of 

spoken Arabic textbook vocabulary. Examining representation of textbook vocabulary for both 

varieties would prove interesting in frequency lists from digital or internet contexts, as these 

linguistic spaces contain a mix of Standard, Spoken, and foreign languages (Daoudi, 2017; 

Buckwalter and Parkinson, 2011, p. 1). Comparing internet corpus frequency lists to textbook 

vocabulary would determine how much of that vocabulary might be represented in digital 

contexts (see chapter two for an examination of Egyptian Chat/SMS and Twitter corpora). In 

addition, as Al Kitaab third edition contains translations of Standard words into Spoken varieties 
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for Egyptian and Levantine lists, it is unclear if the words provided are found more frequently in 

spoken or Standard corpora. Preliminary evidence from the previous chapter suggest Standard 

vocabulary from Alif Baa third edition represents digital genres such as text messages/chats and 

Tweets as well as Standard genres like Newspapers, Novels, and Literature. Al Kitaab third 

edition’s vocabulary suggests Standard textbook vocabulary is more representative of text 

messages/chats than Egyptian vocabulary, while Egyptian vocabulary is a match with best 

representing Tweets in terms of text coverage. Language variety of textbook vocabulary could be 

determined by a future study looking at the relative frequency of Standard and Spoken 

vocabulary in corpora representing those varieties, both spoken and written. In the meantime, 

valuable recommendations for pedagogy can be made using results of this study.  

4.8 Pedagogical Implications 

The general wisdom of frequency based studies verified through more than twenty years 

of empirical study supports the primacy of the first 2,000 (Nation, 2001; Schmitt, 2000) or 3,000 

frequent words or word families as an absolute priority for all novice foreign language learners 

(Nation, 2001; Schmitt & Schmitt, 2014). Textbooks examined in these study and others exhibit 

some many gaps in preparing students to experience frequent vocabulary in context. Every effort 

should be made to include this vocabulary into the first-year curriculum for any foreign language 

program to fill in these lexical gaps. Frequency dictionaries are readily available for many 

commonly and less commonly taught foreign languages, but figuring out how to add 3,000-5,000 

words to a curriculum for a teacher or a language program administrator may be daunting. 

Teachers and language program administrators often lack the time or wherewithal to determine 

ways to integrate frequent vocabulary into lessons, or may be constrained by the use of a specific 

textbook by department policy. While a flashcard treatment of these words might suffice, it is not 



 137 

reasonable to expect students will memorize thousands of vocabulary words beyond those in 

textbooks. Guiding frequent vocabulary selection according to topic is a much more reasonable 

approach if materials incorporating frequent vocabulary are not readily available. Frequent, 

thematic vocabulary from thematic callout boxes in the Dictionary not found in the textbooks 

(available upon request from the author) can better scaffold corpus based activities recommended 

by Zaki (2016) using web-based resources such as arabicorpus (Parkinson, 2012). For teachers of 

other foreign languages, the Routledge series of frequency dictionaries includes 16 languages, 

including less commonly taught languages such as Turkish, Japanese, Korean, Persian, and 

Czech. These dictionaries contain the same topic based call out boxes. For those with the time, 

energy, and enthusiasm, repeating the present study for research and pedagogical purposes using 

the relevant frequency dictionary presents an excellent avenue to more fully understand lexical 

gaps in learners’ knowledge. For those in the majority, thematic callout boxes with topic-based 

frequency lists ranging from animals, body parts, food, clothing, transportation to more abstract 

topics like war and security or politics are readily available resources.  

Even if the Dictionary corpus may better represent general vocabulary than lists that are 

topic specific, inclusion of these lists and providing them to learners for scaffolding oral and 

written communication in and outside of class will better prepare them for language exposure 

outside of class and the textbook. In that vein, future work should develop specialized frequency 

lists targeting words at the mid to low frequency range as needed for advanced learners. Serving 

advanced learners and students’ interests in general, as identified with learner centered 

approaches, can be implemented by creating corpora and frequency lists specifically designed 

using genres students want to read. In the meantime, focusing on topic-oriented frequency lists 
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can help bridge the gaps between frequency lists and the language learning needs of varied 

groups of learners. 

4.9 Conclusion 

Results of the present study point to a relatively low correspondence between the 

requirements of post authenticity framework (Tatsuki, 2006; Shomoossi & Ketabi, 2007) 

operationalized in this study through a frequency based approach to evaluating textbook 

vocabulary. Comparing popular Arabic textbook vocabulary to the most frequent words in 

Arabic shows these textbooks do not meet this important goal for vocabulary teaching and 

learning. Previous studies suggest that this is true for foreign language textbooks in general. 

Although textbooks may provide a great deal of vocabulary to learners, “there is almost never 

any indication of which of these words the student is most likely to encounter in actual 

conversations or texts” (Buckwalter & Parkinson, 2011). This study and others like it are an 

effort to provide this indication to researchers and teachers alike. By applying a frequency based 

approach to materials evaluation and design and pedagogy, learners will be better placed when 

making the jump from novice to intermediate, and intermediate to advanced proficiency, and 

move from interacting with the textbook, teacher, and classmates to interacting with native and 

proficient non-native interlocutors and authentic texts. Textbooks will also be in a better position 

for vocabulary to correspond to a post-authenticity framework. 
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Conclusion 

5.1 Conclusion 

The three studies in this dissertation add to the literature on the contents and quality of 

Arabic as a Foreign Language textbooks, which remain underexplored. Through the lens of various 

forms of authenticity, this dissertation asked if popular textbooks prepare students to meet the 

challenge of vocabulary, texts, and genres in a natural language environment. Article one explored 

the relationship between spoken and written genres and topics in a popular textbook and those 

encountered on study abroad. This study operationalized the concepts of classroom and learner 

authenticity by identifying overlaps and differences between textbook spoken and written text 

genres and topics in textbooks and student reports from study abroad. Articles two and three took 

a bird’s eye view of texts and vocabulary through a corpus-based approach. These two studies 

evaluated the vocabulary of popular Arabic textbooks for lexical coverage and frequency. The 

second article on lexical coverage combined the concepts of text and learner authenticity. It asks 

how much of an authentic text students may be prepared to read after two to three semesters of 

Arabic study. It specifically targeted genres and language varieties students say they would like to 

read. Study three extends the review of textbook vocabulary by applying a post-authenticity 

framework, which prizes teaching and learning goals over classic definitions of text, learner, and 

classroom authenticity. It asks if vocabulary from popular Arabic textbooks appear in a frequency 

list derived from a balanced, representative corpus of Arabic. 

 Broadly, the articles in the dissertation addressed the following practical research 

questions:  
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Article 1: Are genres and topics presented to students before study abroad helpful in 

interacting with the genres and topics they may actually encounter during the study abroad 

experience? 

Article 2: Does textbook vocabulary prepare students to read texts in genres and language 

varieties that surveys tell us they want to read? 

Article 3: Does textbook vocabulary from the most popular Arabic textbooks prepare 

students with the vocabulary they are most likely to meet in a natural language 

environment? 

 This final chapter of this dissertation reviews results of each study according to these 

overarching research aims. Implications for L2 and Arabic pedagogy and materials design, as well 

as limitations and directions for future research will be discussed in this concluding chapter. 

 Article 1: Do Arabic textbooks prepare students to use and understand key genres 

during study abroad? The first study in the dissertation applied Martin’s (1992) genre framework 

to classify written and spoken texts in the third edition of Al Kitaab fii Ta’allum Al-’Arabiyya 

(Brustad, et. al, 2014) as well as student genre use during study abroad. It added to the literature 

on language contact during study abroad through the introduction of genre classification. The 

genre framework was used to identify matches and mismatches between student reports and 

textbook texts, interlocutors (tenor), and topics (field). This comparison operationalizes classroom 

and learner authenticity through the materials students experience in the textbook and comparing 

them to textbook spoken interlocutors, spoken and written genres, and topics.  

Despite positive connections between textbook contents and some topics and written 

genres, a disconnect emerged between various aspects of the genre-based categories analyzed. 

Gaps emerged between the textbook interlocutors in dialogues, reading passages and digital genres 
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in student reports of writing and reading abroad, and spoken and written topics in student reports 

and the textbook. Even so, results show a moderate level of genre-based preparation is provided 

by the most popular primary Arabic as a Foreign Language textbook nationwide. This indicates a 

relatively decent connection between the classroom and learner authenticity through the textbook 

and student reports. 

 Article 2. Does textbook vocabulary prepare students to read in genres and language 

varieties surveys tell us they want to read? The second study applied a lexical coverage approach 

(Laufer & Ravenhorst-Kavolski, 2013; Hu & Nation, 2011; Nation, 2006) to determine what 

percentage of text can be covered on average by textbook vocabulary. This study asked if textbook 

vocabulary builds a base of vocabulary knowledge large enough to prepare students to read 

authentic texts in the future. It added to the text coverage literature by using textbook vocabulary 

as the basis for learner knowledge for reading, and addressed how much text students can access 

in non-traditional digital genres. It also divided textbook vocabulary and genres broadly into 

Standard and Spoken Arabic generally. In this way, the study applies learner authenticity through 

considering textbook vocabulary they know and texts in language varieties they want to read. 

Finally, it considers text authenticity through using corpora representative of authentic texts 

written by a native audience for the same. 

Results show no vocabulary lists reached the 95% minimum threshold for comprehensible 

input, which seems like a lofty goal to accomplish after one year of study. Genres students want 

to read reached some coverage for the majority of genres (~13%), with classical or historic texts 

achieving very low rates. Students wanting to read these texts are then disadvantaged by the 

vocabulary provided in this popular textbook. The highest totals were reached for Egyptian 

SMS/Chats and Tweets, with results pointing to good preparation to read these texts after two to 
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three semesters studying Standard and Egyptian varieties. Results indicate a decent connection 

between learner and text authenticity for these two genres, with a weaker link between Standard 

Arabic textbook vocabulary and newspapers, literature, and business texts. 

Article 3. Does textbook vocabulary prepare students to meet vocabulary they will 

encounter in using the language in general? The third study used a vocabulary levels framework 

to evaluate the vocabulary of the five most popular Arabic textbooks in the United States. It applied 

a framework supporting primacy of the first 3,000 most frequent words in Arabic (Van Mol, 2005; 

Al-Batal, 2006; Masrai & Milton, 2016) to compare textbook vocabulary to the first 3,000 most 

frequent headwords in A Frequency Dictionary of Arabic (Buckwalter & Parkinson, 2006). Unlike 

Spanish and German studies, this study applied digitally driven methods to processing vocabulary 

similar to EFL studies (i.e. Chujo & Genung, 2004). Improvements included lemmatizing 

vocabulary for comparison using the MADAMIRA morphological analyzer and comparing the 

processed textbook vocabulary to the Dictionary list using AntWordProfiler. This study 

additionally examined only the most popular textbooks resulting from a nationwide survey on 

Arabic textbook use. This method and study operationalize a post-authenticity framework by 

championing goals for teaching and learning over authenticity itself.  The frequency based 

framework in this study prizes frequent vocabulary learning for language use over using authentic 

materials per se.  

Results for article three showed popular Arabic textbooks do not provide many frequent 

or non-frequent vocabulary words by both numerical counts and normed by the number of 

contact hours recommended by each textbook. Given the importance of the first 3,000 words for 

Arabic learners, the percentage of vocabulary in the most popular textbooks in the crucial 3,000-

word range is disappointing. This is especially important in the first 1,000-word frequency band, 
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which is extremely valuable for reading and general language proficiency (Nation, 2001), with 

this level covering up to 66% of a given text (Masrai & Milton, 2016). Results indicate relatively 

poor preparation for understanding and use of the most frequent lemmas in Arabic. The most 

popular Arabic textbooks fail to meet the challenges of the frequency-based approach to L2 

teaching. A post-authenticity framework indicates a mismatch between goals of teaching and 

learning frequent vocabulary and the vocabulary presented in the textbook. 

5.2 Implications 

Results of this dissertation point to a variety of theoretical and practical implications for 

L2 and Arabic materials design and teaching. This section will first discuss theory-based 

implications following from studies one, two, and three. It will then discuss practical 

implications for materials design, and how results of these studies might be immediately applied 

to address gaps identified in the conclusions above.  

Implications for L2 and Arabic materials design. There are a variety of implications for 

the various forms of authenticity operationalized and examined in this dissertation. Results from 

these studies in general present a possible friction between two aspects of Breen’s (1983) 

authenticity framework. This tension arises from comparing classroom authenticity and learner 

authenticity, or student knowledge gained through texts as legitimate representatives of the 

language they will encounter and those they actually encounter in their personal, legitimate 

experiences abroad. In addition, the classic definition of textual authenticity further complicates 

this calculus. The question of which type of authenticity is the primary form then looms large as a 

question resulting from this dissertation. While the answer cannot be easily given, results of this 

dissertation show all three types of authenticity have a place in materials design and in the ecology 

of the L2 classroom. Results and implications also point to an increased need to incorporate these 
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forms of authenticity into popular commercial textbooks. In this way, the voice and needs of the 

learner and the special context of the L2 classroom can be amplified rather than ignored.  

Implications for Arabic materials design and pedagogy are numerous and varied, as the 

field is comparatively underexplored. Nearly endless possibilities exist for this field, but this 

conclusion will focus on a few key considerations that emerged from the studies in this dissertation. 

One major finding of this dissertation revolves around the nationwide survey of Arabic programs 

used in all three studies. Results show an overwhelming majority of programs use the same 

textbook. This represents a challenge and a boon to curriculum designers. The challenge is 

represented by a need for program directors and programs to critically examine and supplement 

textbooks if those are used widely by programs their students attend for study abroad or intensive 

domestic immersion programs. The benefit comes from the ability to create ready-made 

supplements accessible to any teacher using the textbook. If the assumption that most programs 

use the majority of textbook content is correct, then the fact that all programs use the same textbook 

means it will be easy to control the quality of language students receive as input through creating 

research-based supplements. 

Another major implication for Arabic pedagogy is the need to address genres and genre-

based vocabulary students say they need in materials and pedagogy. Results from study one show 

a need to employ backward design to ask if learners are served by the textbooks that claim to 

address their needs. This must be addressed beyond fulfilling the ACTFL guidelines, and begin to 

reach into the territory of texts, genres, and contexts learners want and need to experience. Results 

from studies one and two suggest the need to include reading in dialect genres in class, and if 

possible, in future textbooks. The resulting materials from study two and three help to address the 

need of providing learners with the vocabulary they need specifically to read important genres as 
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well as to function in the language in general. A final implication is for Arabic materials design to 

finally recognize that spoken (dialect) Arabic is a legitimate written variety, with Arabic students 

having a real need to read and communicate in these digital contexts, as suggested by Wilmsen 

(2006) and Younes (2006). Results of this dissertation overall ask Arabic materials designers and 

those using the materials to consider what type of knowledge they are providing to students, and 

how well that knowledge fits learner needs or the requirements for the various forms of authenticity 

beyond the textual. 

5.3 Limitations and directions for future research 

This dissertation suffers from some limitations, but these limitations provide a way forward 

for future research in the understudied field of materials design in general and Arabic materials 

design. More specifically, these studies did not examine what kinds of knowledge students gain 

from the textbook, or how the textbooks might be used by learners or teachers and Arabic program 

administrators. A major limitation surrounds the implicit assumption that students are acquiring 

all of the content in a given textbook and only that content. Reality tells us about 50% of English 

as a Foreign Language vocabulary is acquired  (Alsaif & Milton, 2012). It is clear that not all 

textbook vocabulary and text genres are necessarily acquired, and it is unclear if most instructors 

cover all textbook content in a given semester or year. Future research should answer the call put 

forth by Tomlinson (2012) to conduct more research on patterns of textbook use by both teachers 

and students. By understanding how much vocabulary students acquire from textbooks or how 

much genre knowledge they acquire from written and spoken texts, it is possible to adjust 

theoretical projections provided by this study to reflect reality. By examining the gap between 

results of this dissertation and what students actually gain from textbooks, it will be easier to 
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identify areas of weakness and strength upon which to draw as a language program director or 

teacher making decisions about what to teach, when to teach it, and how to teach it.  

In terms of limitations related specifically to Arabic, this dissertation did not evaluate 

vocabulary of all language varieties (dialects) for frequency or lexical coverage due to the inability 

of MADAMIRA to process varieties other than Standard or Egyptian Arabic. Future work should 

examine more dialects than those studied, including Levantine, Gulf, and North African varieties. 

This is only possible if natural language processing (NLP) technology that is able to deal with 

multiple dialects and codeswitching is freely available. Other methodological limitations include 

a lack of inclusion of textbook genres directly in the genre survey distributed to students, as well 

as a lack of data triangulation through semi-structured interviews. Future research should examine 

the development of generic knowledge through the textbook and study abroad through semester 

or longer longitudinal, qualitative case studies. The influence of Arabic diglossia should also be 

examined in genre acquisition in future studies. Studies can then guide selection of texts from 

varieties and genres students find more challenging to aid in the speedier process of acquisition.  

Another major direction for future research is the investigation of the nature of the Arabic 

nonnative mental lexicon, and how this knowledge translates into receptive vocabulary knowledge 

for reading and language use. It is then possible to formulate Arabic word families based on either 

the lemma or consonantal root and pattern, if these morphological forms are substantiated as 

psychologically real building blocks of the mental lexicon, after Bauer and Nation (1993). Text 

coverage studies can then be conducted more accurately once a counting unit for Arabic words is 

established. These studies could also be conducted using actual student data after Hu and Nation 

(2000), in which text coverage rates are adjusted based on learner knowledge. Less traditional 

digital genres such as those targeted in this dissertation could be used to discover if lower text 
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coverage rates than the recommended 95% or 98% might provide text comprehension. By 

expanding the purview of genre, lexical coverage, and vocabulary studies through the lens of 

Arabic, it is possible to further understand how the processes of Arabic language acquisition might 

differ from a more commonly taught foreign language such as French or German or Spanish. In 

this respect, the challenge for the next generation of Arabic as a Foreign Language researchers will 

lie in applying methods and tools from other L2 teaching and learning fields to understand this 

process, as recommended in this dissertation.  
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